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      Political intrigue is for wizards.

      Shade has never agreed with her old mentor’s advice more than she does now. But if unraveling a political conspiracy is her only chance to escape the past month of magical boot camp and goblin-sparring, interspersed with seductive attempts by her sidhe master to make their relationship permanent, then so be it.

      A government spook saw something he shouldn’t have—a glimpse of the Otherworld. Now his life is in danger, and it's up to Shade to save him. Unfortunately, there are a lot of monsters behind the scenes pulling political strings. Demons, sidhe, sorceresses, even the vampiric crime lord of Cleveland himself. Any one of them could have frightened the political fixer into madness.

      And they’ll do much worse to Shade if she threatens to uncover their secrets...
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      “How many goblins do I have to fight before you’ll tell me what the case is?”

      My voice shook, and I tightened my grip on the thin metal arms of my chair. The scent of sweat and blood filled my nostrils, and the hairs on my arms stood straight up, vibrating in the static aftermath of too much spent magic.

      “For the third time, I will tell you when you’re done. Keep second-guessing me, and we’ll add obedience lessons to your weekly routine as well.”

      The threat in the words did nothing to take away from the leannan sidhe’s smooth voice, that sensual promise that echoed in everything Flint said regardless of how mundane or how threatening. I sucked in a breath, trying to get oxygen into my abused lungs, only to be rewarded with the scent of warm bedsheets and a hint of expensive aftershave. I scowled. We were at the Chiron, a gym designed for Otherworlders to train magically and physically. No one should smell that good here.

      Against my will, my gaze traveled over Flint’s pale denim jeans that were more white than blue. The bleached denim made his snug black T-shirt look all the darker, a near-perfect match to his black hair.

      “If you’re done complaining, drink this.”

      I squinted at the small plastic medicine cup pinched between Flint’s thumb and forefinger. The June sunlight streaming through the window struck the potion, making it look like cherry-flavored candy in the hand of a handsome stranger. The red liquid inside was thicker than it should have been, more like syrup than water. “Your potion master overcooked it. Again.”

      Flint’s hand didn’t waver. “It is not overcooked. It is concentrated for increased potency. Last week you tripped on your way into the circle, and an embarrassment to you is an embarrassment to me. Now stop being childish and drink it.” Amusement glinted in his eyes and he tilted his head. “Unless you’d like to defend against Asher without the benefit of spellcasting? Have your hand-to-hand combat skills improved since last we tested them?”

      Behind him, a handful of goblins snickered from their position leaning against the gym wall. The tallest one, a sharp-featured man with yellow skin like old parchment and eyes that held the red shine of polished holly berries, winked at me.

      That would be Asher, then.

      I took a deep breath through my nose. “I’m not trying to be disobedient. I want you to understand the consequences of what you’re asking me to do.”

      Asher’s grin widened, revealing too-sharp teeth and lower canines that were longer than the top. I held his stare, waiting for him to look away first. You could not show weakness in front of goblins. Not unless you wanted to be dinner. Or worse.

      “I’ve been training for four hours,” I continued. “I’m tired, and I’m spent, and I need to rest. If you keep pushing me like this, I’ll be worse than useless to you.”

      I sat up straighter, encouraged when my body responded to my commands despite feeling as if my bones had turned to lead. “Spellcasting takes a physical toll the same way physical activity takes a toll. You wouldn’t ask me to run all day, then make me get up and keep running after I’d fallen. You’d know what a horrible idea it would be to stick a needle in me and use a shot of adrenaline or a steroid or some other artificial means to make me push my body beyond its limits.” I jabbed a finger at the cup. “This is the same.”

      I nodded to the goblins standing along the back row. There were five of them, all with the angular features, pale yellow skin, and bright red eyes that goblins shared. Three of them were nursing injuries I’d given them, ranging from burns to frostbite —and in one case, a broken arm. They’d all refused the attention of the gym’s healer, and the one with the broken arm insisted on trying to catch my eye as he poked and prodded the break, scraping a claw over the exposed bone and smearing the blood in a spiral down his forearm. They were all smiling. Goblins enjoyed pain.

      And that wasn’t even the most disturbing thing about them.

      “Haven’t I done enough for the day?” I asked.

      Flint took my hand and wrapped my fingers around the small cup without sparing the goblins so much as a glance. “You have made the same argument every week since we began training a month ago, and I will give you the same answer. You are weak. Weaker than someone of your background should be. You are the apprentice of the most powerful witch in existence—that carries expectations. So far, it is that reputation alone that has kept the worst of the consequences for your rash behavior at bay, but that won’t last long. You’re making enemies that would frighten someone ten times as powerful as you. Soon one of them will come for payback.” His voice hardened. “Drink it, and get back in the ring.”

      I looked at the training ring that I’d not so affectionately nicknamed the tenth circle of Hell. One inch thick blue mats had been cut into a circle, with a ring of silver around that, followed by a ring of copper. Wards etched into the floor inside the two circles kept the magic thrown about inside from striking anyone in the neighboring training circle, or the fight cage at the other end of the room where the more physical Otherworlders came to practice their skills. Wards inside the main circle, underneath the padding, held stabilization spells that could be activated with a shout, and would keep a person alive long enough for the gym’s healer to get to them. Most witches and wizards spent a significant portion of their apprenticeship in training centers like this one.

      I hadn’t.

      Why? Because the most powerful witch in existence considered magic to be only one of many tools in the witch’s arsenal. No more or less important than a reliable spatula.

      Maybe less.

      “Drink,” Flint prompted. “The sooner you defeat Asher, the sooner you can get to work on the case I have waiting for you.”

      He was hinting this would be the last fight of the day, but I’d fallen for that trick before. My hand itched with the urge to slap the cup out of his hand, but I grabbed it instead. If he really had a case for me, then I’d much rather get to that than face another day of train-the-witch.

      The potion tasted as awful as every other potion Flint had given me during these infuriating sessions. I drank it not because I agreed with him, but because I believed he’d follow through on the threat of obedience lessons. And, of course, because he still owned me for another ten months. I’d signed the contract, and to break my word would be to risk being forsworn, something that could cost me my magic, my familiar, and every hope I had of serving the purpose I felt called to.

      “Feel better?” Asher asked.

      Something about the goblin’s eager tone made my magic writhe in response, a deep-seated instinct telling me this was not going to be fun for me. I kept my lips pressed together, not trusting the potion to stay down if I attempted a sarcastic retort. Instead, I concentrated on the bond between me and my familiar, sending a pulse of concern down the metaphysical link.

      An answering pulse of confidence met my probe, and my shoulders relaxed. I’d told Peasblossom to stay out of sight during this round of training. Goblins could get antsy waiting for their turn to fight, and given their affinity for pain, it would be just like them to try their hand at catching a pixie.

      The potion swept through me with all the finesse of a charging rhino, and I winced as the weariness was forced from my muscles. Adrenaline burned through me, shoving me to my feet, and I rolled my head in circles to ride out the sudden surge in energy. My magic ricocheted inside me, and I took a deep breath, willing it to quiet. To wait for my command.

      “All right, let’s see how you fare against Asher.” Flint gestured for the goblin to enter the ring. “And this time, I want to see you push yourself. No more frost and fire, and stop putting fog and summoned creatures between you and your enemy. I want to see not just power, not just strength, but a show of both. An attack should not only take care of one opponent, it should make your other opponents think twice about engaging with you at all.”

      “The sizzle sells the steak,” I muttered. “I get it, you want me to be more flashy.”

      Flint narrowed his eyes. “You underestimate the value of intimidation. The best way to survive an attack is to avoid it in the first place. Now be scary.”

      With the overcooked potion humming with false positivity inside me, I stepped inside the circle. Asher stood on the blue mats across from me, and it was probably my paranoia making his red eyes look darker, more of a blood red than a happy holly berry. He watched me like a man watches his virgin bride step out of the bathroom in her honeymoon negligee, and suddenly my palms felt clammy.

      A tingling sensation ran down my arms as Flint activated the circles. The goblin took a step closer, standing less than ten feet away from me, his body vibrating with excitement. He raised a hand tipped with vicious black claws in a welcoming gesture, and when he spoke, his voice held a rasp of something that sounded unpleasantly close to arousal.

      “Ladies first.”

      Anticipation lit his eyes and he shifted his weight from one foot to the other, claws fanning the air as he flexed his fingers. He chafed under the need to attack. I suppose when you were a creature Nature had endowed with extra organs to compensate for the consequences of a brain that registered pain as pleasure, fighting would be a good time.

      It made me feel a little better about what I was about to do to him.

      I straightened my spine and squared my shoulders. It wasn’t easy to look intimidating in a plain black cotton T-shirt and pink and purple leggings, but I’d had a lot of practice. And when a witch fixed you with the evil eye, the last thing you noticed was her clothing.

      The evil eye was one of the least magical things a witch could do, and one of the most powerful. It held all the emotions no one ever wanted to see, the emotions all humans dreaded. Disappointment. Derision. Disgust. I looked at Asher as if he’d failed me, as if he always failed me and would always fail me. He was nothing, not to me, and not to anyone else. Pathetic. Worthless. Unworthy of my time.

      The weight of the evil eye thickened the air between us. Asher’s chest stuttered as it grew harder for him to draw a breath, and his head bobbed with the effort to resist dropping his gaze to the gym floor.

      “You are an insult,” I said, my voice low and hard. “I’ve beaten four of your brothers, and still the best I’m offered is you? You, who lack the discipline for a weapon?” I gestured at him, noting the lack of blade or gun. “How dare you step into this ring with me, knowing you have nothing to offer?”

      It was much more likely that Asher had no weapon because he didn’t need one. Goblins were vicious killers, and when you liked pain as much as they did, you were all too willing to get up close and personal. Which is what I needed him to do.

      Asher’s jaw clenched, and his body tensed as if he were fighting the urge to take a step back. “I want to pet your heart.”

      A shiver ran down my spine as the goblin’s strained whisper rushed to paint a macabre picture in my brain that would very likely play a large part in tonight’s nightmares. I shoved it away and took another step, leaning forward as I forced myself to meet Asher’s eerie red stare, pushing more power into the evil eye.

      “You’re boring me.” I poured more disdain into my voice. “Such a disappointment. I suppose I should be grateful that Flint saved you for my final match. It’s not often he decides to show mercy and allow me an easy battle to end my day of training.”

      Unlike the witchy look, the evil eye was not meant to dissuade an attack. It was meant to weaken it when it came. Asher dove, sweeping his clawed hand toward my midsection like a reaper’s scythe. I gritted my teeth, but didn’t move out of the way. Flint said be scary. I could be scary.

      Asher’s claws left trails of burning fire in their wake, turning my stomach into a hot mess of pain. I swallowed a hiss and stood my ground, lifting my chin. As expected, he hadn’t tried to gut me, hadn’t tried to do anything more than draw blood. Goblins needed foreplay in battle, especially a training fight that had no chance of ending in death.

      Didn’t mean it didn’t hurt though.

      I didn’t fight when he grabbed my hair, curled his claws against my scalp, drawing more of my blood. He held still for a long second, his breathing ragged, his eyes glazed over as he waited for me to strike back. He wanted to feel pain so he could continue our battle in the euphoric state goblins lived for, rejoicing in the midst of mutual blood and agony.

      I laughed, pushing the sound above the roar of my pulse in my ears, the scream of my instincts to break away. With a flex of my will, the laugh turned to a cackle. Sadistic joy and the promise of doom filled my voice, washing over Asher and touching the despair the evil eye had inspired. The cackle pushed the despair deeper into the goblin’s body like a shot of adrenaline carrying poison to the heart. The air soured around us, filled with the bitter scent of fear and defeat. Asher tightened his grip on my hair, the other hand raising to strike again. I concentrated on the feel of his fingers against my scalp, anchored to my head by his grip on my hair.

      “Deformare nitentibus!”

      Sickly green light pulsed from where our bodies touched. Asher released me and staggered back, choking on a gasp. I straightened and watched him fight to stay on his feet as the spell seized his limbs. Asher’s eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to let out a bloodcurdling scream.

      I forced myself not to flinch as his bones snapped and reformed, skin sliding out of place, muscles spasming. It was like watching a shift gone wrong, the magic wrenching his arms and legs into directions they weren’t meant to go. A lump rose at the top of his spine, forcing him to bend in half, unable to stand up straight.

      With Asher’s mouth wide open, I could see to the back of his throat. Something moved, something bigger than anything that should have been there. Too late, I realized what it was a split second before Asher’s tongue shot from his mouth and curled around my neck like the end of a whip. I sucked in a breath just before the slimy appendage closed around my windpipe.

      The spell’s light flashed, and another crack broke the air. Asher jerked lower to the floor as his leg bent the wrong way. He screamed again, louder and higher-pitched, the sound muffled by his extended tongue. The agony of the spell would grow worse as the magic continued to twist his body. If we were in battle, all of his comrades would hear those screams, see what I’d done to him.

      Grey fog ate the edges of my vision. He wasn’t weakening fast enough. At this rate, I’d lose consciousness first. I’d lose.

      Losing would mean another fight, since Flint did not permit me to end on a fail.

      I grabbed hold of Asher’s tongue with both hands, quickly so I didn’t have time to think about what I was about to do. My stomach rolled and bile rose as I stepped closer to him, held his tongue taut—and bit down.

      Blood filled my mouth, but the pressure on my neck kept any of it from going down my throat. Spongy flesh split under my teeth, and Asher screamed again, the tension loosening as his tongue fell away from my neck. I spit his own blood at him, barely keeping back the vomit that wanted to follow it out of my mouth as I noticed I’d taken a chunk out of his tongue.

      Shoving all other thoughts from my mind, and holding onto my sanity with everything I had, I raised my hands. Energy sizzled up my spine, and I let it come, let it grow as it rose, until it snapped against my fingertips. When it grew too painful to hold anymore, I brought my hands down, fingers pointing toward Asher.

      “Fulgur!”

      I closed my eyes to protect them from the searing brightness of the lightning bolt that struck the writhing goblin. The sound of flesh burning made me open them in time to see his clothing catch fire, and his screams cut off as the electricity arced through his body, twisting him into tighter knots. I wanted to look away, but this was all part of it. This is what I had to prove to my master.

      And so I stood there, staring down at him as if he were nothing, as if his screams and his pain didn’t matter. I looked down my nose and sneered, feeling his blood on my lips as I did, my own blood dripping from the cuts on my scalp, trickling down my temples. I stayed like that for a long moment, letting Flint get a good look at me. Scary enough for you?

      Something slammed into me from behind. I shot forward, my eyes wide as I shouted in surprise. I got my arms out in time to catch myself, but the weight of Flint’s body drove me into the mat and held me there, fighting to get a breath through the pressure pinning me down. The floor was slick with blood, and I slid as I tried to squirm free.

      Even if I’d had the breath to speak, I wouldn’t have been able to get a word around the rage threatening to choke me. Flint leaned down to put his mouth next to my ear.

      “Do you know what your greatest weakness is?”

      I tried to speak, but nothing came out. I snapped my mouth shut and waited for him to lift some of his weight from my back. He did, enough that I could draw breath to speak, but not enough for me to get up. When I finally had the air I needed, I spoke from between clenched teeth. “Yes. The contract…that forces me to play your ridiculous games.”

      “You rely too much on your allies,” Flint corrected me, his voice soft, his breath stirring the stray hairs that curled around my ear. “You trust someone to be there, to watch your back. And you trust too easily. You label someone as a non-threat, or worse, a friend, and then you turn your back on them.” His voice hardened. “You need to stop. This circle was meant to keep magic in, not to keep other threats out. You knew that, and you still turned your back on me.”

      My temper flared, and I pressed my lips together to keep myself from letting out the spell I so desperately wanted to use to scrub that superior tone from his voice. Flint had learned early on that it was necessary to forbid me outright from using magic on him without his express permission. Damn his eyes.

      “Roll over,” he said, his voice still low and even.

      Asher’s gasps of pain and pleasure provided a macabre backdrop as I did as Flint ordered, rolling over despite the fact that he gave me very little room to do so. The limited space forced me to drag my bloody stomach against his to get onto my back. By the time I was looking up at him, the pain in my torn stomach was enough to distract me from the desire to wipe that smirk off his face.

      He lowered his body over mine, ignoring the blood. Warmth seeped through our clothing, into my skin, his power washing over me in warm waves. The pain ebbed under the soothing balm of his magic, and my muscles gave up their resistance. I melted against the floor, allowing myself a second to bask in his influence, immune to the stinging in my scalp and stomach.

      “Your attack was good.” Flint’s calm clear voice permeated the warm bubble of his power, brushing my ears as if he’d leaned closer. “You used strategy to weaken his attack before he made it, and you used his own desires against him. You made him scream, twisted him in a show of power that would have given his companions pause.” His eyebrows twitched upward. “Biting his tongue was a nice touch. Macabre and disgusting, always a good way to make your enemies hesitate. And of course lightning is always an effective display of power.”

      His eyebrows fell and his voice hardened. “But none of that would matter in a real battle if you allowed your enemy to get too close. You pushed yourself without pause, spent all your energy. Now you’re weak.” This time he did lean closer, nuzzled my ear. “I’ll bet you couldn’t even manage a handful of frost right now.”

      I flexed my hand, anger giving me a boost in energy. It was too hard to imagine frost while floating on the waves of the leannan sidhe’s power, so I imagined fire instead. I imagined how satisfying it would be to see that smug look in his eyes vanish on a flood of flame-induced pain. It was possible I could argue later that his last statement had been a challenge. A request that I attempt what he’d suggested.

      Hmmm…

      “I could make you so much stronger,” Flint continued seductively. “There are so many benefits to accepting a leannan sidhe as your patron. If you would just let me help you.”

      I choked on the sharp laugh that tried to make it past my lips, wincing as the movement pulled the wounds in my stomach. “Sure,” I wheezed. “Who wouldn’t want to be food for a fey? And our last deal has gone so well for me. Where do I sign?”

      Flint sighed. “Is that what holds you back? Old stories? Do you really believe the tales of my people draining their artists dry, leaving them to waste away into death?”

      “Saying it in a mocking tone really does rob the idea of all credibility,” I agreed. The longer I bobbed on the waves of his magic, the goofier I felt, but I didn’t care. Yet. “You’re right, I’m being silly. Give me a pen.”

      Irritation tightened the corners of his mouth. “Accepting me as your patron would be no more dangerous than becoming a vampire’s human servant. The relationship is symbiotic. I would feed you, push your magic to levels you couldn’t imagine.”

      “Sort of like raising cattle, you fatten me up, then it’s off to the dinner table.” I snickered.

      Anger flashed in Flint’s eyes, offering me a brief glimpse of irises glowing gold and brown like a tiger’s eye stone. “I’m not a heathen to lose myself in the taking of energy. I would not hurt you. In point of fact, if we were bonded, you would be healing much faster.”

      He sounded far more serious than was good for me. No more jokes, then. I let the humor bleed from my face, concentrating on the lacerations in my scalp and stomach to help me pull myself free of the warm, fuzzy feelings. “First of all, I’d be healing much faster if you’d let me brew more healing potions.”

      “You rely too much on—”

      “I am aware of your opinion on my use of potions, there’s no need to go over it again. Secondly, the answer to your offer of patronage is no. And you only own me for another ten months, so you can’t force me to accept a bond that will last longer than that.” I stared into his eyes, and let more of my anger show in my face, let go of some of the self control I was using to hold back the urge to give him a magical slap across the face. I wouldn’t attack him, I could restrain myself. But I wanted him to know how badly I wanted to. “Get off me.”

      Flint raised his face, brushing his lips down a path along my jaw until he spoke with his lips brushing mine, goblin blood and all. “Make me.”

      Magic buzzed against my palms, but I withheld the spell at the last second. He was goading me, trying to get me to use magic against him. Why?

      This time I didn’t question the instincts urging me to caution. If he expected me to use magic, to react out of anger, then I’d have to do the opposite. Perhaps prove him wrong in the process. I smiled against his lips.

      “Here kitty, kitty,” I whispered.
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      Flint tensed and rolled off of me as a monstrous black feline barreled into the circle, sweeping long, curved claws through the space where Flint had been seconds ago.

      Scath came to a graceful halt beside me, enormous black-furred body tensed, ready to leap at Flint if he came at me again. Her massive head hovered low to the ground, bright green eyes locked on Flint. She didn’t bare her teeth, but when you were a cat sith the size of a dire tiger, you didn’t need teeth to be scary.

      “Has that beast been here the entire time?” Flint demanded, his voice tight. “I thought she left.”

      “She’s been lying on that beam for the last twenty minutes,” I said, pointing up at the ceiling. “She—”

      Laughing cut me off. A rasping, wet, joyful sound that sent shivers down my spine. It wasn’t the laugh that startled me as much as the realization of who it was laughing.

      Flint followed my gaze as I pushed myself into a sitting position and watched Asher’s goblin brothers join him in the blood smeared circle. My spell had released his body, and Asher was chuckling as his brothers each grabbed one of his limbs and pushed and pulled them back into position. The wet popping sound of joints snapping into place turned my stomach.

      Asher caught me staring. With a slow, deliberate pleasure, he dragged his gaze over my bloodied scalp and midsection, admiring his handiwork. Then he met my eyes and held them as he licked his lips, his bloodied tongue leaving a bright red sheen in its wake.

      Suddenly I was all too aware of the blood drying around my mouth, and the squishy piece of Asher’s tongue tucked into the corner of my bottom lip. Bile splashed the back of my throat, and my hand shook as I fished the piece of flesh out of my mouth.

      Flint arched an eyebrow as I flicked it away from me, but didn’t comment. Instead, he smoothed his hands down his black T-shirt, frowning at the wet patches of my blood. “You called the beast to your aid. Does that mean she obeys you now?”

      “Not exactly. She seems willing to help me if I ask for it, but she’s completely unresponsive to any attempt on my part to communicate with her. And she won’t leave me alone, even if I ask her to.”

      Scath relaxed her pose, apparently giving up on Flint doing anything interesting. She settled on the floor and turned her stare to the goblins as if debating on whether she was ready for dinner.

      “You’re not just saying that because you know that if she did start obeying your commands, I could give her orders through you?” Flint asked casually. He met my eyes. “And remember, you cannot lie to me. A lie would void our—”

      “Would violate our contract and I would be forsworn.” I shoved myself to my feet, gritting my teeth as my stomach muscles screamed in protest. “I remember.”

      “Same time tomorrow?” Asher asked.

      I glanced at the goblins, noting their eager, expectant faces. Asher licked his lips again, pushing his tongue out farther than was necessary. My stomach rolled.

      Flint didn’t look at him. “No. She’ll be moving on to spellcasters next week. You’ve ceased to provide a challenge.”

      Asher narrowed his eyes, and his goblin companions shared a dark look before glaring at Flint. Scath’s tail lashed from side to side, and I held my breath. Tension charged the air in the gym as the goblins considered their response to Flint’s insult.

      Finally, Asher took a step back. “Perhaps we’ll see you again…outside the gym?”

      “I’ll consider it,” I said evenly.

      I pushed a little power into my voice, touching the lingering traces of the evil eye. Asher held my stare, shivering at the brush of my power. He smiled, a brief flash of sharp teeth, then gathered his brethren and left.

      “They’re going to go out in public like that,” I noted.

      “Goblins don’t like to wash away blood, you know that.”

      “I do.” I paused. “Do you remember what I said to you last month when you first told me you were having goblins come to the gym to spar with me?”

      He knelt on the floor and touched one of the golden seals printed at the edge of the circle, activating the glyphs that would clean the biological traces of the combatants from the mat. The blood vanished from his clothes and mine, as well as the floor. “Yes.”

      “I said it was a bad idea. I reminded you that goblins love to fight, they love inflicting pain, and they love experiencing pain. I pointed out that inviting them to fight with me was a relationship that was easy to start and difficult to end. Do you remember that?”

      “I do.”

      I anchored my hands on my hips, bracing myself as Flint activated the next glyph, the one that would heal the worst of my injuries. “But you did it anyway. Asher wasn’t kidding. He’ll find me outside this gym. He’ll want to fight again, especially since I beat him.” I pointed at the door where the goblins had vanished. “He enjoyed that.”

      “Are you so worried you won’t be able to beat him again?” Flint straightened and pinned me in place with a sharp look. “That’s why this training is important. You shouldn’t be afraid—”

      “I’m not afraid he’ll kill me.” I probed gently at my scalp with one hand, checking that the deep scratches had healed completely. “I’m irritated because you’ve made it more likely I’ll have to kill him.”

      Flint’s eyebrows met his hairline. “You’re that confident. You believe you could kill him.”

      I clenched my teeth. “You are so terribly typical. You think because I don’t go around killing my enemies that I lack the power to do so. You think it’s not a choice.”

      “You’re holding back on purpose then,” Flint suggested. “You like adding to your list of powerful enemies?”

      Powerful enemies. That reminds me. “Peasblossom?”

      A tiny pink face the size of a Barbie doll head appeared from behind one of the ceiling beams, not far from where Scath had been lounging. “What?”

      “Did I send an apology gift to Arianne this month?” I felt the wounds on my stomach through the rips in my T-shirt. They’d closed, but the magic hadn’t healed them completely, so I still had painful red welts where the goblin had dragged his claws over my flesh.

      The pixie scowled and stepped out from behind the beam, her thin pink wings vibrating behind her. “Yes, two weeks ago. And you delivered it by hand because you’re too cheap to pay shipping, even though I told you she’d take a swing at you for showing your face on her property.”

      “She didn’t take a swing at me.”

      Peasblossom narrowed her eyes. “How’d you sleep that night?”

      Shadows darkened my mind at the memory, but I shoved them away. “Fine,” I lied.

      “Apology gifts don’t work.” Flint snatched up the satchel of remaining potions and slung it over his back. “I’ve told you that.”

      “They do work,” I argued. “Why do you think I get along so well with—”

      “The point is you need to work on your control,” Flint said, waving a hand to stop me. “You have the raw talent, the raw magic. If you work harder to harness it, you might survive your abysmal political skills.”

      “You’re awfully interested in making me stronger, considering we’ll be enemies in ten short months.” I grabbed the hem of my black T-shirt and jerked it down to cover my behind before curling a finger at Peasblossom.

      Flint smiled, a slow curl of his sensual mouth. For some reason, when he smiled like that, it made him seem like he was standing a lot closer than he was. “You still think we’ll be enemies when our time is up?”

      “Yes.”

      Peasblossom snorted as she landed on my shoulder and sidled to sit on my neck under my long, dark hair.

      “Ten months is a long time.” Flint shrugged. “In any case, you’re mine for the time being, and I like to make sure every weapon at my disposal is sharp and ready to use.”

      I bristled, but whatever comeback I might have managed was interrupted when my phone rang. My throat tightened as I retrieved my cell phone from the table beside the chair where I’d been recuperating after the last sparring session.

      Flint sighed. “Is it Tuesday already?”

      I swiped my thumb over the screen, knowing who it would be before I saw the text. “It’s been a month since you’ve let me speak to him. Let me call him.” I swallowed hard. “Please.”

      “You may respond to the text the same way you always do. No more, no less.”

      Frustration and impotent fury blurred my vision as I responded to Andy’s weekly text of “Are you all right?” with a paltry, “I’m fine. Just busy.”

      A month. A solid month of no contact, no phone calls, no visits. During my last case, I’d finally pushed Flint too far, and he’d decided to start acting more like a master. If I’d known then that he’d try to sever my working relationship with my FBI partner, I might have thought twice about agreeing to investigate the exorcism. And dragging him into that battle with the kelpies.

      I glared at Flint, then paused as I noticed he’d taken out his cell phone as well. A little icon caught my attention, a sexy woman holding a finger over her lips in a shushing motion. “What’s that?”

      “It’s an app that allows you to send self-deleting texts.”

      I rolled my eyes, but as his words sunk in, an idea occurred to me.

      “It’s very handy for lovers with jealous spouses,” Flint said casually. “But I wouldn’t recommend it for business relationships. In some cases, one might argue that the very presence of this app on one’s phone could be evidence of intended deception.”

      Damn his eyes. I held my phone tighter, still fighting the urge to text Andy. I needed to tell him why I couldn’t answer his calls. Why I couldn’t give him any real information about what I was doing. Why I’d been avoiding him for a month and not helping him with his cold cases the way I’d said I would.

      “Come on, it’s time to go,” Flint said finally. “We have a lot to do today.”

      I retrieved my waist pouch from the chair. Flint refused to let me have it in the training ring, claiming that I’d never find what I needed in time to make it worth having in a real battle anyway. “What else do we have to do?”

      “We have to eat, that’s what we have to do,” Peasblossom announced. “I’m hungry, and I don’t want vegetables this time.”

      “This time,” I muttered. “You haven’t had vegetables for two days.”

      “Honey is all I need,” Peasblossom agreed.

      “No, you need to eat something healthy. And it wouldn’t kill you to have a bit of steak.” I turned my attention to Flint. “What is it we need to do today? Does it have anything to do with the suitcase you asked me to pack?”

      “Yes and no.” Flint headed for the glass doors of the gym, easily passing through the hesitation spell that diverted humans from attempting to enter.

      I followed him to the sleek black midlife-crisis mobile parked in front of the building and waited for him to unlock the doors. My suitcase sat on the floor of the passenger seat because at the time I’d climbed into the car when Flint picked me up in Dresden this morning, Scath had decided to take up the pitiful excuse the car had for a backseat and there’d been no room for luggage.

      As if my thoughts of her had summoned the beast, Scath strode out of the gym behind me, thick black tail swaying as she paced to my side. I reached down and petted her head, studying her face. As usual, she seemed neither pleased nor bothered by my gesture.

      “She’s been spending more time around you.” Flint opened his door. “Have you learned anything more about her?”

      “No. I have no idea why she saved my life, or why she continues to hang around.” I scratched her behind one pointed ear. Still nothing. “Honestly, she doesn’t even seem to really like me.”

      I opened the door and waited for Scath to climb inside and settle herself in the “backseat.” Before I could tumble into the too-low bucket seat, Peasblossom made a beeline for the GPS and jabbed the power button.

      “Don’t touch that,” Flint said, though he made no move to physically stop her. “You don’t even know where we’re going.”

      “I’m hungry,” Peasblossom grumbled. “I thought we decided on lunch?”

      “We’ll eat soon, but first we need to get you both settled in.”

      I froze in the middle of trying to wedge my legs around my suitcase. “Settled in? What do you mean ‘settled in?’”

      Flint didn’t answer. Instead, he let me sit there and stew as he started the car and smoothly merged with Cleveland’s rush hour traffic.

      “Settled in,” plus suitcase, equaled not going home to Dresden. I folded my hands in my lap to keep them from shaking. When I’d first signed the contract with Flint, I’d been sure he’d make me live with him. After all, most people kept their slaves close at hand twenty-four seven. Flint had surprised me by letting me stay in my own home, living for the most part the way I had before the contract. Had he changed his mind?

      “You didn’t tell me this would be an extended stay,” I said lightly. “I didn’t make arrangements for Majesty.”

      “I’m sure your mentor would be happy to take care of him.”

      I fidgeted in my seat, readjusting my seatbelt so it didn’t lay over the welts on my stomach. “I have other duties in Dresden. As happy as I am that my private investigation services have taken off, I’m still the village witch. I have responsibilities.”

      Flint’s mouth twitched at the corner. “I’m not sure I would consider your career to have ‘taken off.’ You’ve had four cases, and I believe you were only paid for two of them.”

      The petty side of me wanted to tell him how much I’d been paid for that first case, but considering how well-acquainted Flint was with the vampire Anton Winters, I could only assume he already knew. I fought not to squirm as I tried to think of something else, anything else, that would get me back to Dresden.

      “If it were up to me, I’d love to work as a PI full time. But of course, Mother Hazel is very insistent that I continue to serve my village as their witch. It is, after all, what she trained me for.”

      Mentioning my mentor by name didn’t have any outward effect on Flint, and he gave no sign of reconsidering whatever it was he had planned for me. I settled into my seat for the ride, too distracted by thoughts of what was waiting for me to bother trying to keep the conversation going. If he wasn’t in a hurry to tell me where we were going, then it was more than likely I didn’t want to know anyway.

      Twenty minutes later, we pulled into a parking lot. I sat up straighter, leaning toward the window to get a better look at the building. It was a warehouse, a huge tower of red brick broken up by four by four grids of windows. A block of beige concrete over the door read “East Supply Company.”

      “What are we doing here?”

      “I’ll carry your suitcase, you take care of the…cat.”

      I didn’t look in the backseat. Scath didn’t need taken care of, she’d get out if and when it pleased her. “You don’t have to carry my suitcase—it’s on wheels.”

      I opened my door and hauled the black suitcase onto the asphalt, extending the handle and rolling it back and forth to demonstrate. “See?”

      Flint stared at me, hazel eyes that always had that “I just woke up” slant to them eyeing me and my rolling suitcase. He looked like he wanted to say something, but didn’t know where to start.

      “Lead the way,” I prompted. “I’ll take care of the suitcase.”

      Irritating Flint had become one of my self-defense mechanisms when he was making me nervous. It was incredibly easy to do, and I felt a little better when he shook his head as he got out of the car.

      The building’s interior did not match its aging, austere exterior. The floor was polished wood, waxed to a glossy shine that reflected the artistic lanterns glowing from marble columns and placed strategically throughout the large, open floor space. Heavy wooden beams crisscrossed overhead, and higher still, slender white fans twirled lazily to create a soft breeze. Huge windows let in a flood of natural light, bathing the entire place in a honeyed late afternoon glow.

      “This doesn’t look like a supply company,” I noted.

      Flint gestured for me to follow him up a staircase that led to a catwalk circling the perimeter of the building some sixty feet overhead. Doorways sat at large intervals, and he led me to the one directly opposite the door we’d entered through.

      An uneasy sensation rippled through my stomach, chasing away my momentary relief, and suddenly my suitcase on wheels seemed heavy and unyielding. “Flint. Where are we?”

      In answer, he unlocked the door and swung it open. I leaned over to look inside without stepping through the doorway. “No.”

      Flint took my arm and half-dragged me inside. I shook my head, trying not to look around at the sprawling apartment with large, sunny windows, a brand new kitchenette complete with freshly painted white cupboards and polished granite counter tops. A door off to the side gave a glimpse of a small bathroom, and another door opened into what I assumed was the bedroom. The apartment held nothing to suggest anyone lived there—yet. My gaze lingered on the desk in the middle of the dining room where a table should be. It looked identical to my desk at home.

      “No,” I said again.

      “Dresden is two hours away,” Flint said calmly. “The case I’m assigning you will take more than twenty-four hours. It makes sense for you to stay here.”

      A young millennial dressed in an outfit that had either cost five dollars at a Goodwill or two hundred dollars at a boutique walked by the door, peering inside with the curiosity of any human presented with an opportunity to see inside someone else’s house. My cheeks burned as if someone had hung a sign over my head.

      Mistress.

      Kept woman.

      I gritted my teeth.

      “Give it a chance.” Flint gestured toward the kitchen before striding to the corner beside the fridge. “I’ve tried to provide you with the necessities.”

      I glared at the Keurig, forcing myself to ignore the coveted 14 oz setting. I had to trick my mini-Keurig at home into making a proper 14 oz size coffee by holding the reservoir open while I poured the water in. As I watched, he flung open the refrigerator to reveal a shelf laden with bright red cans of Coke. My lips parted, but I shook myself.

      “I have responsibilities in Dresden,” I insisted. “Mrs. Walker’s youngest is teething. Teething. And she’s got four other kids needing attention. The woman’s nearest family is in Florida, she won’t sleep at all if I’m not there to help out.”

      “Tell her to wet a washcloth and freeze it for the little one to chew on,” Flint responded.

      I blinked. “What do you know about child care?”

      “I know that most of the women you help could get the same advice with a simple trip to the library. They can spare you for the duration of this case.”

      Spoken like someone who knew nothing about being responsible for children. Of course Mrs. Walker could find an alternative source of advice to help with teething—her pediatrician had doubtlessly already given her a list of ways to manage her little one’s pain. But the help I provided was the simple help every mother needed from time to time—someone to say “Let me watch the kids for a couple hours while you sleep. I won’t take no for an answer.”

      Scath sauntered through the door, giving the apartment a cursory glance before prowling the perimeter, sniffing random objects. Flint and I both watched, curious. He’d been right, Scath had been hanging around me more and more lately. Whereas before she had only shown up when I was in danger, now she walked in and out of my life in a lazy, get to know you fashion. I couldn’t say I was happy about it. I didn’t know what she was, and it was rarely a good thing when a fey creature took an interest in you. However, she had saved my life.

      And she did bother Flint.

      Finished with her perusal, Scath padded to my side and sat down, fixing Flint with a green-eyed stare of death. Tension wove through the sidhe’s shoulders, and he stiffened as if consciously resisting the urge to step back. I patted Scath’s head, hoping it didn’t annoy her. Good kitty.

      “I’m not staying here.” I gripped the handle of my suitcase and lifted my chin.

      “Yes. You are. And the sooner you accept that, the easier this will be.”

      Flint closed the fridge with more force than was necessary and leaned against it. In his tight black T-shirt and snug jeans, he looked like a model in a home improvement catalog. Tempting people to spring for the granite counter tops, subconsciously insinuating that they came with a sexy brunet.

      I took a deep breath to steady myself, but the scent of Flint’s cologne tickled my senses. I wrinkled my nose. Was that smell clinging to me from my time in his car, or had the leannan sidhe spritzed it around my new apartment as some twisted way of keeping himself at the forefront of my mind?

      Might as well pee in the corner while he’s at it, I thought bitterly.

      “You can’t make her stay here!” Peasblossom stomped out from under my hair to glare at Flint from my shoulder. “She’s a village witch. Dresden’s village witch.” She jabbed a tiny finger at him. “That means she lives in Dresden.”

      “She will live where I say she lives,” Flint responded, his voice dropping dangerously low. “And if she doesn’t accept my gracious offer of a private apartment, then she can come stay with me.”

      A shiver ran down my spine. Flint’s eyes held that golden gleam, the soft glow of his power. Thus far, he’d been irritating and demanding, but he hadn’t pushed me past any of my hard limits. He flirted, but he never went too far, never crossed the line. Moments like these, when he stared at me with that alien look in his eyes, that reminder that he was not and had never been human… These moments reminded me how much worse my situation could be.

      Peasblossom flew toward him, a dash of pink light that halted an inch from his face. “If she stays with you, I stay with you,” she snapped. “Remember that.”

      Flint ignored the threat. “Get settled in.” He pushed off the counter. “I’ve stocked the shower and bathroom. Get cleaned up and dressed, we’re going to meet with your new client. I’ll be back in one hour to pick you up. Please be punctual. I’d like you to solve this case before someone dies.”

      He left before I could ask any questions, and I scowled. “This is not good.” I smoothed my hands down my hair, trying to calm my chaotic thoughts. “It’s all right, though. At least I’m not staying with him.” I nodded. “Private apartment. That’s what he said.”

      “It’s what he said, but I’m not sure it’s what he meant,” Peasblossom called out.

      I stared at the bedroom door for a long, dread-filled second, then forced myself to go see what she was talking about. I ground to a halt in front of the open closet door across from the king-sized bed.

      A row of familiar T-shirts, along with a few formal outfits for a man. A very specific man.

      “He might have insinuated he wasn’t staying here with you,” Peasblossom said grimly. She stared at the clothes. “But it seems like he’s open to the possibility.”
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      “Shade, are you listening?”

      I jerked in my seat to face Flint, and for a second, the image of his clothes hanging in the closet—my closet—superimposed itself over his face. I blinked away the snug T-shirts and pressed denim and searched my recent memory for some tidbit to clue me in to what he’d been saying while I was worrying about my new living arrangements. “You’re going rafting.”

      I’d guessed wrong, if his expression was anything to go by.

      The sleek black padded leather of the car’s interior didn’t make a sound as Flint let his head fall against the headrest in defeat. “You realize that you can’t obey me—in accordance with our contract—if you aren’t even listening to me when I’m speaking to you?”

      “Are you staying at that apartment, or did you put those clothes there to irritate me?” I blurted out the question before I could stop myself.

      Some of the irritation fled from the lines around his eyes, and he gave me a sly smile. “Irritated? Are you sure that’s the right word?”

      I snorted to cover the hysterical laugh that tried to squeak past my lips. “Positive.”

      Flint’s smile didn’t waver as he adjusted one of the AC vents to send cool air ghosting over my warm cheeks, calling attention to the blush that had no doubt turned them bright red. I gritted my teeth.

      “I asked you if you’d ever heard of Whitewater?” Flint prompted.

      “It’s a private military company.” I stared out the windshield, trying to recall what I’d heard about it. “There was an incident in Iraq. Civilians were killed, and there was outrage when the Whitewater guards weren’t charged, despite evidence that they’d provided false statements. It’s one of the incidents most often cited to support the need for new laws governing private military companies.”

      “Exactly. At the moment, the law is unclear at best.”

      Peasblossom snorted from her spot under my hair, sending a poof of breath over the delicate hairs on my neck and a wave of gooseflesh down my arm. “Unclear. Pah! They want the law to be unclear. What better way to avoid all those pesky regulations that come with having an army than to have an army but refuse to call it an army, or admit it’s an army, even when everyone knows it’s an army?”

      “Succinctly put.” I rubbed my arms.

      Flint’s eye twitched, but he refused to acknowledge the pixie. “As much as the government takes advantage of this lack of legal clarity, they aren’t ignorant to the negative effect it has when the press covers stories like the incident with Whitewater. They don’t like the private militaries they use showing up in the papers with words like ‘dead civilians.’”

      “And rather than enacting laws that would prevent those words from showing up, they hired someone to cover up those situations if they happen,” I guessed.

      “Roger Temple, fifty-five, married to Barbara Temple. Graduated from Harvard in 1989, valedictorian of course, spent fifteen years working as a defense attorney for Wachtell, Sullivan, and Vault—one of the most prestigious law firms in the country. He left the firm to go into business for himself ten years ago.”

      “He’s a private defense attorney?” I asked.

      “No. He’s an executive consultant.”

      “A fixer.” I drummed my fingers on the armrest of my door. “So he helps politicians cover up affairs, lawsuits, that sort of thing?”

      “No. Roger works almost exclusively for the United States government. It’s his unofficial job to vet private military companies, or PMCs for short. When a government contract comes up, Roger is the one they turn to for a recommendation. Rumor has it he also comes up with small ‘test missions’ for PMCs who want to apply for a contract. It’s also his job to make sure if a company he recommends does make a mistake, he’s there to make sure it doesn’t become a public debacle.”

      Peasblossom slid down my shoulder and landed on the pouch around my waist. “So he works for the government, but he doesn’t work for the government.”

      “His employment is discreet,” Flint confirmed.

      I shifted uneasily in my seat, frowning as the bandages on my stomach shifted against the welts on my stomach. “What exactly is it you’re hiring me to do? If Roger is a government fixer, I have to assume he has the resources to handle problems himself.”

      “Roger’s wife, Barbara, is a friend of mine. She recently confided in me that Roger has been…having difficulty.”

      I put a hand over the zipper of the pouch, preventing Peasblossom from opening it. “Difficulty?”

      “Barbara didn’t want to give me many details. I think she hesitated even to tell me that something was amiss. All she would say is that Roger hasn’t been himself. She’s concerned that something is weighing on his mind.”

      We stopped at a red light, and Flint looked at me, his expression serious. “Roger’s job depends on his reputation. He deals with dangerous people, and he’s made powerful enemies. If anyone suspects he’s losing his edge, then he could be facing consequences much worse than losing his job.”

      “Where do I come in?” I asked.

      The light turned green and the car purred as Flint applied the faintest pressure to the gas pedal.

      Blood and bone, even his car sounds sensual.

      “I’ve managed to convince Barbara that what she needs is someone who understands the business, but isn’t in the business. She won’t trust another fixer—she’s understandably concerned about someone filching her husband’s job. But I explained to her that you are psychology’s answer to an executive consultant. I promised her you could discover the reason behind her husband’s behavior—with the utmost discretion, of course—before any serious damage could be done to Roger’s reputation.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Exactly what is it you want me to do?”

      Another red light gave Flint the chance to face me again, using that hazel stare to pin me to my seat. “I want you to use your magic to get Roger Temple to tell you what’s bothering him. And when you find out what it is, I want you to take care of it.”

      A chill ran down my spine, and I didn’t fight it when Peasblossom shoved my hand away from the pouch’s zipper and hauled it open.

      “I’m not killing anyone.” I kept my voice quiet, but firm.

      Flint made a tsking sound and eased the car through the intersection. “I’m not asking you to kill anyone. I’m asking you to help someone. Find out what’s troubling poor Roger, and help him overcome it so he can get back to work. That’s all.”

      There wasn’t a single part of me that believed the situation was as simple as Flint made it sound. “It seems to me if all you wanted was to pull information out of someone, you’re more than capable of doing that on your own.”

      “Sadly, Mr. Temple does not share his wife’s fondness for my company. He is disinclined to confide in me about his feelings on the weather, to say nothing of any personal matters.”

      “In my experience, you’re not one to let a little resistance discourage you.”

      Flint cocked his head to the side. “Interesting insight. Am I to infer that you believe the ability to seduce information out of someone is reason enough to do it, even if there are other options available?”

      I sat up straight, suddenly hyper-aware that I’d stepped into a conversational minefield. “I didn’t say anything about seduction.”

      “But isn’t that what you meant?”

      “No.”

      Even I didn’t believe me. I cleared my throat. “I’m not saying seduction should always be the first resort. I’m saying that I’m surprised you’re bringing me in on this when you didn’t need me.”

      “So I should have seduced Roger to get the information instead of having you do it—even though you’re my employee, and this is the line of work you’ve chosen for yourself.”

      Peasblossom paused with the corner of a honey packet in her teeth. Her eyes met mine, the warning in her pink gaze clear.

      “Of course not. It’s just that you’re normally somewhat of a control freak, so I’m surprised you’d involve me in this information gathering if you didn’t have to. Especially since you obviously think the information is sensitive. And let’s face it, the sidhe aren’t known for sharing information when they don’t have to.”

      I was babbling now. I could hear it, and I knew Flint heard it.

      He turned the wheel with the palm of his hand, and his car swung in a smooth motion to spill us onto a side street. “I see your logic. But if you’ll forgive me the observation, I don’t think you would have followed that same logic if you were talking to a woman. I don’t think you would suggest that seducing someone for information is more reasonable, or more expedient, than having a private investigator you’re acquainted with get the information for you.”

      I sagged in my seat. He was right. And even though part of me couldn’t help but think of all the innuendos he threw around and all the times I’d seen him use his seductiveness to sway someone, I knew he was right. I wouldn’t have made that assumption if he weren’t a man, if he weren’t leannan sidhe. I wouldn’t have considered someone’s…characteristic sexuality as an indication that they were always okay with having sex, or using sex to get what they wanted.

      “I’m sorry,” I said sincerely. “I spoke without thinking.”

      Flint shrugged. “You didn’t offend me. You hold the same opinion most people do of leannan sidhe with my particular skills.”

      It would have behooved me to let the subject go, but another question popped out before I could stop it. “Do you enjoy sex?”

      And just like that, we were back on familiar territory. Hunger sparked in Flint’s hazel eyes, turning them a golden brown. The atmosphere in the car shot up several degrees despite the AC. “Yes. I’m so pleased you’re interested.”

      All my body heat separated into three pools, one for each of my cheeks and another below my waist. I swallowed past the lump in my throat twice before I could speak. “That’s not— I meant—”

      “I know what you meant.”

      The urge to turn the AC up a setting made my fingers itch, and I clasped my hands together and put them in my lap. Peasblossom slowly withdrew a second honey packet from the pouch, watching us as if she were in a movie theater and things had just gotten interesting.

      “You have arrived.”

      The electronic voice of the GPS was the most welcome sound I’d ever heard. I wilted against my door as Flint pulled into the parking lot of a small restaurant. The sign in the parking lot read Ravelli’s. “Oh, look, Peasblossom,” I said lightly. “You like Italian.”

      “I’m full,” Peasblossom moaned.

      I dropped my attention to the pouch and scowled. “I distinctly told you this morning that you weren’t getting any honey until after lunch.”

      Peasblossom licked a stripe of honey off her wrist. “You guessed wrong.”

      “You—”

      Flint’s hand closed over my shoulder, and I froze.

      “Let’s not devolve into chaos over the wee one’s honey obsession,” he said calmly. “You’re about to meet with a client. An important client. A distressed client. A modicum of civility is called for.”

      I wrinkled my nose as I picked up the sticky honey packets. Of course Flint couldn’t have a plastic bag hanging from his gear shift for trash like a normal person. “What do you do if you have to blow your nose while you’re driving? Do you just hold the tissue until you get home?”

      Flint stared at me. “I’m sorry?”

      I shook my head and dug around in the pouch for something to wrap the sticky honey packets in. “never mind.”

      He didn’t take his hand off my shoulder, even when I found a paper napkin and wrapped the honey packets in it. I ignored him as long as I could, but after I zipped up the pouch, there was nothing else to do but meet his eyes.

      “You asked me if I’m staying in the apartment with you.” He nodded toward the restaurant. “If you don’t conduct yourself like a professional in there—which means no digging around in that bottomless trash can around your waist or arguing with your familiar—then I promise you, you won’t like the answer.”

      I blinked. “You’re threatening to stay with me if I don’t impress the client.”

      “I am providing you with information that I hope will guide you in your current endeavor.”

      Peasblossom snorted. “I’m not sharing my pillow.”

      I opened the car door before Flint could respond to that with something that would twist my stomach into more knots. A snort from the backseat reminded me that Scath was still with me, and I paused to let her weave through the seats and climb out of the car. It I weren’t so busy shaking off the watery feeling in my knees, I might have had the presence of mind to enjoy the uneasy look on Flint’s face as he watched the cat sith disembark.

      “Don’t forget her collar,” Peasblossom reminded me.

      I nodded and touched the thin braided thread around Scath’s neck, activating the glamour spell inside. I stood between the car and the restaurant’s front doors, hiding Scath as the magic washed over her, turning the enormous feline into a slightly smaller Italian mastiff.

      “Are you certain you can’t convince the beast to remain behind?” Flint asked. “She’s going to draw attention.”

      “A lot of people have service dogs nowadays,” I said defensively.

      Flint got out of the car and circled around to give Scath a less than enthusiastic look. “She’s huge.”

      I shrugged. “Not so big she can’t pass for a normal dog. And hiding mass gets tricky, I can only make her look so much smaller without using stronger magic.”

      “Stronger magic you’d be perfectly capable of if you weren’t so resistant to accepting my help,” Flint pointed out.

      It did not escape my notice that this was the second time today he’d hinted at a patronage, and I resisted the urge to wipe suddenly sweaty palms on my leggings.

      “We shouldn’t keep Barbara waiting,” I said, my voice almost normal.

      Thankfully, Flint agreed, and chose not to pursue the conversation. He led me into the restaurant, and the smell of marinara sauce and garlic bread mixed with the scent of silverware and cloth napkins swirled around us. It wasn’t a large restaurant, just one big room with ten booths in a half-square formation along the left wall and an equal number of small tables taking up the floor. The restaurant was nearly empty, except for a young couple sitting at a table pressed against the right wall that separated the dining room from the kitchen area.

      Barbara sat in the corner booth on the far left side of the room. Her greying brown hair was untouched by hair dye, and her makeup was so expertly done that it looked like she wasn’t wearing any at all. The smile she offered Flint as we approached was the easy smile that came from meeting a lot of people at professional gatherings—whether you were in the mood to see people or not.

      The man sitting next to her didn’t bother with a professional smile. He sat with his hands folded on the table, cold blue eyes staring at me. The black briefcase on the floor next to him said he was here on business, and the expensive grey pinstriped suit he wore said business was good.

      “She brought her lawyer?” I asked under my breath.

      “Surprised?” Flint murmured. Out loud, he said, “Barbara, how are you feeling?”

      “As well as can be expected.” She let him kiss the back of her hand, then smoothed both hands down the white sweater she wore over her navy blue dress.

      Flint slid his gaze to the man. “Mr. Drexler. Always a pleasure.”

      The lawyer looked at Flint like a man who suspected his waiter of having spit in his food and planned to sue as soon as he could prove it. “Mr. Valencia.” He turned to me, but his expression didn’t warm. “You must be Ms. Renard.”

      “I am. I wish we were meeting under more pleasant circumstances.” I gestured beside me where Scath had come to a halt and stood watching Barbara with limited interest. “This is my service dog. I hope you don’t mind?”

      Barbara waved a hand without even looking at Scath. “Not a problem at all. Please sit down.” She gestured at the soda on the table. “Flint told me you’re fond of Coke, so I took the liberty of ordering one for you?”

      I smiled before I could stop myself. “Thank you.”

      She gestured to the man sitting beside her. “Mr. Drexler is my husband’s lawyer.” She gave me an embarrassed smile. “I’m afraid my husband insisted he be present. It’s no reflection on you, I hope you’re not offended?”

      “Not at all,” I assured her.

      “I’ll leave you two ladies—and gentleman—to talk,” Flint said smoothly. He looked at me. “I’m going to have a rental car delivered so you can begin work immediately if necessary. If you require anything else, call me. I won’t be far.”

      “Thank you.” It took some effort to conjure up a smile for him. The hairs on the back of my neck were standing straight up, and I didn’t know why. But a witch never questioned her instincts. I reached under my hair and tapped Peasblossom. When Barbara and her lawyer turned to watch Flint leave, the pixie slid down my back under my hair and landed on the seat beside me. A moment later, she flew off to explore.

      “Ms. Renard, I’d like to see some ID.”

      Drexler’s sharp voice made me jerk my attention back to him. “I’m sorry?”

      The lawyer tapped the table with one manicured fingernail. “Identification. Driver’s license, passport, something along those lines?”

      I glanced at Barbara. Immediately, Drexler smacked a hand on the table. “Please look at me when I’m talking to you, Ms. Renard.”

      The crack of his palm against the table startled me, and drew the attention of the couple sitting across the room. My cheeks warmed as my temper flared, but I forced myself to smile politely. It wasn’t unusual for someone seeking my services to be nervous, even paranoid. Considering my client’s background, I supposed I couldn’t really blame Mr. Drexler for being overly cautions—even if he was incredibly rude.

      “Fred, please, let us order our meals first. Surely the formalities can wait that long.” Barbara looked at me. “I’ve never been here before myself, but I’ve heard wonderful things. My friends tell me this is one of Cleveland’s hidden gems. Do you need a moment with the menu?”

      “No, I think I can order now.” I unzipped my pouch and rooted around for my passport as surreptitiously as I could. The Vanguard had a special department dedicated to providing identification to Otherworlders who wished to interact with humans on a regular basis. My identification was flawless, so the rude man could scrutinize it as much as he liked.

      The waitress stood at the only other occupied table, and Barbara waited for her to deliver fresh drinks to the couple before gesturing that we were ready to order. The pretty brunette smiled and strode over to our table as she dug her notebook and pen out of her apron pocket.

      “Hi, are you ready to order?”

      “Hi,—” Barbara glanced at the girl’s name tag—”Molly. Yes, I think we’re ready to order. I’ll have the chicken Alfredo, no salad.”

      Molly nodded and turned to me. “And you?”

      “Actually, that sounds good. But do you have a seafood Alfredo?” I asked. A knot of yarn tangled around my fingertips and I fought not to scowl as I pulled it into my lap before resuming the search for my identification.

      “We do. It has shrimp and scallops.”

      “I’ll have that.” I gritted my teeth. Why did I have Monopoly game pieces in my pouch?

      “Salad?”

      “No thank you.” I squinted into the pouch. Is that a candy Lego?

      Drexler held up a hand without sparing the waitress a look. “I’m not eating, thank you.”

      Molly wrote down our order, then retrieved the menus and disappeared through a set of doors.

      I found my passport and handed it to the waiting lawyer, careful not to dislodge the pile of debris in my lap. “So, Barbara, Flint didn’t go into too much detail about how I can help, only that you’re worried about your husband. Can you tell me more about that?”

      Barbara stared down at the tablecloth and took a deep breath. Before she could open her mouth, Mr. Drexler raised a finger.

      “We’re not there yet, Ms. Renard,” he said. “Before we discuss any details, I need to confirm that you’re the right person for the task. This is an interview, you don’t have the job yet.” He frowned at my passport, analyzing everything from the thickness of the paper, to the color of the ink. I let him study it, using the time to shove everything back into my pouch.

      Finally, he handed it back to me. “What exactly has Mr. Valencia told you?”

      I didn’t look at him when I answered, deliberately addressing Barbara. “He said your husband works in a discreet capacity for the government helping them to maintain healthy, media-positive relationships with private military companies. My understanding is that recently he’s been feeling out of sorts. Flint suggested I might be of some help determining what it is that’s troubling him.” I glanced back at Drexler. “Discreetly, of course.”

      “And what qualifies you to help Mrs. Temple?” the lawyer said evenly. “Give me some examples, references if you can manage.”

      I was really starting to dislike Mr. Drexler.

      “I can’t give you either of those, as I have a very strict confidentiality arrangement with all my clients.” I leaned forward, holding the lawyer’s gaze and giving him a small taste of the witchy look. Some of his confidence leaked away, but he didn’t avert his eyes. “However, if you would like to inquire as to my abilities as a private investigator, you may call Anton Winters. I’m sure he’d be more than happy to speak to my skills.”

      Drexler’s eyes bulged, and he made a strangled sound deep in his throat. I pushed myself out of the booth, careful not to trip over Scath, and stood facing Barbara.

      “If you’ll excuse me, I’m going to use the little girls’ room. When I get back, perhaps we can move the conversation forward.”

      Barbara nodded silently, her eyes flitting from me to the discombobulated lawyer beside her. There was a short hallway at the other end of the restaurant near the front door, and I could see a sign that said “Ladies Room” on the left.

      Scath padded in behind me, and as soon as the door closed behind us, I stood in the center of the small, single stall room to grip the counter and stare at myself in the mirror. The room’s walls were a pale cream color, except for the wall that held the mirror and the toilet, which was a vibrant shade of maroon. A pink shape circled the air over my head before landing with a thud on my scalp.

      “Something’s wrong,” Peasblossom announced.

      “Something’s wrong, all right.” I flicked on the water and started washing my hands. “Flint didn’t say anything about a lawyer, and he didn’t tell me I was going to have to audition for this job. I don’t have any papers to prove my education, and I didn’t have time to come up with a list of people he could contact for a reference.”

      “Nice move naming the vampire,” Peasblossom agreed. “I think Drexler choked on his tongue.”

      “I figured he’d know Anton. And my confidentiality agreement with him specified I couldn’t share details about the job I did for him, not that I couldn’t mention I’d worked for him at all.”

      “Well, proving your qualifications aside, you have bigger problems.” Peasblossom’s little pink face pinched with concern. “That couple in there? They have guns.”

      Tension seized my shoulders. “Both of them?”

      Peasblossom nodded.

      I turned off the water and leaned against the counter, letting my hands drip into the sink for a moment. “All right, so assuming they’re not just diners who are enthusiastic about the second amendment, that means they’re either protecting Barbara or they’re spying on her.”

      “If her husband is as paranoid as Flint says, they might be bodyguards,” Peasblossom suggested.

      “That would be my guess. If they were here to hurt her, they would have sat at the booth to the right. That way they’d be out of sight but could still listen, and when Barbara left, she’d have her back to them.”

      “I don’t like it.” Peasblossom hugged the top of my head, pressing her wings against my hair. “There’s too many guns out there.”

      “I don’t like it either.” I met her eyes in the mirror. “How confident are you in that stabilization spell?”

      “Very.”

      I nodded. One benefit to Flint’s insistence on making me train half to death had been Peasblossom’s renewed determination to take an active role in keeping me alive. She’d trained alongside me, and she’d managed to learn enough focus to cast a stabilization spell if the situation called for it. “Good. If I get shot, you can keep me stable until I can get a healing potion.”

      I glanced down at Scath. “I appreciate the help you’ve given me, but please don’t get yourself shot on my account.”

      Scath snorted. I couldn’t tell if it was agreement or annoyance that I’d tried to tell her what to do.

      “I still don’t like it. never mind that you might get shot, Flint didn’t give you another potion after that last training session, and you haven’t had a nap. If this is going to be dangerous, you need to be in peak condition.”

      I stared at my reflection, smoothing down my hair and straightening my white button down blouse and black business slacks.

      “Don’t worry,” I said, trying to sound reassuring. “If worse comes to worse, I can drop Scath’s glamour. That should buy us enough time to get out if things go south.”

      Together, Peasblossom and I looked at Scath. Unfortunately, the beast still seemed disinclined to offer any sort of reassurance, and just stared at me with a black, expressionless face that didn’t look right on her canine countenance.

      I gave up on the cat sith and winked at Peasblossom, trying to ease her worries. She still didn’t look happy, but she slid down the side of my head to hide under my hair again.

      I left the restroom with a renewed sense of purpose. I’d come here wanting to help, expecting to find a woman in need. But it seemed as if Barbara had enough people protecting her. What she needed now was convincing that I was the right person for the job.

      I could be convincing.

      “I hope you’re not offended by all the questions,” Barbara said as I retook my seat. “It’s really all just a technicality.”

      “Not at all,” I said. “You have to take your safety and reputation seriously. I understand that.”

      “I’m so glad.” Barbara took a sip of her water, looking genuinely relieved that I wasn’t upset. “I can’t quite place your accent,” she said conversationally. “Where are you from?”

      Telling her I was from a kingdom called Sanguennay was out of the question, so I focused on unwrapping my silverware and gave her my standard answer. “I’m from England originally, but I moved around a lot. I’m afraid my accent is a bit like a mince pie—a little of this, a little of that.”

      “And how is it you’ve come to be in this business if you’re constantly moving around?” Mr. Drexler asked. “Connections are crucial to executive consulting.”

      Barbara’s gaze darted side to side, as if the lawyer’s directness made her uncomfortable.

      “I’m not a big picture person,” I explained curtly. “I’m a window to the soul person. It’s not my job to know who’s doing what, or who knows who, or what so and so was doing ten years ago with whom. I’m not here to make a problem go away.” I took a sip of my Coke. “In fact, it’s usually helpful that I don’t know the players involved. It makes it easier for me to see what others have missed.”

      Drexler frowned. “How so?”

      I leaned forward, pouring a charm into my voice. It was time to get past the guard dog. “It’s my job to get the measure of a person, feel out their emotional state. And I’m not talking about asking them how they’re feeling. I read them, figure out what it is they’re saying but not saying. Body language, behavior patterns. It’s my job to understand how they’re feeling better than they understand themselves.”

      Barbara tilted her head. “Are you a psychiatrist?”

      “Not exactly.” I relaxed in my seat, one hand still on my soda. The purple thread between me and Drexler stretched, but didn’t break, the charm still melting past his defenses. “The fact is, when someone is feeling unstable, they have a natural desire to fix it. No one wants to feel anxious. It’s my job to project competence, so when I meet someone and I tell them I’m there to help, they believe me.”

      “So your job is to get people to tell you their secrets?” Mr. Drexler asked. “And you expect them to open up to you about their anxiety, their deepest fears that they themselves aren’t ready to face, just because you’re confident?”

      Despite his words, he didn’t sound as cold as he had a moment ago. I pushed my Coke away, folded my hands, and stared at the lawyer until he met my eyes, focusing on the thin purple thread of power stretching between us. The thread pulsed with light when I spoke again, feeding it more magic.

      “When I talk to someone, I don’t hide anything. I don’t hold back, I don’t stutter, and I don’t promise anything I can’t deliver. When I speak, they know they can trust what I say. When I say that I can help them, they believe me. They also know that if they lie to me, I’ll know. Good liar, great liar—professional liar. I’ll always know the truth.”

      Molly chose that moment to arrive with our food. As was the case with most restaurants, the cooks had dusted my seafood Alfredo with parsley. However, Barbara’s food was green-speck free. As someone who had been out to dinner with more than one child—and many more picky eaters—I knew that to avoid getting the parsley, you had to request it be left off.

      Barbara had made no such request. Which meant either Molly was a telepath, or she knew Barbara well enough to make sure her food didn’t get the parsley.

      Which would mean Barbara had lied when she said she’d never been here.

      Now that I thought about it, Drexler had done most of the talking. He was the one to demand my references and identification, he was the one to refuse giving me more information until I passed the interview. In fact, he’d interrupted Barbara more than once. Not that it was unusual for a man to talk over a woman, but I had to think that it took a certain kind of woman to be married to a fixer. Not easily shocked. Certainly no wilting flower like the woman Barbara had been playing thus far.

      I stared at Barbara, letting the purple thread between Drexler and I snap. I was charming the wrong watchdog. “I’m done talking to the bad cop.” I stabbed a shrimp, raising it to my mouth without taking my eyes from my future employer. “I’m going to enjoy my meal now. If you’d like to drop the charade and speak to me like an adult, that’s grand. We can discuss your case in the privacy of the restaurant you went out of your way to reserve to make sure we were alone.”

      Drexler stiffened.

      Barbara tilted her head, a worried crease appearing between her brows. “I’m sorry, I don’t understand. I—”

      “If you’re going to keep lying to me, then this is pointless. I enjoy the good cop, bad cop routine as much as the next person, but I’m tired now.” I ate the shrimp, shaking my head as I twirled a bit of linguine with my fork, then speared a scallop to hold it on. “If you want to have a nice lunch and leave it at that, that’s fine. I can eat, and then we can go our separate ways. But I’m done talking to him.” I gestured at the lawyer with my fork, then stared hard at Barbara. “Do you want my help or not?”

      Something tapped my leg. I grabbed my napkin and wiped my mouth, then looked down as I resettled it in my lap. Peasblossom was on the seat beside me, her eyes wide as she gestured wildly at Barbara under the table. As I watched, she held up her hand with her thumb up and her pointer finger out.

      Like a gun.

      I raised my attention to Barbara. She was no longer fidgeting, no longer feigning discomfort with her lawyer’s rigorous questions. She sat straight, with her chin out and her eyes staring directly into mine. At some point she’d dropped her hands into her lap. Before I could act on Peasblossom’s warning, Barbara raised a hand and pointed a gun at me.

      “All right, Ms. Renard,” she said calmly. “Let’s talk.”
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      “You can go now, Fred,” Barbara told Drexler.

      The lawyer stood immediately, lifting his suitcase like a shark-skinned robot. With a small “nothing personal” nod to me, he turned on his heel and marched out the door without a word.

      When Barbara’s eyes slid back to me, I felt the shift in the mood. The shy politician’s wife vanished, replaced by a politician’s partner. An equal. The wrinkle between her sleek brown eyebrows smoothed out, her back straightened, and she lifted her fork from the table like a surgeon retrieving a scalpel. The hand holding the gun never wavered.

      “I expect what I’m about to share with you to be held in the strictest confidence,” she said, twirling a bite of linguine. “I don’t have a formal contract for you to sign—paper trails, you understand. But if you betray my confidence, the consequences will be severe.”

      She punctuated the last sentence by stabbing a piece of perfectly grilled chicken. After my first experience with Anton Winters and his version of a confidentiality agreement, Barbara’s threat lacked a certain panache.

      But the gun helped.

      “Understood.” I dug around the pasta for another shrimp, trying to look as non-threatening as possible. “Tell me how I can help you.”

      Barbara finished her bite of linguine and nodded. She lowered the gun to her seat, out of sight but not out of mind. “On May 17th, my house alarm went off at 10:15 in the evening. I came downstairs in time to see my husband slam the door, lock it, and then scramble to reset the alarm. Before I could ask what was wrong, he bolted from the room.”

      She stabbed her fork into the bowl again and twirled another bite of pasta. “We’ve had the same security system for years, and Roger has never set it off by accident before, much less struggled to turn it off and reset it. I was already concerned when I found him in the study. Then, when I saw the state he was in…”

      Her eyes met mine, and she held my gaze as if she could force her next words directly into my brain. “My husband is never hysterical. He’s been in situations that would curl your hair, but he is always composed, always calm.” She continued to wind the linguine around the fork with sharp, vicious twists. “But hysterical is the only word to describe the state I found him in. When I entered the study, he was guzzling vodka as if it were water and he’d just run a marathon. Wild-eyed, his hair sticking out every which way, his clothes rumpled. Screaming and raving about monsters.”

      I tightened my grip on my fork, shrimp hunt forgotten as her last word echoed in my ears. “Monsters?”

      “Yes.” She lifted her glass of water and took a drink before continuing. “My husband is not a judgmental man. He analyzes companies and people, but that is on a strict risk-assessment basis. It is not a moral judgment. However, there are some men whose evil cannot be justified, or excused. This is not the first time I’ve heard him refer to someone as a monster.” She put her glass down with a wet thump. “But he has never been so shaken.”

      She assumed he called them monsters because of their behavior. The fact that Flint had brought me in to investigate suggested she was mistaken. “What did he say, exactly?” I asked carefully.

      Barbara tightened her grip on her fork as if she needed something to hold onto. “’Oh, God, he’s a monster. They’re all monsters.’” She repeated the words as if they’d been branded on her brain. “I tried to touch him, to ask him what was wrong, and he grabbed me and screamed, ‘They’re not human! Barbara, they’re not human! They’re monsters! All monsters!’”

      My heart pounded, and I took a sip of my Coke, buying myself a moment to consider my response. “Did he say who he was talking about?”

      “No. No, he didn’t give more detail than that. He just kept screaming it, and drinking.” She poked at her food, but made no move to take another bite. “I have never seen him so scared. So out of control.” She shook her head. “I called Ian immediately.”

      “Ian?”

      She nodded. “Ian Walsh. He owns Underhill, one of the private military companies Roger works with, one of the best.” She took a bite of her food, chewing and swallowing before she continued. Her shoulders gave up a little of their tension. “He’s become a family friend.” She pointed at me with her empty fork. “That didn’t happen overnight. We aren’t in the habit of getting close with the companies my husband oversees. But Ian maintained an impeccable record for more than ten years. Roger trusted him more than any other military company, and that’s saying something.”

      “He must be a good friend if you trusted him enough to call him about Roger’s…emotional state. Did you tell him what happened?”

      Barbara waved her fork and took another sip of her water. “Yes. I told him that earlier that day, Roger called me to say he’d gotten an anonymous text claiming that one of the PMCs he’s been using has been torturing American citizens—on American soil, no less. Roger didn’t think there was anything to the claim, but in his business, he can’t afford to ignore something like that. He told me he’d be out all night on a stakeout, and he was taking Jeff with him.”

      “Who’s Jeff?” I asked.

      “Roger’s best friend. They’ve known each other since they were kids. Jeff is a sniper in the Rangers. Occasionally when he’s in town, if Roger has work, he recruits Jeff to serve as backup.”

      “Did he say where they were going?”

      Barbara sighed. “No. As I said, I don’t think he took it seriously.”

      “Seriously enough to ask Jeff to come along as backup,” I pointed out.

      “Roger always took backup, no matter what. On the rare occasions he didn’t have someone there to physically back him up, he would give me the information and instructions on how frequently to check in with him and who to call if something went wrong.”

      “And who would you call if something went wrong?” I asked.

      “Ian,” Barbara said simply.

      I tapped my fork against the bottom of my dish. “All right, so Roger went out around eight to investigate the anonymous tip. He took Jeff with him. At some point, he saw something—someone behaving monstrously. Do you know anything else?”

      Barbara nodded. “Ian told me he’d received a call from Jeff saying that Roger was attacked. He said the anonymous tip was a set up, and the people who attacked Roger had given him some sort of hallucinogen. He was screaming about monsters, and there were two men chasing after him, trying to drag him to a van. Jeff shot one of them, and in the confusion, Roger was able to get away and run to his car. Jeff called Ian to take care of Roger while he found out who was behind the attack. There was a safehouse Roger and Jeff used to meet at if a job went wrong, he told Ian to meet Roger there.”

      She frowned. “But Roger must have come straight home instead of going to the safehouse. When I called Ian he was already on his way here, worried about Roger. He said he didn’t find him at the safehouse and he wanted to know if he’d made it home.”

      “And did Jeff find out who was behind the attack?” I asked.

      Barbara put her fork down and folded her hands, squeezing them until her knuckles turned white. “I don’t know. We haven’t heard from Jeff since that night. But that doesn’t mean he’s dead,” she rushed to add. “If he found out who did this, he may have gone to ground while he figured out how to expose them. In this business you never know whose phone is tapped, or who might be watching your house.”

      Despite her words, it was obvious Barbara feared the worst. Part of me wanted to comfort her, but I didn’t think she’d appreciate it.

      “You said Jeff mentioned a hallucinogen. Was that an assumption based on Roger’s reaction, or is that sort of attack common?”

      “I know it sounds extreme, but in my husband’s line of work, it’s one of the most effective attacks someone can use. His business is bound to his reputation, he can’t have one without the other.” Barbara’s mouth tightened. “If one of his competitors could make him appear unstable, no one would work with him—especially the government. Certainly no one would trust him with their secrets. Hallucinogens also lead to paranoia, which makes it more difficult to analyze a true threat, thus leaving the victim vulnerable.”

      Hallucinogens were also a very common explanation given when someone witnessed the Otherworld, I noted to myself. Out loud I said, “Did Jeff say he saw the needle, or a mask, anything they might have used to deliver the hallucinogen? Or was he extrapolating based on what Roger was shouting, or his behavior?”

      “He didn’t specify, but it’s not like Jeff to make assumptions.”

      “If he was attacked with a drug, then there should have been evidence of that in his blood.”

      “Ian is still testing it,” Barbara admitted. “So far he hasn’t found anything. But that doesn’t mean it didn’t happen. When it comes to new drugs, military companies are often ahead of the pharmaceutical industry. Ian said he would keep running tests.”

      I hesitated. “Barbara, I need to ask you a few questions. You’ll be tempted to be defensive. Please answer as honestly as you can and remember, I’m not here to judge. I’m here to help.”

      Her jaw tightened, but she nodded stiffly.

      “Has your husband ever used drugs recreationally?”

      “No,” she said shortly. “He says drugs are for hippies.”

      I smiled. “Okay. Is there any history of mental illness in his family? Any ‘eccentric’ relatives who may or may not have been diagnosed?”

      “No. Roger’s family is as straight-laced as they come. Most of them served in the military—men and women—so they were all formally assessed psychologically, and they all received a clean bill of health.”

      “Did Roger ever consider entering the service?”

      “Yes, but he has asthma, so he couldn’t serve.”

      Now that I’d asked the questions she’d no doubt expected, it was time to move to the next level. “Is your husband superstitious?”

      The speed with which Barbara shut down was impressive for a human. All emotion drained from her face, leaving her expression cool and significantly less friendly than a moment ago. “Excuse me?”

      I reached for my magic, weaving the purple threads of a charm into my voice before speaking again. “I know it sounds like a silly question. But it’s important. It’s the little things that give us insight into someone’s thought process.” I leaned closer. “If he has been acting strange lately, who’s to say it’s not an after-effect of the drugs? Ian hasn’t found the specific cocktail yet, so who knows what the lasting effects may be?”

      There, now she could blame any weird behavior on drugs. As I’d expected, Barbara relaxed.

      “He wasn’t superstitious before the attack. But since then he’s…been acting strangely.”

      I nodded encouragingly. “In what way?”

      Barbara hesitated, then sighed. “He hung garlic near the doors and windows. And he’s been wearing silver chains and putting his underwear on backwards.”

      I resettled my napkin in my lap, taking the opportunity to look at Peasblossom. The pixie met my eyes, and we shared a moment of understanding. It sounded like Roger had gotten a glimpse of the Otherworld—and a scary one at that. The fact that his brain hadn’t been able to un-see it, hadn’t been able to explain it away, suggested he’d gotten a better look than most. Enough to make him believe.

      Barbara seemed more on edge now, so I didn’t question her too much on Roger’s strange behavior. Based on his scattered approach—covering vampires, werewolves, and fey all at once—I guessed he didn’t know exactly what he’d seen anyway.

      “So we need more information about the tip, who provided it and who it concerned. And we need to find Jeff. First we need to find out where the incident happened.” I tapped a finger on the table. “Did you check his cell phone?”

      “Ian did, the night he came to calm Roger down,” Barbara said. “There were no texts, and the calls he didn’t recognize all came from disposable phones.” She paused. “Disposable phones are not as suspicious as you might think. It’s very common in Roger’s line of work. I have two of them myself.”

      “Have you reported Jeff missing to the authorities?”

      Barbara shook her head. “Ian is looking for him. Right now, I have to consider the possibility that someone is trying to discredit my husband. I don’t want any of this situation going public until…” she trailed off.

      I nodded in understanding. “Until Roger’s temperament has evened out.”

      Barbara looked relieved. “Yes. Yes, exactly. Right now, his behavior could be misinterpreted. If someone is trying to steal his job, I don’t want to make it any easier for them.”

      The fact that she hadn’t called the police yet either indicated that she had a great deal of faith in Ian’s ability to find Jeff, or she cared more about her husband’s job than his best friend. I filed that away to probe later.

      “If this is someone trying to take his job, do you have any idea who it might be? Are there any other…executive consultants in the area that have expressed an interest in Roger’s position?”

      “It’s not a common occupation,” Barbara said thoughtfully. “Well, maybe closer to D.C.” She frowned. “Actually, now that you mention it, there is someone. Charbel Nassir. He and his brother Aaban own a private military company called Scoria Security. Aaban is the head of the company while his brother focuses on providing executive consulting services to a select group of clients and running their charity, Fire in the Heart. He and his brother moved here recently from D.C., and we’ve heard chatter that the charity is funded by people Charbel provides executive consulting services for.”

      “And you think Charbel might be after Roger’s job?”

      “I’m not sure. From what I’ve heard, Charbel mostly restricts his services to Scoria Security and their clients. But it’s possible he might be looking to expand his services.”

      “Have you met them?”

      “Yes. Roger and I met both brothers at a Fire in the Heart charity event two weeks ago. Aaban spoke to Roger at length.”

      “About a contract?” I guessed.

      She nodded. “Aaban is new to the area, and he was very keen for Roger to test him.”

      “Test him?”

      “It’s part of what Roger does,” Barbara explained. “When a new company wants to compete for a government contract, Roger will give them an assignment designed to test their skills. Usually, it’s a small job for someone in the private sector. If the company does well, Roger will recommend them for consideration.”

      “And was Roger considering giving him a test mission?”

      “He was. Especially when Ms. Monet, the proprietor of Suite Dreams, spoke up in favor of Scoria Security. Ms. Monet is a very familiar face in the political scene here in Cleveland, and she carries a great deal of influence.”

      My blood ran cold, and I groped for my soda, trying to buy myself a second to collect my scrambled thoughts. Ms. Monet. As in, Arianne Monet. As in the dream sorceress who wanted me dead.

      Perfect.

      I drank half the soda, then pushed it away. “Considering your close relationship with Ian, were you at all surprised when Roger agreed to give Aaban’s company a chance? I would imagine the competition for government contracts is quite fierce.”

      “It is,” Barbara agreed. “But Roger has to be fair, friendship with Ian or not. And Mr. Nassir’s company has an impressive record.”

      “Not too impressive I hope?” a male voice spoke up.

      I turned in my seat in time to see a man enter the dining room. His pale brown hair was cut close to the sides and in the back, but it was long on top, combed immaculately from left to right with only a single lock of hair hanging in the middle of his forehead to ruin the perfect line. A beard covered his jaw, long enough that I was sure he hadn’t just neglected to shave for a week, but not so long as to look unkempt. He wore a business suit, but his jacket hung open, and he’d left the first two buttons of his shirt unfastened.

      “Ian,” Barbara said, her voice warm.

      “Barbara,” he greeted her, leaning down to kiss her on the cheek. “Forgive my interruption.”

      “Not at all, please sit down.” Barbara raised a hand to get Molly’s attention and the waitress immediately came through the doors with her notepad ready. “Molly, bring Ian some tea—extra honey.”

      I flailed to grab hold of Peasblossom under the table before she could take off, catching her by one tiny foot and giving her a firm tug back to the seat.

      “Ian, this is Shade. She’s an executive consultant in the field of psychology.”

      Ian glanced at me as if Mrs. Temple had brought along a yappy little dog tucked into her purse. “I’m not sure I’ve ever met someone with that job description. What exactly do you do?”

      “I assess individuals to gain a better understanding of their current stressors for the purpose of easing anxiety and increasing productivity,” I said smoothly. Peasblossom jerked against my grip, and I clenched my teeth, trying to hold my smile in place.

      Barbara twirled a bite of linguine. “I’m asking her to look into Roger’s behavior.”

      Ian sighed and leaned back in the booth. “He’s still behaving strangely then?”

      “Very. It might be a residual effect of the attack, or it might be something more. I can’t afford to wait and find out, I need to know now.” She nodded to me. “If Ms. Renard can find out why Roger’s paranoia has taken this specific form, then perhaps we can address the root of the problem. We can only keep what happened a secret for so long before someone comes snooping around, and I don’t want them to catch my husband making gestures against the evil eye.” She huffed out a breath. “And I’m tired of my entire house smelling of garlic.”

      “This has been hard on you, I know.” Ian patted her hand, but there was no condescension in the gesture, just an acknowledgment that sometimes a friendly touch was more comforting than words. “And I hate to add to the load on your shoulders, but you know I would never lie to you. You wanted to know if we found anything, so I have to tell you.” He took a deep breath. “We found Jeff’s car.”

      Barbara bolted upright, almost upsetting Molly’s tray as she arrived with the tea. Molly’s eyes widened as she stumbled, trying to right the tray before spilling the hot water.

      “I’m sorry,” Barbara mumbled, her eyes locked on Ian.

      “No harm done.” Molly set the tea in front of Ian. “Can I get you anything else?”

      “No, we’re fine.”

      The strain in Barbara’s voice was obvious, and Molly nodded quickly before retreating back to the kitchen. As soon as she left, Ian leaned closer to Barbara.

      “We found his car near a junkyard on the west side. There was a lot of blood on the driver’s seat,” he said quietly.

      Barbara paled. “He was injured.”

      “Badly.”

      Barbara leaned on him for just a moment, accepting a kiss on top of her head. “Ian, you have to find him. Roger can’t handle bad news. Not like this, not right now.”

      Something caught my peripheral vision, and I glanced down to see Scath staring at Ian, frozen as if she’d turned into a canine statue. Her nostrils flared, and she tilted her large head up to look at me. For a split second, I caught a glimpse of glowing green eyes through the glamour spell.

      I dragged my attention to my food, careful not to look at Ian lest he catch me staring. With one hand twirling my fork through my cooling pasta, I used my other hand to reach into the pouch, fumbling until I found what I was looking for. A cylinder of iron shavings. I popped the top with my thumb and reached one finger inside to touch the metal filings, simultaneously glancing up at Ian Walsh.

      Ian’s face wavered, and when it cleared, it was even more perfect. The errant lock of hair dangling over his forehead vanished, once more tucked into his impeccably combed hair. And his eyes glowed with a hint of emeralds.

      I froze. Ian wasn’t human.

      He was sidhe.
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      I put a forkful of linguine in my mouth, ignoring the lump in my throat that might keep me from swallowing. Ian was watching me. I could feel his stare like a physical weight. I didn’t know if he felt the iron, or if he’d noticed my reaction, but either way, he knew I knew.

      I forced the food down, then met his eyes. Under the table, I fumbled to get the cork back into the cylinder to seal off the iron filings before letting it fall back into the pouch. Keeping it out would be too close to a threat, and I didn’t want to give Ian any reason to defend himself. Beside me on the floor, Scath watched Ian with the same amount of interest Peasblossom gave vegetables. Some of the tension eased from my shoulders.

      “This is delicious,” I said to Barbara. “But I have a great deal to do today, so I’m going to get started. When can I meet with Roger?”

      Barbara finished another bite of her dinner and dabbed her mouth with her napkin. “I’ll call you within the hour. I need to speak with Roger when I get home. His recent anxiety has made it…challenging to arrange meetings with new people.”

      “I’ll make myself available for whatever time you can arrange.” I smiled at Ian, letting a hint of the witchy look tease my eyebrows. “It was lovely to meet you, Ian.”

      “I should go as well,” Ian said. “I’ll walk you out.” He patted Barbara’s hand. “I’m sorry I didn’t have better news. Do you want me to tell Roger?”

      “No. You found his car, but no body. There’s still hope. I’m not telling him anything until there’s something definite to say.”

      Ian nodded. “Of course. And we’ll keep looking.”

      Ian smiled at her, then got out of the booth and gestured for me to walk ahead of him. His gaze lingered on Scath, but only for a second. I took a final sip of my soda, giving Peasblossom time to crawl into the pouch, then gave him a polite smile and slid out of the booth. The bodyguards didn’t look at us as we passed, but I felt their stares follow me out.

      There were only three vehicles in the restaurant’s parking lot. One was a silver SUV I guessed was Barbara’s—plenty of room for the bodyguards—and a smart dark blue sports car that had to be Ian’s. The remaining vehicle was a grey Ford Focus that looked exactly like my car back in Dresden. I frowned, wondering if it was a bad thing that Flint seemed to be duplicating my vehicle and furniture from my home. How long did he expect me to stay in Cleveland?

      “Thank you for walking me to my car,” I said lightly. Magic slid against my palm as I held a spell ready, just in case. “It was nice meeting you.”

      Ian planted a hand on my door, barring me from opening it. “What are you doing here?”

      I let go of my door handle and turned to face him, forcing myself to meet his eyes. “I’m here because Barbara is worried about her husband’s reputation. She wants my help to find out what’s causing his anxiety.”

      “I think we both know what’s causing his anxiety.” Ian straightened, dropping his hand from my door. “Someone from the Otherworld is trying to undermine Roger. And apparently they decided the best way to do that would be to give him a good look at a real monster. A monster that in all likelihood killed his best friend.”

      “Why would someone in the Otherworld want to hurt Roger?” I asked.

      Ian shook his head. “None of this concerns you. Do yourself a favor and tell Barbara you can’t help her. Go back to Dresden.”

      I stiffened. “How did you know I’m from Dresden?”

      “Don’t look so concerned. Mr. Winters occasionally finds a need for my company’s services, and it so happens that your very brief employment with him was one such occasion.”

      I blinked. “You did my background check?”

      “For what it was worth. You’ve done little in this world that seemed noteworthy.”

      I bristled, but he continued before I could give him a piece of my mind.

      “Based on what I know of you, I’m sure you won’t heed my warning not to meddle in this case. Come to Goodfellows at noon tomorrow. In the unlikely event you discover something of use, you can share it then.”

      My temper flared and I clenched my teeth. “I will not—”

      He took a step closer, invading my personal space. “Until we speak again tomorrow, remember this. Trust no one. Question every loyalty, question every reputation. You’re not looking for a thief, you’re looking for someone with a lot to lose. Someone who will do anything to protect their interests. Not their life, their interests.” He stepped back. “You’re in a new world now.”

      He turned without another word, an almost regal dismissal that summed up most of what I hated about the sidhe. Arrogance, pure arrogance.

      I opened my car door, but didn’t get inside, instead watching Ian return to his own vehicle. I’d been right about the blue sports car. Scath crawled past me into the car, shouldering her way into the backseat. Together we watched Ian pull out of the parking lot and disappear into traffic.

      I picked up the GPS, ignoring Peasblossom’s squeak of protest as I found the address I needed.

      “Suite Dreams? We’re going to Suite Dreams?”

      “We have a politician who swears he saw monsters and is suffering from nightmares. We know he was at Suite Dreams, and we know Arianne was trying to convince him to give Scoria Security an opportunity to earn a government contract.” I squirmed in my seat. “I’m not happy about it either, but you know we need to talk to her.”

      “But do we have to talk to her first?” Peasblossom demanded.

      “Better the devil you know.”

      “We don’t even know what happened that night,” Peasblossom protested. “Shouldn’t we talk to Roger first? How will you know what questions to ask?”

      “Arianne specializes in getting information out of people,” I explained calmly. “I can protect myself from most of her tricks, but she’s powerful enough that I have to consider the possibility that she could force information from me that I don’t want to share.”

      “So doesn’t that make this a worse idea?”

      “If I question her now, before I know any real information, then even if she gets the better of me, she won’t get anything useful. Right now, all I know is that Roger Temple is acting odd because he thought he saw a monster—or monsters. I don’t know who tipped him off, I don’t know exactly what he saw, and I don’t have any proof of anyone’s guilt. Even if she somehow gets me to tell her everything, she’ll learn next to nothing.”

      “Clever,” Peasblossom admitted grudgingly. “But that doesn’t change the fact that you won’t know what questions to ask if you don’t know what happened.”

      I started the car and pulled out of the parking lot, scowling as the GPS instructed me to merge onto a road that was half orange construction cones. “That’s not true. What has Andy been telling us since we started? It’s all about the timeline. I know whatever happened occurred on May 17th between eight and ten pm. So the first questions I need to ask are all about getting Arianne’s timeline during that night. I need to know where she was, who she was with, and what she was doing. And I can ask all of those questions now.”

      “Then you talk to Roger and get more information and talk to Arianne again,” Peasblossom said.

      “Exactly.”

      “So you’re going to talk to the sorceress who tried to kill you twice.”

      “Maybe.” I cleared my throat.

      The drive to the hotel didn’t take as long as I would have liked, even with all the construction helping to slow me down. But it wasn’t until my fingers brushed the handle of the hotel’s front doors that my heart skipped a beat.

      “It’s not too late to change your mind,” Peasblossom said hopefully.

      “It won’t be any safer tomorrow.” I touched the ring on my finger, reassuring myself with its presence, then squared my shoulders.

      I opened the door, bracing myself against the rolling scent of lavender that washed over me when the door closed behind me.

      Entering Suite Dreams wasn’t unlike stepping onto a spider’s web. The calming perfume paired with the high ceiling painted like the night sky, complete with tiny twinkling lights to mimic the stars, coaxed the hotel occupants to think of sleep. Overstuffed chairs formed two lines down the center of the room, each one offering the perfect spot for a quick cat nap. A nap during which the dream sorceress who owned the building would scuttle out of the shadows to harvest information from unconscious minds.

      Gritting my teeth against the urge to yawn, I marched toward the front desk only to stutter to a stop when Scath came to an abrupt halt beside me, her fur standing straight up. Her reaction was the only warning I had.

      Arianne stalked into the lobby from the small hallway behind the front desk. The hotel proprietor was stunning as always, wearing a slinky red dress that hugged her curves and looked soft enough to sleep in. The sensual effect was ruined by the fury crackling in her dark eyes as she made a beeline to intercept me, her spine ramrod straight.

      “How dare you come here,” she said under her breath, her voice hot. “I warned you to stay away. You are not welcome here.”

      A slap of power accompanied her words, a whiplash of psychic energy. The compulsion to sleep grew stronger, as if Arianne had pushed me closer to one of those comfortable chairs. I leaned into the spell, closing my fist so the ring on my finger dug into my flesh.

      Cool blue power pulsed from the ring, flowing over my skin, sliding beneath the sorceress’ magic and pushing it back. I fought through her spell like a surfer bracing against rough waves to get beyond the breaks, and when my mind cleared, I rolled my shoulders and met Arianne’s eyes.

      “I’m not here to fight, or draw attention,” I said, giving the few patrons in the lobby a pointed look. “But I will if it comes to that. We can sit down and talk like two reasonable adults, and I can tell you why I’m here, or we can fight it out like a couple of rambunctious schoolchildren. Your choice.”

      Arianne’s eyes narrowed, and her attention flicked from me to Scath. The collar around the black beast’s neck was still active, but I had little doubt the sorceress could see through it if she tried.

      “Your cat sith has made you brave. But if you’re here with another gift, then don’t. It would only join the rest of your trinkets in the garbage.”

      I didn’t rise to the bait. If she wanted to throw away my apology gifts, then fine. “I’m working a case. Right now, all I want is information. At this point, I consider you a witness, but if you’d like to skip right to suspect, that’s fine. I’ll just go back to Ian Walsh and let his side of the story be the only one I hear.”

      Arianne stiffened. “Ian Walsh. What do you mean ‘go back’ to Ian Walsh?”

      “I spoke with him earlier. I believe you’ve been actively supporting his rival, Scoria Security?”

      Arianne’s dark eyes sharpened, and she abandoned her easy hostility toward me for a deadly calm. She was scarier when she was calm. “What exactly are you investigating?”

      I gestured toward the hallway I knew led to her office. “Why don’t we go somewhere more private and continue our conversation?”

      Arianne’s eyebrow twitched upward, then fell back into place. I’d surprised her with my willingness to go to her office—out of the public eye. The last time I’d done that, I’d walked out under her influence, dummied into a stupor by one of her hypnosis spells. I lifted my chin without breaking eye contact. The sooner she stopped treating me like a witchling the sooner she’d take me seriously enough to answer my questions.

      “Very well,” she said slowly. “We’ll go to my office.” She gestured toward the hallway. “After you.”

      I didn’t hesitate. Scath walked by my side, and I trusted her to have my back if Arianne tried anything. The ring on my finger would give my shields a boost, at least enough that I’d have some warning if the sorceress tried to pry open my brain. Add that to the pixie hiding in my pouch, and I was as safe as I could be.

      Arianne’s office wasn’t dissimilar to the hotel lobby. The overstuffed couch was a match to the lobby’s chairs, and the entire room held the delicate scent of lavender. Everything you needed to fall asleep in the spider’s web.

      An amethyst paperweight in the shape of Morpheus the god of dreams on the large mahogany desk almost made me smile. It was one of the apology gifts I’d sent Arianne—the first one. So she had kept them. Since I was the one who’d purchased it for her, I didn’t have to use a detection spell to know that it was an object of power. Not to mention a brilliant tool for bludgeoning someone to death, if it came right down to it.

      “You didn’t bring your human partner,” Arianne said conversationally, lowering herself into her seat. “I hope nothing has happened to Agent Bradford.”

      I froze before I could stop myself, anger welling up inside me, solidifying until I felt as if I’d swallowed the amethyst carving. “Excuse me?”

      Arianne paused, registering the abrupt shift in my mood. A hint of wariness crept into her voice. “I’ve done nothing to Agent Bradford. Nor do I mean him any harm. I expressed concern, there was no hidden threat.”

      I sucked in a deep breath, dragging it past the lump in my throat. “You’ll understand if hearing you mention him is less than comforting. You haven’t exactly expressed warm feelings for him in the past.”

      “Ms. Renard, I believe you know me better than to think I would harm a man of the law.” She tilted her head. “Even if I did harbor ill will toward Agent Bradford—which I do not—I would never put my business or my position at risk by threatening an FBI agent. Since you’re well aware of my aversion to any interaction with the police, it does make me wonder what prompted your reaction? Has someone else threatened your partner?”

      “I think you’ll find most people react strongly when someone who’s tried to kill them mentions someone they care about,” I said evenly.

      Arianne stared at me a moment longer. “Perhaps.” She leaned back in her chair, trailing one finger over the padded arm. “I understand how upsetting it is when someone pries into your personal life. Asking questions they have no business asking, stirring up situations they know nothing about. It’s so easy for people to get hurt when they meddle in affairs that don’t concern them.”

      My hand hovered near my phone. Arianne was toying with me. She had no reason to hurt Andy, and she was right, I did know that she wouldn’t willingly meddle in the affairs of law enforcement. But still. Hearing her say his name didn’t sit well with me.

      “If you would like to call your friend and confirm that I’ve done nothing untoward, by all means,” Arianne said softly.

      The lump in my throat turned to a ball of ice. I couldn’t call him. I couldn’t text him. Flint had expressly forbidden it. But Arianne couldn’t know about that. Could she?

      Arianne leaned forward like a cobra swaying closer to its victim. “You’re projecting, witchling. What is it that has you so worried?”

      “What is your relationship with Roger Temple?”

      “An answer for an answer, Ms. Renard. Tell me why you’re so worried about Agent Bradford.”

      I stepped toward the door. “I’m not playing games with you, Arianne. If you’re not going to answer my questions, I’ll get my information elsewhere. I’m sure Mr. Walsh will be impartial in his analysis of your relationship with Aaban and Charbel Nassir.”

      I turned away from the sorceress, the itch between my shoulder blades making me look down at Scath to gauge her reaction to the situation.

      “Who are you?” Arianne asked.

      I frowned and looked over my shoulder. “Excuse me?”

      But Arianne wasn’t looking at me.

      She was looking at Scath.

      I stared down at the dark feline standing beside me, but Scath’s expression didn’t change. She didn’t appear the least bit interested in Arianne’s question, if she’d even heard it. In fact, she looked bored.

      “What do you see when you look at her?” I cursed as soon as the question left my lips. Stupid. I didn’t need the dream sorceress to know how little I knew about my companion.

      Arianne smiled, a slow spread of ruby red lips. “A more interesting question, I think, is what do you see, Shade Renard? When you look at that beast, what do you see?”

      I pressed my lips together, but Arianne didn’t give me a chance to respond. She chuckled and shook her head. “Your third eye hasn’t opened yet. Your mentor must be so disappointed.”

      My third eye. The sense that let witches and other magic users see the world and the creatures in it not just on this plane, but as they were on every plane. If I opened my third eye, I would see the people and places around me as they were in truth, their physical, astral, and even dream selves. No glamour could hide them, no spell could remain secret. The third eye revealed all. And opening it could cost you your life if you weren’t careful. An open mind, a truly open mind, was an invitation for so many horrible things.

      Arianne was wrong. My third eye had opened a long time ago, before I knew I was a witch. It had opened wide, and it had given me some of the worst nightmares I’d ever had. It was closed now, and I didn’t know if I could open it again if I wanted to. Right now, I didn’t want to.

      Arianne leaned forward in her chair. “What are you thinking right now, Shade Renard? What do you see?”

      Her power brushed over my mind, gently this time. The ring pulsed in response, and in my mind’s eye I saw a blue bubble glimmer to life around me, keeping out the probing spell.

      “You’re stronger,” she murmured. “You’ve been practicing.”

      “You’re wasting my time.” I stepped back, closer to the door. “Ian was much more forthcoming.”

      Arianne gripped the arms of her chair until her knuckles turned white. “You must see the fey for what he is. Even a witchling should know not to place her trust in the sidhe.”

      I paused and studied the dream sorceress more closely. There was something about her behavior that wasn’t right. Not that I was surprised she didn’t want to answer my questions, but if she wasn’t going to talk to me, then why let me into her office? Why not make me leave? Why keep trying to steer the conversation onto meaningless tangents?

      She’s stalling.

      I turned on my heel, my pulse skipping a beat as I closed my hand around the doorknob. “I’ll call later when you’re in a more cooperative mood.”

      Arianne stood, fast enough that her chair grated over the wood floor as the abrupt movement shoved it into the wall. “Wait. I will answer your questions.”

      My heart pounded. She was definitely trying to keep me here. Which meant I needed to leave. Now. I jerked the door open—

      And collided with someone standing in the doorway.

      Large brown-skinned hands closed around my upper arms, squeezing enough for me to feel the inhuman strength in his grip as he kept me from tipping backward. My magic ricocheted inside me, a defensive spell blazing against my palms. The man was just shy of six feet tall, with a wave of black hair and a beard that covered his upper lip, jaw, and a wide triangle below his bottom lip. He had a broad, rounded face, and my heart skipped a beat as I found myself staring into twin pools of smokeless fire where his eyes should have been. My throat closed, but one word echoed in my head.

      Demon.
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      “Leaving so soon?”

      The man’s voice was surprisingly smooth and carried a soft Middle Eastern accent. Somehow staring into those burning eyes, I’d expected more of a rasp, something appropriately scary. The eyes were disturbing enough that I tried twice before I could speak.

      “You’re an ifrit.”

      Memories from an apprenticeship spent reading rushed forward, filling my thoughts with dry facts to cover up the panic rising steadily inside me. Ifrits were demons who reveled in the murder of murderers. They were creatures of vengeance. They may have been considered righteous beings, if not for the joy they took in the slaughter of those they punished. It was said that an ifrit took seven years to kill you. Seven years of constant attention. Constant pain.

      The ifrit in the doorway had taken a human form, but his true self shone through his eyes. No iris, no pupil. Just flame.

      “I am,” the man said. “Does that trouble you?”

      “Of course it doesn’t trouble her, Aaban,” another man’s voice said. “It would only trouble her if she felt guilty. If she felt she had done something to make her worthy of our…attentions.”

      A second man stepped around the first. He was shorter than his companion, but he shared the same dark hair and fire-filled eyes. His face was narrower than Aaban’s, and his hair left to grow a few inches long and styled in an artful mess with carefully applied hair gel. Like Ian, he wore a button down shirt with the first two buttons unfastened. Casual and a little sexy, just the sort of tactic to put people off their guard.

      Scath stood by my side, a warm wall of support that calmed my nerves significantly. She didn’t react to the demons’ presence beyond a cursory glance, and some distant part of my brain that was still functioning properly registered that the feline had angled herself to keep an eye on Arianne. Apparently Scath still considered Arianne to be the greatest threat in the room. Interesting.

      I lifted my chin and stepped back to give the ifrits room to enter. “I’m not troubled,” I assured them. “I’m merely surprised.” I glanced back at Arianne. “I’d thought this was a private meeting.”

      “I sent Aaban and Charbel a text on our way to my office.” She plucked an invisible speck of lint from her dress. “You said you’ve spoken to Ian Walsh. I can only assume the insufferable sidhe told you about Aaban’s bid for a government contract, and now you have concerns.”

      I froze. “Aaban and Charbel Nassir? Of Scoria Security?”

      My brain spun with a new wash of possibilities. Roger had encountered at least four Otherworlders that I knew of. Ian Walsh the sidhe, whom Roger considered a friend, Aaban and Charbel Nassir, the ifrits that Roger had apparently given a job to, and Arianne Monet, the dream sorceress who’d offered support for said ifrits. Any one of them could be the monster that had frightened Roger out of his wits. Though if I had to choose the scariest of them all, the ifrits would win.

      Easily.

      “In that case, I’m pleased you could join us.” I gestured to the couch opposite Arianne’s desk. “Won’t you sit down?”

      Charbel’s lips spread in a slow smile and he sauntered past his brother to the couch and sat down, reclining in the corner like a model ready to have his picture taken. He didn’t pat the seat next to him when he looked at me, but the invitation was there.

      Aaban took a step to the side, but remained by the door like a silent sentry.

      “Aaban prefers to stay near the entrance,” Charbel said mildly. “I’m afraid his profession has rendered him rather paranoid. Always expecting violence.”

      As I expected had been his intention, my mind immediately went to what sort of violence an ifrit might have to offer. Say, to a witch who was poking around in his business.

      Out of my peripheral vision, I saw Arianne’s mouth quirk at the corner as amusement flitted across her lips. I stiffened.

      Charbel and Aaban both seemed to share Barbara Temple’s understanding of service dogs, and neither of them spared Scath more than a glance. Charbel looked at me. “Arianne mentioned that you’ve spoken to Mr. Walsh?”

      I nodded. “Yes, I’ve just come from a meeting with him. It’s my understanding that congratulations are in order. Apparently you convinced Roger Temple to consider Scoria Security for a recommendation for a government contract, and such a recommendation carries considerable weight.”

      “Mr. Temple has carved out quite a name for himself, it’s true.” Aaban studied me, his burning eyes uncomfortable to look at directly. “Have you met with Mr. Temple?”

      I fought not to fidget in my seat. “I’m sorry, but the case I’m working is very sensitive, and I’ve given my word to maintain strict confidentiality. I can’t answer any questions at this time.”

      Arianne’s face darkened. “So we are to answer your questions, but you will not answer ours. How very arrogant.”

      I ignored her and addressed Aaban and Charbel. “If you could tell me where you both were on the night of May 17th between 8 p.m. and midnight, I would greatly appreciate it.”

      Arianne stiffened. She relaxed immediately afterward, but not so fast that I didn’t catch her reaction.

      “My brother and I were at home,” Charbel volunteered. “We are both working to establish our businesses in a new city, and that requires a lot of planning.”

      Not a great alibi, I noted. I looked at the sorceress. “And you?”

      “I had dinner here with a friend. A senator. I can give you his name, if you like.” She smoothed her palms over the arms of her chair, hands flexing as if fighting to stay calm. “Why do you ask about that night?”

      “There’s no way you could have known this, but my last case involved a demon,” I told her.

      Arianne paused, a pinch of real confusion creasing the skin between her brows. She shared a glance with Aaban and Charbel, but both demons appeared equally confused. “I’m sorry?”

      “A demon.” I glanced at the ifrits. “Not like you. She was a possessor, dybbuk to be precise. She was bound with a cleric, so she had a dose of legitimacy demons don’t usually have.” I cleared my throat. “No offense.”

      “None taken,” Charbel murmured.

      I looked back at Arianne. “And my case before that took me to a sidhe society function. Lots of high court, all of them wearing their pretty faces over their true colors.”

      Arianne frowned. “I fail to see what any of that has to do with anything.”

      I leaned closer. “It means that recently I’ve been spending a lot of time with the best liars the Otherworld has to offer.” I tilted my head and met her eyes. “Why don’t you tell me where you really were the night of May 17th?”

      “Why do you ask about that night?” Arianne countered.

      Scath shifted on the floor. Not a lot, just a small adjustment in her shoulders, a slight tilt toward Arianne.

      “Tell me where you were,” I said evenly.

      Something tickled the edge of my consciousness. It was the only warning I had before my brain lit up like a Christmas tree, pain sliding over my skull as if I were reliving Asher’s earlier attack. Blue light shot like lasers across my vision, a reflection of the psychic spells searing through my psyche.

      Arianne wasn’t playing around. There had been no probe, no testing the strength of my defenses. She hit me with everything she had, tearing through the shield like a dog opening a Christmas present. Pain greyed out my vision, and for a second, I saw the world through a curtain of fog.

      A feline snarl tore through the air as Scath launched herself over the desk and straight into the dream sorceress. Arianne shoved herself out of her seat, but she wasn’t fast enough to keep Scath’s jaws from closing on her arm. Bone crunched and the sorceress screamed, a bloodcurdling sound that sent shivers down my spine.

      Adrenaline shot through me like a dose of firewater straight into my veins, and I hissed as her spell shattered, tiny jagged pieces tearing at my mental walls as they retreated, leaving my memories exposed. Arianne snarled, dark eyes locking onto mine as her power drank my surface thoughts with the desperation of a parched escapee from Hell.

      Scath growled and shook her head, her teeth grating more flesh from Arianne’s arm. Arianne screamed again, and her power bled away from my mind long enough for me to renew my shields, covering my battered psyche.

      The smell of burning fur filled the air with an acrid scent. Aaban stood with one hand on Scath’s flank, his skin from the wrist down glowing like a piece of glass pulled from the oven at the end of an artist’s wand. The searing white-yellow was too bright to look at directly, and I squinted and tilted my face away, toward Scath’s head. Scath growled around her bloody grip on Arianne’s arm, but didn’t let go.

      A spell hovered on my lips, but before I could get the word out, the white noise in my mind cleared, and I realized it wasn’t white noise. They were thoughts. But not my thoughts.

      Arianne’s.

      I stumbled and put a hand to my head, trying to make sense of the chaotic flow of images. Arianne had attacked too rashly, determined to break through my defenses and grab the information she wanted before I had the chance to stop her. In her haste, she’d been sloppy and the conduit she’d opened had gone both ways. Suddenly I knew why Arianne was so upset, why she’d been so desperate to know why I was asking about that night.

      “Stop!” I shouted.

      Scath didn’t release her grip, and Aaban’s mouth tightened as he slid his hand down her side, leaving a trail of smoke in its wake as fur and flesh burned under his power. Scath growled, and this time there was pain in the sound. Still she didn’t let go.

      I snatched the amethyst statuette off Arianne’s desk and swung it down toward Aaban’s arm.

      The ifrit withdrew his hand from Scath’s flank a split second before the rock carving slashed through the air, but he didn’t step back. “Tell it to let go,” he said, his voice tight. “Release her now, or it’ll be a pile of ashes when I’m done.”

      “Scath, let her go. Please.”

      Scath didn’t release her grip, and she didn’t take her green stare off of Arianne.

      I put my hand on Scath’s back. “She’s just scared. Her friend is missing.”

      I didn’t know if it was my plea or the pain from the burns, but Scath released her grip. Her sides heaved and her breathing had a rasping quality it hadn’t before, but like Aaban, she didn’t retreat from the fight. She stayed on top of the desk, her mouth smeared with Arianne’s blood, her green eyes glowing a fluorescent chartreuse. The smell of burnt fur and flesh turned my stomach, and I swallowed hard.

      I winced at the state of Arianne’s arm. There was too much blood to get a good look at the injury, but the sound of breaking bone haunted me. The sorceress’ eyes were glazed, and the color had bleached away from her skin, leaving behind a trace of purple veins—a sign she was still peering into the dreamworld. She couldn’t read my mind like a telepath, but she’d entered my dreams before, and a connection like that never truly went away. I didn’t know what she’d seen in my head, but I knew what I’d seen in hers.

      I stepped closer to Arianne’s chair, putting myself between her and Scath. “Tell me about Stasya.”

      The sorceress shook herself, as if the mention of her missing friend had pulled her from the astral plane where she’d retreated to read my thoughts. The moment her eyes cleared, she sucked in a sharp breath, jerking her arm against her chest. Hatred spilled into her eyes and her uninjured arm rose as she pointed at Scath.

      I threw up a hand. “Wait! Wait, let’s all just calm down.” I put a tentative hand on Scath, careful not to touch the long burn down her left side. “I saw an image of a centaur. Stasya. She worked for you.”

      Arianne swallowed hard. I gave her time to collect herself, waiting patiently despite my pounding heart as she pulled herself together. She half-sat, half-fell into her chair and groped with a shaking hand at the bottom drawer of her desk.

      “Not exactly.” She lifted a small leather case from the drawer and laid it on the desk. “She lived here, but I was not her employer.”

      “Stasya was my employee.” Aaban resumed his previous position near the door. He kept his attention on Scath, but there was no anger in his voice, no sign he intended to hurt her as long as she didn’t attack again. In fact, there was no emotion in his voice at all.

      “She disappeared that night, the night of the seventeenth,” I said, trying to hold on to the thoughts I’d gleaned from Arianne during her attack. “That’s where you were. You were looking for her.”

      Arianne opened the case, revealing a line of small potion bottles, a roll of gauze, and a small sewing kit. “I was here, as I told you. However, I was not with a senator.”

      “You were searching for Stasya by way of the astral plane,” I guessed.

      Arianne nodded. “Stasya came to this country specifically to work for Aaban. She didn’t have the means to support herself yet, so I offered her room and board while she built up her resources.” She picked up one of the potion bottles and popped the cork with one hand, filling the air with the sweet scent of Lady’s Mantle. “That night, we were supposed to have dinner together, but she didn’t show.”

      “Maybe something came up?” I asked. I laid my hand on Scath’s back. I hadn’t used any healing spells on myself today. Thanks to Flint’s refusal to let me brew potions, and his insistence on training the entire day, I’d opted to reserve my strength for emergencies. But the burn down Scath’s side looked bad, like melted wax mixed with ashes. I didn’t know how fast she’d heal on her own, but I was willing to spend the energy to help.

      Scath snorted and leaned away. Her breathing hadn’t even out yet, so she was still in pain, but if she didn’t want my help, I wouldn’t force her. Reluctantly, I dropped my arm.

      Aaban shook his head. “Stasya would not fail to keep a meeting without calling. She was a soldier, one of the best. It is the reason I asked her to come here. Arianne and I managed to convince Mr. Temple to give my company a chance to compete with Underhill. He assigned us a job, and I wanted Stasya to be part of it.”

      “When she went missing, I knew it had to be Walsh.” Arianne splashed the potion over her torn skin, gritting her teeth as her blood fizzled where the liquid hit it. “He’s angry that Roger granted Aaban a job, but he couldn’t do anything to stop it. If he uses undo influence over Roger to keep him exclusive to Underhill, Aaban could report him to the Vanguard.”

      “The Vanguard forbids Otherworlders from setting themselves up as religious figures or serving in government,” I mused. “If you could show that Ian was stopping you from participating in the same government-related work as his company, you could charge him with puppeteering a branch of the human military.”

      “Exactly,” Aaban said. “And believe me when I say, it has not been easy for Mr. Walsh to resist the temptation to break those rules. He does not welcome the competition. Unlike Underhill, my company does not maintain a centralized physical headquarters. Rather, we operate as a hive, with compartmentalized facilities throughout several countries. I have spent decades building my company to be ready for this moment, training locals from a variety of strategic locations. I don’t just offer them jobs, I offer them security, a way to improve the lives of everyone in their village. My people are loyal in a way Underhill’s people are not, and we can be effective in ways he cannot dream of being.”

      “But he hasn’t done anything you can report,” I clarified.

      “No,” Aaban admitted bitterly. “Nothing overt enough for the Vanguard.”

      Arianne’s ragged breathing made me look at her in time to see her remove a long crystal from the first aid kit and draw it down her arm. She hissed and for a second her breath froze, chest becoming still as if something had closed around her lungs and wouldn’t let go. Just as I was about to ask if she was all right, her breath left her in a loud whoosh, and she dropped the crystal.

      “I could help you, if you’d like,” I offered.

      The glare Arianne shot me pushed me back a step. “Do not insult me, witchling. I need no help from you.”

      I gave the first aid kit a pointed look. “If you’re using the kit instead of a spell, then it would seem you haven’t given healing spells the same studious attention as you’ve given your other less altruistic spells. That’s a mistake most often seen in over-enterprising wizards. I’m surprised your mentor allowed you to get away with it.”

      Charbel arched an eyebrow, glancing from me to Arianne like a man who’d walked in on an argument the second before fisticuffs began.

      Arianne snapped her mouth shut and grabbed the roll of gauze. “Ian knows he can’t stop Aaban from competing, so he planned to sabotage his mission instead. I believe he took Stasya so he could torture information out of her. If he could discover the details of the mission, he could put himself in a position to make sure Aaban fails.”

      “If you can prove that, then you can make the same argument for interfering with competition to the Vanguard,” I pointed out.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Charbel corrected me. “Mr. Walsh could argue that if Aaban’s company was unable to protect something as basic as a mission dossier, then perhaps they were not qualified to get the job to begin with. What he’s doing is no different than the corporate espionage that is common among humans.”

      “Stasya has not returned since that night.” Arianne jerked the gauze until it pinched her skin. “He killed her. I know he killed her.”

      She was sweating now, and she looked far too pale. Animosity between us aside, it took some effort not to offer help again.

      I replaced the statuette on her desk, letting the new information filter through what I’d learned from Barbara and Ian. If Arianne was right and Ian had killed Stasya, then it was possible that Roger had witnessed the centaur’s fate. Seeing a centaur alone would strain the sanity of most humans, but if he’d seen more than that, torture or murder… Centaurs were not weak creatures. They were ferocious, and they craved the thrill of battle. I didn’t want to think what it would take to torture information out of Stasya.

      Arianne’s hands shook, and I winced as she dropped the gauze. She braced her good arm on the desk, glaring at the floor as if the gauze had leapt out of her grasp on purpose. I pressed my lips together and circled the desk, carefully and with my hands up. Arianne glared at me, but she didn’t protest when I retrieved the gauze from the floor and resumed bandaging her arm. “You cared about Stasya.”

      “I care about everyone I invite into this hotel,” she said. “Stasya was under my protection, and now she’s dead. I will find the person responsible.” She stared at me, stared into my eyes as if she could read the answer she wanted on the back of my skull. “What do you know about May 17th?”

      I concentrated on wrapping her wound. Something was amiss. Arianne had used a potion and a crystal. Together that should have been enough to close the wound. Unless her first aid kit was significantly less powerful than I’d expect from a sorceress. I glanced at Scath, wondering if the beast’s saliva had something in it that would affect the healing process.

      “You’re not answering me, Shade,” Arianne said, her voice dangerously low.

      I finished the bandage. “First I need you to tell me the truth about that night. Where were you? Did anyone see you?”

      Arianne gritted her teeth. “I already told you that.”

      “You gave me two answers,” I reminded her. “I need to know the truth.”

      “I was supposed to meet Stasya. When she didn’t show, and didn’t contact me to say she wasn’t coming, I grew worried. So I searched her room, but I found nothing. There was no clue to where she’d gone, or when she’d be back. I tried to seek her out through her dreams, but—” She stopped, staring hard at the bandage on her arm. Then she continued in a dull voice. “I’ve touched Stasya’s mind before, it should have been a simple thing to track her down, especially in the dreamworld. But I tried all night to locate her with no success.”

      “Did you go anywhere to find her? Anywhere outside the hotel?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “I told you, I found nothing to go on, no evidence that could have led me to her. My best chance was to find her in her dreams. But I found nothing.”

      “Maybe she didn’t sleep that night?” I suggested. “Or maybe there was something blocking her from your magic?”

      “I have been in her dreams,” Arianne repeated. “Once I have touched someone’s dreams, it is much easier for me to find them, to influence them. It would be difficult for someone to hide her from me once she entered the dreamworld. And I have tried since, with no luck. No one can go weeks without sleep, and dreams find us all eventually.”

      A chill ran down my spine as the full meaning of her words sank in. Arianne had been in my dreams too, had torn off a chunk of one of my nightmares to create a monster she’d then sent to kill me. Had I underestimated how much influence she had over me now?

      It was a testament to how upset Arianne was that she didn’t take the opportunity to capitalize on my sudden paranoia. But she didn’t. She just sat there, staring at her crystals. Thinking of Stasya, I guessed.

      “Arianne, have you ever been in Roger Temple’s dreams?” I asked carefully.

      “No,” Arianne said firmly. “I want Aaban’s company to succeed. I would not do anything to jeopardize that.” She must have seen the doubt in my eyes, because she set her jaw. “You don’t believe me.”

      “You have a reputation for influencing the minds of politicians,” I pointed out. “You tread a fine line with the Vanguard on a daily basis. One slip and you’d be brought up on charges.”

      Arianne narrowed her eyes. “I answered your questions. Answer mine. What do you know about May 17th? And what do you know about Roger Temple?”

      I retreated around the desk to assume my earlier position. “I can’t discuss the details of an ongoing investigation.”

      Arianne’s eyes flashed with flecks of purple light. I held up a hand before she could argue, or worse, try to tear the information from my mind by force. “I don’t have any information yet, nothing solid. When I do, I’ll come back. That’s the best I can offer.”

      “I’m afraid that is not enough,” Aaban said from behind me.

      His hand closed around my arm, squeezing tight enough that I had to press my lips together to keep from crying out. Scath growled low in her throat, and the sound only reminded me of what the ifrit had done to her—and what he could do to me.

      “Mr. Temple has been avoiding my calls.” Aaban’s hand grew warmer on my arm. “I find it coincidental that his aversion to my company began so close to the night my employee disappeared. You will tell me what you know. Everything that you know.”

      He wasn’t burning me yet, but the threat was there in the heat of his palm. My magic rose underneath my skin, snapping at my nerve endings, ready to lash out if necessary. I lifted my chin. “I only took this case on today. I have not had time to begin my investigation in earnest. I have no information for you at this time.”

      Aaban’s eyes narrowed. “Tell me what you do know.”

      “I know your employee—your friend, disappeared two weeks ago. I know Arianne is worried about her. I know if I find out what happened to her, you will be among the first to know.” I took a slow breath through my nose. “And I know that if you don’t release me immediately, our relationship will take a dramatic turn for the worse.”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “She’s telling the truth, Aaban,” Arianne said, her voice begrudging. “I saw nothing of consequence in her mind.”

      I frowned at her, certain she’d meant that to be every bit as insulting as it sounded.

      Aaban released my arm, but he didn’t back away. “Arianne has told me about you, Ms. Renard. You should understand by now that there is a point at which a desire to help, however unintentional, only does more harm.”

      “I’ll make a mental note that your opinion of me is as low as Arianne’s. Now if you’ll excuse me, I have other meetings to attend.”

      “Ms. Renard,” Aaban said, angling his body to block my path. “If I might add something?”

      “I hope it’s something that can support your alibi,” I said coolly. “Someone who can vouch for you besides your brother. Some place you went that might have security footage?”

      “No. But I do think there’s something you should know about Ian Walsh.”

      “Which is?”

      “His company, Underhill, does a great deal of damage to the places they operate. His men care only about reaching their objective as quickly and efficiently as possible, with no regard for the consequences of their actions.”

      His face grew serious, and the flames in his eyes lost some of their light, burning a deep crimson instead of dancing yellow and orange. “His men will pay off warlords, trade money or even guns for information and access. He could employ more magic users, or seek help from civilians. But instead he feeds the monsters that keep countries like my native Syria enslaved, drenched in blood and haunted with violence. I’ve seen villages full of ghosts, and places that were once full of beauty are now rotting away, echoing with cries of women and children.”

      His eyes darkened again, hardening into black coals that glittered with the promise of skin-searing heat. “He is a monster, and he employs monsters.”

      My phone chose that moment to alert me that I had a text message. “Excuse me,” I murmured.

      Aaban didn’t look away, but he didn’t object when I checked my phone. It was a message from Barbara, telling me I could meet with Roger now and asking how long it would take me to get there.

      “I’m sorry, I have to go.” I glanced at Arianne. “I’ll come back when I have more information. Assuming you’ll be willing to answer some more questions?”

      The sorceress gritted her teeth, but I didn’t know if it was anger over my refusal to be forthcoming, or if it was the pain in her arm growing worse. Scath rose to her feet and padded toward the door. She favored one side, but not nearly as much as I’d have expected her to.

      I looked to Charbel. He seemed more reasonable than his brother, if only slightly. “If you could give me your contact information, I’ll let you know when I find your friend.”

      Charbel’s face betrayed no emotion, but his hand went immediately to his shirt pocket. He slipped out a business card, then crossed to Arianne’s desk to fetch a pen. “I’m writing my home address and my personal cell phone number. Call me as soon as you find her. If you find her, and she’s hurt, bring her to me.”

      I thought his voice broke when he said the last line, but I couldn’t swear to it. I accepted the card. “Thank you. I’ll do my best to find her.”

      Aaban spoke up before Charbel could respond. “Ms. Renard? If you’ll allow me to give you one piece of advice?”

      “Yes?”

      “Walk away,” Aaban said softly. “I don’t know what brought this case to your attention, but believe me when I say nothing good will come from your involvement. Walk away now before it’s too late.”

      He didn’t block the door, but with the scent of burning flesh still lingering in the air, he didn’t have to get physical to be intimidating. I smiled as politely as I could and crossed to the doorway.

      “It was nice meeting you,” I said, forcing my voice to remain calm.

      The ifrit didn’t look happy, and for a second, I thought he’d keep me from leaving. Arianne’s face was so tight with pain that I couldn’t read her expression. They all wanted me off the case. The question was, what were they willing to do to keep me from it?

      I didn’t run from the room as I marched down the hall and headed for the hotel doors.

      But it was tempting.
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      “I thought we agreed, no more demons?”

      The burning red traffic light that bore an uncomfortable resemblance to an ifrit’s fiery gaze finally turned green, and I ignored the pixie clinging to my rearview mirror as I eased through the intersection. Ifrits. Why did it have to be ifrits?

      “Are you listening to me?” Peasblossom demanded.

      This time she gave her voice the shrill tone that always managed to sound as if her words were delivered on the end of a sharp ice pick plunged directly into my ear. I winced and shook my head. “Yes, I’m listening! And I want to be done with demons too. Blood and bone, you think I didn’t get my fill of demonic company on our last case?”

      I rolled my shoulders, trying to keep the tension from knotting the muscles in my neck. “I didn’t choose this case, it was assigned to me. And even if I’d had some say in the matter—which I didn’t—I had no way of knowing Aaban and Charbel Nassir were demons, did I? And I certainly didn’t expect them to be at Suite Dreams at the same time I chose to question Arianne.”

      Saying the sorceress’ name sent a chill down my spine even as I angled the car away from the city and toward the address Barbara had given me. Skyscrapers gave way to a stretch of suburban houses with lawns big enough to fit my house and two of my neighbors’. I wove through the pothole-free streets, turning onto a road with fewer houses and even bigger yards. Wrought iron gates around several homes added to a feeling of exclusivity, and the driveways stretched longer than the street I lived on.

      I frowned. “Arianne used a first aid kit on her arm after Scath bit her. Why?”

      “You use healing potions.”

      “I use healing potions because if I used a spell every time I was injured, I’d have no stamina left for self-defense,” I pointed out. “Arianne’s control is a lot more advanced than mine. She should have been able to heal herself without breaking a sweat.” I glanced in the rearview mirror at the big black feline in the backseat. “I think we need to learn more about Scath.”

      “We don’t have time to study the kitty, we need to get this case over with so we don’t have to talk to that woman anymore.”

      Peasblossom squirmed off the mirror and dropped onto the dashboard. In my car, her landing would have created a smudge in the perpetual layer of dust that covered the black plastic interior, but this was a rental.

      Somehow the dash just didn’t look right without the dust.

      “I don’t like it,” Peasblossom continued. “And she doesn’t like you. Even if she’s not involved in whatever happened to Roger, she’s going to find some way to make it your fault.”

      “Make what my fault?”

      “Something!” Peasblossom threw up her hands in exasperation. “She’s a suspect, isn’t she? You think she might have been the one to scare Roger, that’s why you went to talk to her. If that’s not a reason for her to hate you, I don’t know what is. And she already hated you, in case you’ve forgotten.”

      “No, I haven’t forgotten.” I let my head fall against the headrest and sighed. “I can’t believe our paths are crossing again.”

      “I can’t believe she said she threw away your gifts, including a perfectly good wine goblet.” Peasblossom’s pink brow furrowed as she plopped onto her behind and let her legs dangle in front of the digital clock display. “I could have kept that for a bathtub. It was the perfect size! If she didn’t want it—”

      “We need to figure out if she’s involved sooner rather than later,” I interrupted. “If she’s not involved, the faster we clear her, the better chance we have of avoiding another dream shard.”

      Peasblossom shivered. “I don’t ever want to see another dream shard as long as I live.” She paused. “You still have the gauntlet that dwarven inventor Gundersson gave you, right?”

      “It’s in the pouch.”

      Peasblossom dropped to the gearshift before crawling toward my pouch. “I’m going to dig it out and charge it now. Better safe than sorry.”

      I didn’t stop her because she wasn’t wrong. “All right, let’s review what we know.”

      Peasblossom grasped the zipper and tugged. “Mrs. I-carry-a-gun-to-lunch-meetings says her husband went crazy the night of May 17th. Some anonymous text sent him running off with his sniper buddy and he was attacked by someone with a hallucinogen. Barbara thinks whoever it was wanted to destroy his credibility.”

      “But you and I know it probably wasn’t a hallucinogen,” I noted. “Ian owns one of the most successful PMCs in the country, so I have to assume their lab is top notch. If they haven’t found a hallucinogen in his blood work yet, then chances are Roger really did see monsters. Real monsters, not some chemically-induced hallucination.”

      “Possibility number one, he saw Aaban doing what ifrits do best.” She finished unzipping the pouch and leaned inside until the upper half of her body disappeared into the enchanted confines of the bag.

      “Aaban was in town, and he admitted he has no alibi beyond his brother.” I shifted uneasily in my seat. “I’ve heard stories about what ifrits do to the people they choose to punish. They’re not just savage, they deliberately keep their victims alive for as long as possible. The torture can go on for years.”

      “That’s because ifrits don’t punish people who kill once. They punish warlords and tyrants. People responsible for entire villages being wiped out, attempted genocide.” Peasblossom’s voice was muffled, coming as it was from inside the pouch, but even then I could hear the queasiness in her tone. “They make their victims suffer for every death they caused, and when they’re done, there’s nothing but ashes in the wind.”

      “That would definitely drive a man to the edge of sanity,” I agreed. “Second possibility, Stasya. Aaban said he just brought her over from Syria. Centaurs are a ferocious race by nature, and Syria isn’t the most peaceful place right now. If she was accustomed to feeding her more aggressive nature on a daily basis, then it’s possible the abrupt switch to a relatively peaceful day-to-day life might have left her feeling restless.”

      Peasblossom climbed all the way into the pouch, grunting as she tugged at something in the shadowy confines. “You think she popped out for a quick fight and someone found out about it and tipped off Roger?”

      “Otherworld fight clubs aren’t just some urban legend,” I insisted. “They’re real. Centaurs aren’t the only creatures that need to let off steam once in a while, and they’re certainly not the only ones trying to feed a lust for battle without getting on the Vanguard’s bad side.”

      Something poked out from underneath the pouch’s flap. I groped at the bit of metal and leather, pulling the gauntlet free. Peasblossom hung from the contraption like a pink price tag, her feet kicking in the air as I gently lowered her to the passenger seat.

      “Then of course there’s door number three,” she said, propping her elbows on the gauntlet and giving me a contemplative look.

      “Arianne,” I said grimly.

      “Yep. She lied about what she was doing the first time you asked her, there’s no reason to think she couldn’t have lied the second time. For all we know, she has been in Roger’s mind. If Stasya went missing, and Arianne thought that Roger might know something about it, then maybe she got in his head and pushed him too far.”

      “You think she’d believe he might have information on Ian’s activities because they’re friends?” I shook my head. “I doubt Ian would be so foolish as to let Roger find out about any of his less than legal activities.” I glanced at the GPS. “We’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Barbara said Roger won’t tell her what he saw. You really think you can make him tell you?”

      “I know how to question a skittish witness,” I said firmly. “I’ll get him to talk to me. Worst case scenario, if I can’t get him to tell me what he saw, I should at least be able to get him to tell me where the tip came from, or even what exactly the tip said. Even knowing where he was when he had the fright would be something.”

      The GPS made its electronic arrival announcement, and I pulled into the long, winding driveway of one of the more modest houses on the block. An iron gate surrounded the property, but I’d scarcely touched the brakes when it swung open. Barbara had been watching for us.

      I noted the security cameras posted at intervals along the fence. And above the gatehouse. And in the sprawling oak tree in the front yard. And over the garage. And beside the front door. Small black cameras with glowing red lights sat around the property like a flock of ugly gargoyles, ruining the effect of the expensive landscaping and the beautiful lines of the house’s architecture.

      “Blood and bone, how many security cameras do they have?” I murmured.

      “More than they had a few weeks ago, I’m guessing,” Peasblossom answered. She eyed a black shape next to one of the security cameras. “I’m more concerned about that big raven.”

      “Stay under my hair, and it won’t see you. You’ll be fine.”

      I drove up to the garage and put the car in park. Barbara was outside waiting for me. She held herself with the same dignity she had in the restaurant, but there was tightness around her eyes that hadn’t been there before. She held a small clutch in front of her. I guessed the purse’s main purpose was to hold her gun.

      I got out of the car and nodded to her as I waited for Scath to exit the backseat. “Is everything all right?” I asked.

      She nodded once. “He’s here. I told him you’re a potential client, it’s the only way I could convince him to see you.”

      I hesitated. “Does he often meet with clients at home?”

      “He didn’t used to, but now he insists on it.” She gestured for me to follow her. “You’ll see why soon. And Ms. Renard?”

      “Yes?”

      “Remember what we discussed concerning confidentiality. If one word of this gets out, I will hold you personally responsible.”

      I didn’t appreciate the threat, but I let it go. Whatever I was going to find in that house, it had unsettled Barbara. And I got the feeling she didn’t unsettle easily.

      She led me around the back of the house to a door almost hidden by a truly stunning garden. The smell of lilacs and hyacinth mixed with the sterile scent of warm electronics, and I looked up to see another five cameras placed around the flowers and stone angels. Another familiar scent made me wrinkle my nose, and beside me, Scath sneezed.

      Garlic. Lots of it.

      “He’s hung it everywhere,” Barbara said grimly. “He’s growing it in the middle of several flower beds, and he’s hung it from every window and outside doorway.”

      She gestured, and I noticed the bulbs hanging beside the large sliding glass door she stood in front of. “Did he say why he hung all the garlic?”

      “No. He won’t discuss it at all, beyond having a full blown panic attack if I try to take it down.”

      The inside of the house didn’t smell any better. Scath hesitated before crossing the threshold, and I didn’t blame her. I was a big fan of garlic, but it wasn’t a smell I’d want hanging around me twenty-four-seven. For Scath’s superior sense of smell it had to be especially unpleasant.

      The scent had sunk into the thick grey carpet, and even the musky scent of the overstuffed leather furniture couldn’t fight the powerful herb. I resisted the urge to wave my hand in front of my nose, knowing it wouldn’t help, and followed Mrs. Temple toward the back of the house. She led me into a library and closed the sliding pocket doors behind us. The smell of garlic faded, beaten back by the scent of old books, wood polish, and a truly impressive collection of old-fashioned bowls of potpourri.

      I smiled gratefully, and Mrs. Temple nodded. “Please, have a seat. This is the only room I’ve managed to save from the smell. Barely. The potpourri is cloying, but still an improvement.”

      She waited for me to take a seat in one of the two wing-back chairs in front of the fireplace. Scath sat on the floor next to my seat. I’d refreshed her service dog glamour, so when I looked at her I no longer saw the ifrit-inflicted wound. The way she moved, she didn’t seem to be in pain, and I wondered if she’d healed even further, or if her pain tolerance was just exceptionally high.

      “I’ll tell Roger you’re here,” Barbara said briskly.

      She closed the door behind her to protect the room from the garlic invasion, and as soon as I was certain she’d gone, I stood. A picture on the mantle caught my eye, and I walked across the room to retrieve it.

      It was a photograph of Barbara and the man I assumed was her husband. Roger was taller than her, but not by much, maybe five nine. In the picture, they stood in front of a lake, dressed in clothes that made me think they’d been attending a fundraiser or other professional gathering at someone’s house. He wore a dark blue suit with a lavender shirt and grey tie, and she wore a beautiful navy blue cocktail dress that showed off her long legs.

      “Hard to believe the guy in that picture is afraid of vampires,” Peasblossom noted.

      The man in the picture had a full head of dark brown hair, only beginning to show signs of grey at the temples. His smile showed off a strong jaw that made up for the pug nose that had obviously been broken at some point, and the easy way he rested his hand on his wife’s hip with his arm around her made me believe the affection in the photograph.

      I frowned and tapped the picture. “I have an idea.” I put the picture down and reached into my pouch. After burrowing past a handful of plastic fish, an empty DVD case, and a handful of stuffing from a missing stuffed animal, I pulled out a silver pentacle necklace. It had been a gift from one of my well-meaning neighbors, a costume piece with no magical value.

      “What’s that for?” Peasblossom asked.

      “Barbara says he’s refused to talk about what he saw.” I fastened the clasp and let the pentacle hang outside my shirt over my heart. “If we’re right, and he did see someone or something Other, then I need him to believe that I’m someone who won’t dismiss it, that I believe in those things too.”

      “So you’re hanging a pentacle around your neck?”

      I shrugged. “It’s a very popular symbol. More recognizable to a human than a rune.”

      Footsteps in the hallway prompted me to turn in time to see the pocket doors slide open.

      Roger did not look like his picture. The calm, collected man in the photo with his power stance and piercing stare was hidden somewhere deep beneath a trembling aura of barely-repressed panic. I guessed his wife had dressed him, but the pressed dark brown suit and crisp white shirt couldn’t make up for the colorless cheeks, wide eyes, and hair that had been pulled on often enough it may never lie flat again.

      “Ms. Renard.” He crossed the room to shake my hand, as if his body moved on autopilot while his mind spiraled further down the rabbit hole. He didn’t meet my eyes and, like his wife, he didn’t look at Scath. But I wasn’t sure if he shared Barbara’s familiarity with the rule against distracting service dogs on duty, or if he would have ignored Scath regardless due to the way the silver pentacle consumed his attention.

      I pulled on my magic, twining purple strands of energy around my voice as he approached. If he was half as analytical as his wife, then the charm probably wouldn’t do much, but every little bit helped. “Hello, you must be Mr. Temple. Pleased to meet you.”

      His throat worked as he swallowed hard. “Pleased to meet you. That’s a lovely necklace. Family heirloom?”

      Or maybe I won’t need the charm at all.

      “Yes, it is.” I drew a finger around the pentacle, ignoring the imperfection in the silver paint where it didn’t quite cover a flaw in the metal underneath. “My mother was…” I stopped and pretended to hesitate before giving him a polite smile. “It was my mother’s.”

      Roger leaned forward, and the light from the bright overhead light reflected off the sweat beading at his temples. Blood and bone, he was more desperate to talk than I’d hoped.

      I was distracted enough by his agitated state that I didn’t see him reach for me. My eyes flew open as he grabbed my hands, clinging to me as if ready to fall to his knees and beg for my help. He seemed to remember himself a split second later and released me, standing there with his hands fisting and un-fisting at his sides. Heart pounding, I resisted the urge to speak first, letting him gather his wits for an explanation.

      “Was your mother a witch?” he asked, his voice hoarse.

      I’d intended to slow play the charade to build his confidence in me, but it was painfully clear from his behavior that it wasn’t necessary. Whatever Roger had seen, he was desperate to tell someone, and the pentacle had been all the nudge he needed for that someone to be me. “I’m a witch. And something tells me you want my help. Is that true?”

      Roger choked, his legs bending as if having trouble supporting him. He nodded, too fast and too hard. It put him off balance, and he swayed, grabbing one of the wingback chairs for support.

      “Okay, why don’t you sit down and tell me what happened?”

      I tried to guide him to sit in one of the chairs, but he shook his head.

      “I don’t need to sit. I need to tell y—” He gagged, cutting himself off and clutching at his neck. The veins in his temples swelled, standing out against his flushed skin.

      “Are you all right?” I asked, alarm raising my voice an octave.

      He pressed his lips together, sucking in deep breaths through his nose as his eyes bulged. “Can you read my mind? Can you touch something and see what happ—?” He choked and fell into the chair sideways, swallowing over and over.

      “Something’s wrong with him,” Peasblossom hissed against my neck.

      “No kidding,” I muttered. “I’m not telepathic or clairvoyant,” I told Roger. “Can you tell me what’s wrong with you?”

      He shook his head, his eyes falling closed and his shoulders slumping forward.

      “It’s all right, just hold still. Let me try something.”

      I waved my fingers in his direction, my magic flowing out in a blanket of silver netting. Detecting magic was a simple spell, and it was as familiar to me as the Cinderella spells I used so often. I didn’t need to say a word to send the magic out, and immediately, purple light burst to life in a coil around Roger’s throat. My eyes widened. A binding spell. Wrapped so tightly around his windpipe it was a miracle he’d been able to say as much as he had.

      “Roger, someone is keeping you from talking about what you saw. Am I right?”

      Roger didn’t even try to answer, but the tears flowing from his eyes were answer enough. I could relate. I knew what it was like to be magically prevented from talking about something. At least I understood the magic, understood what such a binding meant. I could only imagine how terrifying the sensation would be for a human unfamiliar with the Otherworld.

      “All right, listen carefully.” I eased him back until the chair hit his legs and he fell into the thick cushions. I knelt on the floor in front of his chair, meeting his eyes and speaking as slowly and calmly as I could. “Someone is using a binding spell to keep you from telling anyone what you saw. But spells like that are very specific. It can’t keep you from telling me anything at all, only the specific details. Did you sign a contract?”

      He nodded his head, then froze, hissing in pain.

      “It’s okay, it’s okay. Don’t try to tell me anything, don’t try to talk.”

      “Blood everywhere.” His breathing caught, and he gripped the arms of his chair. “Blood everywhere. Body parts.”

      His lips moved without making a sound, and an alarming red tint crept into his cheeks. I grabbed his face in my hands, tried to force him to look at me. “Don’t talk,” I said firmly. “Don’t think about that night. Don’t think about what happened or what you’re not allowed to talk about.”

      “Blood! Not human! Blood!”

      His face turned purple, and I cursed. He was thinking about the memory too hard, the magic was reacting, the binding tightening like a garrote.

      “Roger, that’s enough.” I poured magic into my voice, trying to calm him down. I had to stop him from talking before the spell gained too much momentum.

      It was too late.

      Roger shoved himself out of the chair, grabbed my shoulders, and shook me hard enough to rattle my teeth. “Ac— Ac— Acme!”

      “Stop talking!” I tried to wriggle free, but he shook me again. His eyes bulged from their sockets, and sweat poured from his head, soaking his hair, but still he didn’t take his eyes off me.

      “ACME!”

      He released me so abruptly I fell, hitting the floor hard with one elbow. He gasped, a wet, choking sound, and his eyes bulged as veins swelled beneath the skin of his neck and temples. He hit the ground on his knees and keeled over before he could get his hands out to catch himself.

      I crawled to his side and put one hand on his forehead and one on his chest. His frantic heartbeat pounded against the palm of my hand, and I tried to hold onto him as he thrashed on the floor.

      “He’s too agitated for a sleep spell!” Peasblossom squeaked. “The binding is going to kill him!”

      “Get me a sleeping potion, now!”

      “Are you sure we have one left?”

      “Now!”

      I blocked out her panicked voice and stared into Roger’s eyes. For a second, I allowed myself to channel Flint, and I took a page out of his strategy book and leaned closer to Roger until my face was all he could see. His eyes locked onto mine, and I let my power rise to fill my stare.

      I’d used the evil eye before to weaken someone’s defenses against a psychic attack. Now I used the power like a scalpel to cut through the tangled knot of panic clouding Roger’s mind. Something cool and smooth dropped onto his body and rolled against my hand. Peasblossom had found the sleeping potion.

      Roger stilled, and I took advantage of that split second of hesitation. I ripped the cork out of the bottle and poured it down his throat, wedging the top of the bottle past his parted lips.

      I couldn’t afford to be gentle, not when I only had a small window before the panic shut me out again and started working to block the effects of the spell. I pinched his nose, forcing him to swallow every last drop of the potion. Roger’s eyes widened, then fluttered closed. His body heaved off of the floor, tightening into an arch and remaining like that for a long heartbeat. Then he collapsed and was still.

      “What happened?”

      I jumped, and dropped the potion bottle. I hadn’t head Barbara come in. Cursing under my breath, I tried to nudge the bottle in front of me so I could hide it between my body and Roger’s. Without answering her, I groped for my cell phone and dialed 4944.

      “4944, what’s your emergency?”

      “I need an ambulance at 121 Boyer Ave.” I glanced at Barbara. “Fifty-five year old man is unconscious, possibly a stroke.”

      “You can’t talk because there’s a human in the room.”

      “Yes.”

      “Unconsciousness is magically induced?”

      “Yes.”

      “An ambulance is on the way.”

      “Thank you.”

      I ended the call and put my cell phone back in the side pocket of my pouch. “An ambulance is on its way. Everything’s going to be all right.”

      Barbara knelt next to me, brushing Roger’s hair back with her left hand. “What happened?”

      Her voice was gentle, as if she thought Roger could hear her and she didn’t want to upset him.

      “I don’t know. He was having trouble breathing, and he fell over. I think he got too worked up, maybe a stroke or a heart attack. He’s going to be fine though, he’s breathing.”

      But not very well. There was still a gasping sound coming from his throat, and I had no idea if the sleep spell would be enough to temporarily stop the binding. I needed that ambulance to get here now.

      Goddess, I was so stupid. I should have checked for a binding before I pushed him. I should have known that a man that deals in secrecy among Otherworlders was a prime target for such a spell.

      Peasblossom clung to the neckline of my shirt under my hair. Suddenly she tapped my back, the gesture rapid, panicked. I stiffened, but before I could move, something cold and hard pressed into the small of my back.

      A gun.
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      Adrenaline jerked at my body like a magician ripping a table cloth free and destroying a set of ceramic dishes in the process. My nerves spasmed painfully as I tried to draw in a deep breath. “Barbara, what are you doing?”

      “Put your cell phone on the floor, fold your hands on top of your head. Then stand up, slowly, and face me.”

      The steely tone of her voice matched her weapon perfectly. She didn’t come right out as say “or I’ll shoot you,” but the calm set of her shoulders, and the easy way she held the gun conveyed the sentiment for her. I’d been right about the clutch purse.

      I did as she instructed. Outrage poured down the empathic link between me and Peasblossom, but I tried to send calming energy back at the seething pixie. Now wasn’t the time to do anything rash.

      “Barbara,” I tried again. “The ambulance is on their way. Is this how you want them to find you? Holding a gun on the person trying to save your husband’s life?”

      “Save him?”

      Her voice dropped a degree, frosty enough to send a chill over my skin. She nodded at the floor, and I glanced down. The potion bottle lay next to Roger’s unconscious form, looking empty, and strange, and very, very suspicious. My stomach dropped.

      “Get away from him,” she barked.

      I did as she asked, cursing as she walked forward to scoop up my cell phone. She backed away to a safe distance before swiping her thumb over the screen and glancing down. “You called 4944. I don’t know what that number is, but it certainly isn’t an ambulance.”

      “It’s a private service,” I said evenly. “I thought you would appreciate discretion.”

      “I’m not a fool, Ms. Renard.” The way she said my name suggested she no longer believed that was my real name. She slipped my cell phone into the pocket of her white sweater, then fished her own cell phone out of a slim pocket in her skirt.

      She didn’t take her eyes off me long enough for me to do anything, but I wasn’t worried enough to use magic—yet. Flint had been clear that discretion was needed. And somehow I didn’t think revealing the Otherworld to Barbara when it was a glimpse of the Otherworld that had put her husband in a precarious situation to begin with would go over well. But if it came down to getting hurt or using magic, I knew which one I’d choose.

      “Ian, it’s Barbara. I need you to come to the house, now. Roger’s hurt.” A brief pause, then, “That woman you met earlier was here to speak to him. I came in and found her next to him with a bottle of some sort of chemical. Roger’s lying on the floor.” Her voice tightened. “He’s breathing, but his face is flushed and he’s sweating. I think she poisoned him.” Another pause. “She said she called a private ambulance. She dialed 4944.” Another pause. “All right.

      She ended the call and gestured at me with the gun. “Let’s go.”

      Peasblossom tensed, digging her hands into the neckline of my shirt and pressing her feet into my spine as she prepared to launch herself at my attacker. I shook my head as I turned to follow Barbara’s gesture.

      Not the time, I thought, trying to send calming energy to my familiar. It was hard when I wasn’t feeling calm myself. Barbara was so angry I could practically feel the heat of her temper burning behind me. And the potion bottle would look terribly damning to someone who didn’t use potions. I pressed my lips together and pulled in another deep, slow breath through my nose. EMS would be here any minute. Barbara wouldn’t be expecting them so quickly. I just needed to stall.

      “Where are we going?”

      “You’re going into the closet.”

      “The clos—”

      “If you don’t move now, I’ll get the chloroform. And chloroform is not like the movies, Ms. Renard. It’s not that quick, and it’s certainly not that safe, so I suggest you move, now.”

      I bit back the sharp retort that I was well aware of the realities of chloroform. I also wanted to point out that I had potions that could fulfill the promises the movies made about chloroform, but that wasn’t helpful information at this juncture. So I kept my mouth shut.

      I marched out of the room, following her directions until we reached a door not far from the front entrance. She opened it to reveal a coat closet and I frowned.

      “Get in,” Barbara commanded.

      I did as she asked, feeling a bit surreal. I’d expected to be locked in the basement, or maybe tied up in a bedroom. A closet seemed too flimsy a choice for someone as careful as Barbara. And I was right by the front door. If she went back to the study…

      Barbara’s face darkened. With more speed than I would have given her credit for, she struck me across the face with the butt of her gun.

      The blow had significant force. My head snapped to the side, and I gasped. Pain arced through my cheekbone and my head throbbed with an intensity that threatened to drown my vision in grey fog. A blow to the temple could make the brain bounce against your skull, resulting in unconsciousness, a concussion, or worse. Being a witch would help with the “or worse,” but unconsciousness was a real concern.

      Before either I or Scath could react, Barbara closed the closet door. A low-pitched buzz heralded the sealing of an electronic lock, and when I raised a hand to touch the door, cold metal met my palm. The thin wooden door I’d seen from the outside was a false front to cover a much more substantial locking mechanism.

      I felt the door in the darkness, my stomach bottoming out. No door knob. This wasn’t just a closet, it was a miniature safe room. I sighed. That’s why it was by the front door. In case someone showed up with violent intentions, Barbara could immediately close herself inside this room and wait out the police. I snorted. Who was I kidding? Barbara Temple wasn’t the sort of woman to call the police. Not when her good friend had his own private military company…

      “Bloody brilliant,” I muttered. Rolling my eyes, I held out a hand, palm up. “Lumen.”

      Three cheery yellow lights sprang from my palm to hover in the air around me. I twirled my finger in a circle and flicked it up, sending the lights to hover in a triangle over my head.

      “At least it’s a big closet.” I eyed the line of coats ranging from thick faux fur to light summer cardigans. The coats took up the back half of the closet, but there was plenty of room for me to stand without getting buried between them. I studied the door, but found no knob, and no keyhole. An electronic panel on the side wall had a screen and a phone, but none of the buttons I pushed turned it on. I guessed you needed a code to make it work. A code I didn’t have.

      Barbara’s voice crackled over the intercom. “Ian will be here soon,” she said tightly. “In the meantime, you’re going to tell me what you gave my husband.”

      “It was medicine,” I told her, keeping my voice level. “He was having a panic attack. I was trying to help him calm down before he hurt himself.”

      “Bullshit. That was no medicine.”

      “It’s homeopathic.”

      “What did you give him?” Barbara demanded again.

      “It was something to calm him.” My words came out slurred, not a great sign. I closed my eyes and counted the seconds as I breathed in for seven and out for eight. “I’m here to help you, and Roger. I’m telling you, this is a misunderstanding. I will get to the bottom of this. I’ll find out what Roger saw, what scared hi—”

      “You must be insane if you think I’ll trust one word out of your mouth after what you did. You’re fired. What’s more, you’ll pay for this deception. Ian will test that bottle, he will find out what you did. And know this, Ms. Renard. If Roger dies, you die.”

      The sound of the doorbell interrupted her. She growled. “Make all the noise you want, the room is soundproof. If by some chance you do manage to make a noise, I’ll shoot your dog first.” The light cut out, leaving me in complete darkness.

      I reminded myself that Barbara was human, and she was scared. I couldn’t blame her for lashing out. After a minute of silence when it was clear Barbara had gone, Peasblossom zipped out from behind my neck and hovered in the air in a buzzing ball of pink, glowing fury.

      “She hit you!”

      “Peasblossom, look around. We need to find a way out of here.”

      The pixie hovered for a second, torn. “She needs a smack of her own.”

      “She called Ian. If he’s involved in that binding, we need to make sure he doesn’t decide to end Roger for good. Where’s Scath?”

      Peasblossom huffed and landed on Scath’s head. The black feline stared at me with that expressionless face of hers, apparently unconcerned. About anything.

      “Can you follow Roger?” I asked her. “Stay with him and make sure no one tries to hurt him?”

      Scath stood and retreated into the corner where Peasblossom’s soft light didn’t quite reach. I waited. “Scath?”

      Peasblossom flew into the corner. Scath was gone.

      “You think she went with Roger, or just left?” Peasblossom asked.

      “I think she went with him,” I said, trying to sound more positive than I felt. I paused. “But I still get the feeling she doesn’t like me.”

      “She’s saved your life twice, what more proof do you need?”

      I let the subject go. “All right, so that’s Roger taken care of. Now we need to focus on getting out of here ourselves.”

      Following a hunch, I parted the coats and knocked on the back wall. It sounded solid. I felt along the edges, probing for a crack, or a lever, or a button, something that might indicate the rear wall would give way and allow escape.

      I bit my lip and stepped back, then raised a hand. Trying to ignore the throbbing pain in my head and face, I called my magic. “Secretum ostium.”

      Power pulsed outward from my hand, tendrils of bright silver slithering over the rear wall of the large closet and down onto the floor. A second later, the light flared, and the magic sank into the shape of a rectangle at my feet. I smiled. “Gotcha.”

      I bent and felt along the glowing silver lines with my fingers, probing the floor until I found something that felt like a dent. I frowned. It didn’t seem like enough to be a handle, but the magic pulsed, insisting. I pulled at it, shuffling back as I pulled open the trapdoor.

      With a flex of my will, I sent the dancing lights down into the hole, revealing a short ladder to a small, but not quite claustrophobic tunnel. I listened for any hint of footsteps outside my closet, but didn’t hear anything. I climbed down the ladder and pulled the trapdoor closed behind me.

      The short hallway spilled into another small room. This one, interestingly enough, was a well-stocked wine cellar. I arched an eyebrow at the rows of wine. The wine cellar had a normal door, no hidden entryways, so I turned the knob slowly before easing it open. The other side of the door blended in with the wall.

      “Secret on the outside,” I noted.

      I was in the basement, and there were no convenient windows or outside-entry doors offering a chance at escape.

      I crept up the stairs and listened at the door. No footsteps, no voices. I eased it open, then closed it gently behind me. Careful not to make any noise, I snuck through the kitchen, holding my breath as I passed the study.

      The average response time for a human ambulance in Cleveland was eight minutes, thanks to the purchase of two new EMS vehicles at the end of last year. However, even with the two extra vehicles, no human ambulance could hope to compete with the Otherworld. The Vanguard ran their own EMS services, the theory being that making sure a member of the Vanguard was first on the scene at any magically-inflicted ailment or wound was the best way to make sure they were the first to know about potential Otherworld threats. With vehicles loaded down with luck spells, Otherworld EMS not only had the benefit of all green lights, they were usually coincidentally close to the scene when they received a call. They averaged a four minute response time.

      Part of me had hoped that Kylie would be one of the Otherworlders working EMS today, but the female bent over the unconscious Roger wasn’t the blonde half-ghoul. This woman was slender, with dark hair and darker skin. Almond shaped eyes flicked to the entrance of the study, and for a second I hid around the corner, not daring to breathe. She quickly returned her attention to her patient, and I didn’t press my luck.

      Peasblossom tugged on my hair, and I crossed the hallway and made my way to the kitchen. There had to be a door there that would lead to the attached garage I’d seen when I arrived. There.

      I let myself into the garage and paused, looking at the window that faced the house. I had a good view of the front door from here, and the ambulance parked in front of it. As I watched, EMS rolled Roger’s gurney into the back of the waiting vehicle. I didn’t see Scath, but I trusted her to follow him.

      There was no sign of Barbara at the front door. My heart pounded harder. I’d have felt a lot better if I knew where she was. As soon as the ambulance pulled away, I opened the door that led outside from the garage. Blessedly, no alarm sounded. I tensed, ready to make a run for my car.

      A pebble struck me in the stomach. Well, it felt like a pebble. My first clue that it was something else came when my body stopped listening to me, and I hit the driveway, hard, only two steps from the door. I lay there, staring up at the night sky, trying to figure out what had just happened. Gradually, I became away of a burning sensation above my right hip. A scratchy, burning that spread outward from the spot where I thought a pebble hit me.

      “Shade!” Peasblossom shrieked.

      I thought I passed out, but it was hard to tell when I was staring at a black sky anyway. Peasblossom shrieked over and over, and at some point she must have used her stabilization spell. At least, I assumed she had. Otherwise I was pretty sure that bullet—and I was reasonably certain I had been shot—would have killed me. Maybe. I’m a witch, it’s hard to say.

      “Mother Renard, this is not how I’d hoped to find you.”

      Ian stood over me. Someone had turned on the light over the garage, and I could see his face in all its sidhe glory. He really was handsome. Unblemished skin, tousled brown hair. He didn’t have the raw sex appeal Flint did, but he was pretty enough I wanted to touch him.

      Apparently, I gave into the urge. His eyebrows rose in surprise as I touched his jaw, drew a finger over the dimple in his cheek.

      “Barbara, stay back,” Ian said, keeping his voice low. “The EMS said they were taking him to Borvo Springs, I’ve texted you the address. You should go now. The last thing you need right now is for anyone to get hold of a story about you shooting a woman in your driveway.”

      “Is she dead?”

      Barbara’s voice was ice cold, and I had the distinct impression she’d like the answer to be yes.

      “Go, Barbara, let me take care of this. What were you thinking shooting her with the EMS halfway down the driveway?”

      “She tried to kill Roger. She fooled me, she fooled Flint. She’s a professional, and I wasn’t going to let her get away with it.”

      I blinked rapidly, trying to clear my vision in time to read Ian’s expression when she mentioned Flint. It was no use, the world was a blurry blob of night sky.

      “Just go, I’ll handle this,” Ian said finally.

      “I have to see to the cameras.”

      “I’ll delete the footage, you go see to Roger.”

      Angry footsteps stomped to a car on the other side of the garage. An engine roared to life and I listened to Barbara exit her driveway. Even her car sounded mad.

      “She doesn’t like me,” I whispered. I closed my eyes. Wait, no. I didn’t close my eyes. That would be the fading in and out of consciousness bit.

      “Mother Renard. Shade. Listen to me very carefully. This injury is bad. You need to heal yourself.”

      I chuckled. “Can’t. Could do a Cinderella, but no think for healing.”

      Ian blinked at me, then shared a look with Peasblossom.

      Peasblossom’s voice was teary when she spoke. “Shade, you have to try. Try, Shade!”

      “Shade, I’m going to give you a little charge, but I need your permission,” Ian said. “Will you let me help?”

      “No favors.”

      Ian’s mouth twitched in what could have been the hint of an approving smile. “All right, let’s try this. I need a…” He glanced at my waist pouch, then at Peasblossom.

      “A twisty tie,” Peasblossom suggested.

      He stared at her for a second, then cleared his throat. “Yes. A…twisty tie. If you’ll give me one, then I’ll give your magic a boost so you can heal. Do we have an accord?”

      “One twisty tie for one boost,” I mumbled. “Deal.”

      I felt his hands settle on my stomach, felt his fingertips and palms grow warm. It should have hurt, considering the bullet hole was already on fire, but it didn’t. The black clouds eating my vision faded away, and I took a deep breath. It hurt, but at least I could think again. I raised my hand and laid it directly over the bullet wound, my hand between the two of Ian’s.

      Blue energy flowed from my palm and spread in a growing spiral around the wound. I closed my eyes, concentrating on that power, pushing it deeper. Ian’s energy rushed to meet mine, and I gasped. The magic plunged deeper, and I had to scramble to guide it where I needed it to go. The burning simmered down to a dull ache, more like someone punched me than I’d been shot. Healing wasn’t easy magic, but Ian’s power cleared my mind, let me focus.

      Finally, I managed to sit up, with Ian’s help.

      “Here,” I said, unzipping the pouch and digging around.

      Ian pressed his lips together as I put a crumpled green twisty tie in his palm. I could tell by the look on his face he had no idea what to do with it. But he wouldn’t throw it away while I was watching, that would insult the deal we’d made. Confusion was one of the few emotions that didn’t scare me when I saw it on a sidhe’s face, and my shoulders relaxed.

      “Fine.” He shoved the twisty tie into his jacket pocket and stood. “Now come on. You have an appointment, and I’d urge you not to be late.” He took something out of his pocket and handed it to me. “Your phone. If Barbara should ask, I trust you’re capable of lying.”

      “I have an appointment?”

      He nodded at the phone. “Check your messages.”

      I did as he suggested and my stomach bottomed out. “Anton Winters wants to meet with me.”

      “Yes. He called me when you failed to answer your phone. He was clear that he wished to speak with you as soon as possible.”

      “He called you in order to reach me?”

      Ian huffed out a breath, apparently annoyed at all the questions. “Mr. Winters is aware that I am working on this case—and he’s aware that you’ve managed to find your way onto it as well. I tried to tell you this would be dangerous, but you didn’t listen.”

      To be fair, he’d never said the vampire was involved. I fought the urge to squirm. Not that I was fooling anyone. Being summoned by the vampiric crime lord of Cleveland was never happy news. “I should go.”

      “Yes, you should. I trust you haven’t forgotten about lunch tomorrow. There is much to discuss.”

      I nodded without looking at him. “See you tomorrow.”

      “Ms. Renard?”

      “Yes?”

      Ian gestured at my clothes. “Only a suggestion, of course, but perhaps it would be better to clean up a bit before meeting the vampire.”

      I stared down at my body, only just noticing the blood. That was a lot of blood. Hysteria tickled the edges of my consciousness, but I shoved it away. No time to think about near-death experiences, not right now. Later. “Oh. Yes. Thanks.”

      I waved goodbye, then used a Cinderella spell to clean and mend my clothes. Ian was right. Anton Winters was an old vampire, and I was quite certain he wasn’t one to lose his mind over bloodstained clothes. Still, that wasn’t really the tone I wanted to set for our meeting.

      My lifeblood is an inconvenient stain deserving of little more than a magical Tide stick. Shade Renard, these are your life choices.

      “What do you think he wants?” Peasblossom asked as soon as we got in the car.

      Pushing away my concern for my sanity, I shrugged. “I don’t know. But I’d bet my broomstick it has something to do with Roger Temple.” I frowned and looked in the rearview mirror. Ian was watching me, the garage light shining down on him like a heavenly spotlight. My head still ached, and now that his influence was wearing off, my thoughts weren’t nearly so clear.

      “He could have let me die just now. Why do you suppose he didn’t? Because he knew Anton wanted to talk to me? Maybe Ian was worried that Anton would ask him about the circumstances of my death, and he didn’t want to risk being confronted about letting me die.”

      “Bad luck for him he found you in time to help.”

      “Yeah.”

      Neither of us sounded sure, but there was no sense dwelling on it now.

      I didn’t need the GPS to get to the Winters building. It was less than two blocks away from the FBI building where Andy worked. Peasblossom hopped into my lap and patted my side as we drove past the FBI building. My neck muscles ached with the effort not to look toward the parking lot in some desperate attempt to catch a glimpse of my partner. No contact. That’s what my master had said.

      I wasn’t in a great mood by the time we arrived at Anton’s office, but at least my anger with Flint helped cover up my anxiety over meeting with the undead. It was almost enough to make me forget how quickly security had rushed me through, and what that meant for the urgency of the situation.

      A secretary led me up to the waiting room outside Anton’s office, but the door opened before I could sit down. “Good evening, Mother Renard,” a Dacian-accented voice said. “Come in. We have much to discuss.”

      Anton Winters stood in the doorway to his office. As always, his dark blue suit looked as if it cost more than my car. Long white-blond hair touched the shoulders of his impeccably tailored suit jacket and framed his pale, aristocratic features. Blue eyes the color of a Dacian winter sky fixed on me, drawing me closer like a sci-fi tractor beam.

      “Mr. Winters.” I gave myself a mental pat on the back for how steady my voice sounded, despite the fact that my feet had begun to walk me closer to the vampire without my permission. Not that my tone of voice mattered, the vampire could hear my frantic heartbeat, but it was still a triumph nonetheless. “I wasn’t aware we had an appointment?”

      Anton Winters smiled, not enough to show fangs, and gestured for me to have a seat in the chair facing the front of his large black lacquered desk. “I do regret that the suddenness of your arrival was necessary, but I must speak with you on a matter of some urgency.”

      “Of course I’m happy to speak with you,” I said, easing myself into the chair. “I’m sure next time you want to speak with me, you’ll afford me the respect of a phone call and a formal request for a meeting.”

      Anton’s eyes glittered as he waited for me to be seated before sitting himself. “Regrettably, I must do as the situation warrants. But I do hope that the next time I desire to speak with you, I will have the luxury of time to arrange a meeting by more traditional means. As it is, I will endeavor to be efficient so that I do not take up more of your time than absolutely necessary.”

      He tilted his head. “Now on to the matter at hand. A reliable source has informed me that you were at Roger Temple’s house today. While you were there, you questioned Mr. Temple about an event that someone has gone to significant lengths to keep secret. As a result, Mr. Temple is now in a magically-induced coma at Borvo Springs.”

      “Would this reliable source be Ian Walsh, by any chance?”

      Anton nodded. “It seems Mr. Walsh has been monitoring Mr. Temple for some time over some odd behavior. He contacted me today after hearing from a distraught Mrs. Temple and realizing the situation had become critical.”

      It was obvious from the vampire’s tone that he wasn’t altogether pleased with Ian. My guess is he would have preferred the sidhe to alert him as soon as Roger’s “odd behavior” started, not after tragedy struck. No wonder Ian had saved my life. He couldn’t afford to disappoint the vampire a second time so quickly.

      Anton leaned forward. “I have a vested interest in Mr. Temple’s health. Would you mind telling me in your own words…what happened?”

      The vampire was usually a man who liked to circle a subject like a shark before diving in for a bite, but he’d gone for the point straight off the bat. I didn’t see how that could be a good thing for me.

      “Did Ian tell you about the circumstances that preceded Roger’s odd behavior?” I asked.

      “He did. But since you obviously managed to get Mr. Temple to talk enough to trigger whatever spell was keeping him silent, perhaps you could offer more up-to-date information? Start from the beginning. Do not leave anything out.”

      I didn’t. I told him the whole story, beginning with my meeting with Barbara at the Italian restaurant. He listened carefully without interrupting until I’d finished. When I mentioned “Acme,” he raised his eyebrows.

      “I assume Mr. Temple was not referring to the chain of grocery stores,” he mused. “Which would leave the National Acme Building. If that is the case, then I don’t believe you’ll find significant physical evidence.”

      “Why not?”

      “The building is condemned. The man who leased it last filled it with garbage—illegally, of course. Then he hired a demolition crew to destroy it, but he lied about the building being asbestos-free. The demolition crew destroyed part of the building, and asbestos contaminated the area. The EPA cleaned up most of it, but the place is still falling apart, and it’s still full of garbage.”

      He drummed his fingers on his desk. “At the moment, the debate is ongoing as to who is responsible for cleaning it up. I think you’ll find there are many individuals who have taken advantage of the situation to use the building for…” He paused searching for the right word.

      “Criminal activities?” I suggested.

      He shrugged. “More or less. Though I think you’ll find the threat of asbestos has kept out most of the human criminal element.”

      “So it’s a breeding ground for Otherworld criminal activity.” I rubbed the bridge of my nose. “Perfect.”

      “And you say that was the last word Mr. Temple managed to say to you? You’re certain he said ‘Acme?’”

      “Positive.”

      Finally, he nodded. “I won’t interfere in your investigation,” he said slowly. “I trust you’ll address this matter with the same enthusiasm that you showed earlier this year.”

      I shifted uneasily in my seat. I didn’t need the reminder that my first case had been assigned to me by the vampire. It made me think of the contract I’d signed. The magic that enforced it. The possibility that someday I could end up like Roger.

      “But I must caution you on two points. First, Roger Temple is a significant part of several…arrangements, I’m involved in. It would be very unfortunate if anything were to happen to him.”

      I swallowed hard. “Duly noted.”

      Anton’s facial expression didn’t change. “I trust you’ve not spoken to the doctors since you called the emergency medical services?”

      “No. Why?”

      Anton held my gaze. “I’ve spoken to my contacts at Borvo Springs. The coma won’t save Roger from the contract for long. Since the magic already began its attack and he has no understanding of how to stop it, even if he does not awaken and fight it again it will eventually seep into other areas of his mind and body like a poison. Dissolving the contract is the only way to save his life.”

      “How long?” I asked, trying to swallow past the lump in my throat.

      “I cannot say. But it will be a very painful death. I suggest you find the contract, and whoever made it, quickly.”

      It was impossible not to think of my own contract. The one I’d signed with the vampire. It wasn’t until that moment that it hit me how complacent I’d become with it. It would take so little for me to end up like Roger.

      “Find out who holds the contract,” Anton said softly. “And find out soon. Mr. Temple’s life depends on it.”
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      “Right now, we need to get to Acme and find some physical evidence. If Roger was there, then we should find evidence with Vincent’s forensic spell.”

      I hit the heavy door of the Winters building hard, and it didn’t automatically open as fast as I’d expected. Several men and women waiting in the security line turned to stare at me as I bounced off the door. I flushed.

      “Very graceful,” Peasblossom muttered. “You know he got that on the security cameras.”

      I cleared my throat and pushed on the door, carefully this time. “I’m not sure about the inside though. If the place is full of garbage, that means there’s going to be an endless supply of irrelevant DNA. Human and Other.”

      “It’s old garbage,” Peasblossom pointed out. “Vincent’s spell was only designed to find trace evidence that’s less than twenty-four hours old. How far back did you manage to stretch it?”

      “Please get under my hair while we’re in public.”

      “No one pays me any attention.”

      “Peasblossom…”

      She huffed, but scooted back until she was concealed.

      “It’s not that the spell could only track DNA that was less than twenty-four hours old,” I continued. “That’s just how Vincent designed it so it would restrict information to what was recent. It didn’t take much to adjust it to find any DNA. Unfortunately, that’s a help and a hindrance. I can find older DNA, but the relevance of what I find is more questionable the older it is.”

      “You can’t date it?”

      I sighed. “Not beyond knowing if it was from the last twenty-four hours or not, no.”

      “Pity.”

      A small voice in the back of my head suggested that I very well might be able to date it if I continued to work under Flint’s guidance. The sidhe’s infuriating refusal to let me work with Andy, and his condescending insistence that I work on my spellcrafting like a child practicing violin, had paid off. Whether I liked to admit it or not. Spells that would have left me in need of a nap last month were coming easier now, and I’d managed to cast a few that had been beyond me before my unwanted FBI hiatus.

      As much as I hated Flint for exerting that much control over my life, I couldn’t deny the benefits.

      That thought unsettled me, and I spent the drive to the National Acme Building avoiding all thoughts related to my sidhe master. Helpful or not, I wasn’t so foolish as to think he didn’t have an ulterior motive. I knew he wanted my skills to improve so I could be of more use to him.

      I just didn’t know what he intended to use me for.

      The National Acme Building sprawled on the east side of Cleveland like a sick animal waiting to die. Lonely streetlights did little to banish the shadows clinging to the building, somehow making everything look more decrepit instead of hiding it. My night vision was better than a human’s, and almost as good as Peasblossom’s, so I could see the extent of the devastation.

      Broken shingles lay on the roof like scabs, the broken windows covering its sides gaping like a series of open sores. Graffiti cover the old brick like blood, and dirt and grime ate away at what was left like gangrene.

      I opened my car door and immediately gagged.

      “Oh, gods,” Peasblossom complained, clapping a hand over her nose. “That smells awful!”

      “Yes, it does.” I unzipped the pouch and rooted around for the respirator mask. I’d used it six months ago when I’d helped Julie clean up her mother’s house after she passed. Her mother had been a hoarder, and as bad as I’d thought the smell was then, it was nothing compared to the dilapidated building in front of me.

      I slipped the mask on, settling the respirator over my mouth. I wasn’t worried about asbestos exposure. The EPA had cleaned up most of that, and besides, witches healed faster than humans. Not as fast as shifters or fey, but I would heal from asbestos scarring long before it killed me. The mask was mostly for the smell.

      “I want a mask too!” Peasblossom protested.

      “I don’t have anything small enough for you,” I said, my voice taking on a slightly mechanical tone as it filtered through the respirator. “But if you want to wait in the car, you can.” I put a hand over the mask, the smell of death and sickness lingering in my nostrils from the unfortunate breath I’d already taken. I wanted to wait in the car too.

      “Is that a ladder?”

      Peasblossom flew ahead, her curiosity apparently overcoming her desire to avoid the stench of rotting garbage. I waved a hand in the direction of her voice, sending four balls of bright pink light after her into the shadows. Peasblossom glowed with her own power as she bobbed into a dark corner of the building almost hidden by a few brave trees that flourished in the desolation of the property. I walked faster as I spotted the ladder.

      I probed at the ground beneath the ladder’s legs with one finger. “It’s on top of the grass, so it hasn’t been here long enough to sink into the ground.”

      “It’s too dark inside, I can’t see.” Peasblossom’s voice was tight with frustration as she hovered in front of the broken windows. “I want to go inside.”

      “Don’t you dare!” I climbed the ladder faster than was strictly wise, ready to reach out and grab the pixie if she tried to go inside alone. “We don’t know what’s in there.”

      Peasblossom scowled, but waited semi-patiently while I sent the four balls of light spiraling into the darkness of the building’s interior.

      The lights illuminated a wide open space of what had once been a factory floor. On one side, heaps of garbage formed a labyrinth of twisting tunnels that could probably kill a human by smell alone, to say nothing of what monster might live there. The chaos made the perfectly bare section of floor on the other side of the room feel more purposeful, as if whatever lived there used the empty space to lure people in, and then the tunnels drew them deeper into the decrepit building to get lost.

      Or eaten.

      Something about the floor caught my eye, and I pushed the lights down to get a better look. The floor and walls in the circular area that didn’t hold piles of refuse were blackened, covered in ash. I could see where the fire had stopped before the garbage, the drastic difference in color on the floor. There’d been a fire, carefully controlled so it didn’t spread to the labyrinth.

      Perhaps by an ifrit. Like Aaban or Charbel Nassir.

      “I doubt Roger carried a ladder with him as part of his routine equipment,” I mused. “So maybe whoever called in the anonymous tip left it here specifically for him. And if he stood on this ladder, looking inside, then he would have seen anyone entering through that doorway.”

      I pointed through the window at the doorway visible on the other side of the building. It looked like a loading dock of some kind. “He might have even seen the vehicle they arrived in.”

      Peasblossom had picked a dandelion while I wasn’t paying attention, and she held it firmly over her nose as she landed on my shoulder. “So who was here?”

      I started down the ladder. “Let’s go inside and see if we can find out.”

      “Looks like someone burned away the evidence,” Peasblossom said. “Maybe an ifrit?”

      “I do think we’re going to have to talk to Aaban and Charbel again,” I agreed. “But if he was trying to get rid of the evidence, why not burn down the whole thing?”

      I spun my finger in a circle, sending the balls of light I’d summoned into orbit around me. I circled around the building, careful to keep an eye out not just near the building, but in the surrounding areas. It was ten o’ clock at night, and the reek of garbage forced what few people might have been out and about to give the building a wide berth, so there weren’t any witnesses around to wonder what I was doing.

      The odor was worse inside. Much worse. And not even the mask could save me. I tried not to gag as I held a hand over the area and used Vincent’s forensic spell.

      Shapes exploded into the air in a veritable herd of animals. Mostly rats, some cats, a few dogs, and a handful of humans. There were Otherworld creatures too, werewolves and fey, with one vampire and a shape that looked suspiciously like a mermaid. The biological evidence that reacted to the spell seemed confined to the areas of the floor covered in garbage, so most likely it was old and had come from homes where those creatures lived. Nothing appeared within the blackened circle. Fire was the ultimate destroyer.

      Slowly Peasblossom and I turned to look at the inky blackness of the garbage labyrinth. Stacks and stacks of garbage created twisting tunnels like the black tentacles of some giant sea creature, and when I stared at them too long, I swore they were reaching for me. From this angle, there was no question the stacks had been pushed apart, carefully arranged to form a pathway.

      “I don’t want to know what’s in there,” Peasblossom said nervously.

      I held out my hand and she landed on my palm, wringing her hands. Her wings buzzed in response to her apprehension, filling the air with a low hum.

      “Stay under my hair,” I warned her. “Be ready to fly if something bad happens.”

      A shadow moved.

      I only caught it out of my peripheral vision, but I didn’t second guess myself, didn’t question the urge to dive out of the way. Instinct took over, and I rolled on the ashy floor and came up in a crouch, palm out, a spell ready to fling at whatever it was. Something splattered above me. My heart pounded, my pulse thundering in my ears and almost drowning out the low hiss of something eating away the stone pillar I’d been standing in front of a few seconds ago.

      I waved my hand, sending a ball of light closer to the sound. My stomach rolled. A sickly yellow substance with the consistency of maple syrup dripped from the stone, and it had eaten away part of the rock completely.

      “What was that?” Peasblossom shrieked from under my hair.

      I swallowed, hard. “Venom.”

      I locked my gaze on the entrance to the garbage maze, my full attention on the shifting shadows. Something moved on top of one of the trash piles, and I caught a glitter of scales struck by the pink light of my spell. Scuttling back, I put the pillar between us, leaning out just enough to keep an eye on where the venom had come from, waiting for the monster to show itself.

      A hissing sound preceded a long, sinewy body. “I missssed.”

      I didn’t move, didn’t release my spell as the creature crept over the garbage, moving more solidly into my line of sight. It was a snake. No, not a snake. It talked. And now that it had moved into the light, I could see that its body was much thicker than its head. Something twitched a few inches above its body, and I realized it had wrapped its tail over top of the garbage above it. Its tail didn’t resemble a snake’s so much as a rat’s, thick and pink with no hair or scales.

      “A tsuchinoko,” Peasblossom said, her voice lilting in surprise. She grunted. “Great, just what we need.”

      “We’re not here to fight,” I called out. “My name is Mother Renard, and I’m here looking for information.”

      “Everybody who comess here iss looking for information.” The serpent’s voice was dry, rasping like the sound of its scales against the mound of refuse it slithered against. “But you are alone. Where will you get your information?”

      “If you’re feeling helpful, perhaps I could ask you a few questions?” I suggested.

      Peasblossom snorted. “For what good it will do you. Outrageous liars, tsuchinokos.”

      She wasn’t wrong, but at this point I’d settle for a half-truth. Tsuchinokos were opportunistic. They preyed on rats and smaller animals, but they’d eat bigger prey given the chance—up to and including humans. But they were also very lazy. Now that it had lost the element of surprise, this one probably wouldn’t fight me just to get a big meal.

      Probably.

      “Why should I ansswer your quesstionss? What’ss in it for me?”

      “Let’s see,” I muttered under my breath, unzipping the pouch. “Do I have any alcohol in here?”

      “You have the Marsala wine.”

      I sighed, but reluctantly dug through the pouch looking for the bottle. “I was going to use that to make Chicken Marsala tomorrow.”

      “Priorities, Shade,” Peasblossom muttered.

      I gripped the bottle by its neck and waved it at the snake. “I’ve got a bottle of wine here. It’s yours if you’ll answer a few questions.”

      The snake crept out another few inches, bulging black eyes reflecting the pink light from my spell as it tilted its head. “All right. It’ss a deal.”

      I touched a finger to Peasblossom’s head, passing her the spell I’d been holding ready. My fingertip tingled against the strands of her pink hair as the magic passed between us. “If it tries to attack us, let it have it.”

      “Right!”

      I straightened my spine, and opened the bottle, but didn’t hand it over yet. “You said this is where people come for information. What did you mean by that?”

      The snake didn’t take its eyes off the bottle. “Thiss iss where they come with their ssourccess. They bring them here and yell their quesstionss. Then when the misserable ssoul refussess to ansswer, they drop their human facess and have their fun.”

      “Have their fun?”

      The snake stuck its head farther into the space between us, opening its mouth just enough for me to get a glimpse of long, curved fangs. “Give me the bottle.”

      “Tell me who brings people here to question them, and it’s yours.”

      “The ssoldierss. Now give it to me!”

      I handed over the bottle, and it took every ounce of self control I had not to flinch when the snake darted its head out and closed its mouth around the bottle neck. I stared, trying to keep a straight face as the beast upended the bottle, the yellowish scales of its neck rippling as it swallowed the wine in gulp after gulp.

      “Soldiers bring victims here?” I looked around at the maze of garbage. I frowned. “What soldiers? What do they ask?”

      The tsuchinoko lashed its tail around the bottle to hold it while it pulled the neck from its mouth, forked tongue stabbing the air on a happy hiss of satisfaction. “They’ve never cleaned up before,” it observed, its voice slightly slurred. “That’ss new.” It stretched, its tail lashing lazily from side to side. “The fire sscared the ratss into the shadowss. We ate well that night.”

      I followed its gaze to the fire-scorched circle. “When did that happen?”

      “Lasst night. Or lasst week. Or lasst month.” It licked the top of the bottle. “Who can remember?”

      I tried to keep my frustration out of my voice. “What did they look like? Before they dropped their glamour? Were they wearing uniforms?”

      The tsuchinoko dissolved into a fit of giggles, rolling off the pile of garbage to land with a squishy thud on the floor.

      I growled in frustration, glaring at the miserable reptile as it stuck the end of its disgusting rat-like tail in its mouth and rolled away like a tumble weed, disappearing into the rank tunnels of refuse.

      “These tunnels aren’t an accident,” I murmured to Peasblossom. “Someone made them. And it wasn’t that lazy worm.”

      Peasblossom stared at me, refusing to follow my gesture toward the opening of the garbage labyrinth. “I’m not going in there. If it’s drunk it might take another shot at you again.”

      “I have an anti-venom.” I headed for the opening. “Besides, it’s so drunk now I doubt it could hit me if it tried.”

      We wove through the piles of garbage, Peasblossom hiding under my hair, on the lookout for the tsuchinoko. The odor grew worse and worse. Peasblossom relocated to the pouch, pulling the zipper almost closed. Even the respirator wasn’t keeping the stench out now, and I gagged. Just when I was about to turn around, something caught my eye.

      Something pale and hard lay on the floor ahead, sticking out from around yet another corner of refuse. I turned the corner and froze.

      Bones. A pile of them, up to my knees. The ones on the bottom looked old, but there were some on the top that still held the red stain of blood. My stomach bottomed out as I noticed something else.

      A hoof.
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      “We need to get these bones to Vincent. He has access to the DNA databases we need.”

      Peasblossom shifted uneasily where she sat on the dash in front of the glowing digital clock. “I don’t like having all those bones in the trunk. You want a haunted rental car? ‘Cause this is how you get a haunted rental car.”

      A growing sense of dread filled my stomach as I stared out the windshield at a road that offered a string of broken streetlights and shadows as thick as tar. I’d put the hoof I’d found in an evidence bag and tucked it into my pouch, but it hadn’t felt right to leave the rest of the bones behind, so I’d put the rest in a bag and loaded it into the trunk. “We had to take them. Even if they aren’t evidence, those victims deserve a proper burial.”

      “Are you sure this is Roger’s safe house?” Peasblossom frowned at the GPS and tapped the screen. “Seems like he’d have chosen a safer area.”

      “Check to make sure I entered the address right.” I tightened my grip on the steering wheel.

      I cleared my throat and pulled into the dilapidated parking area outside a squat white building with dark windows. My tires crunched over a surface that was more gravel than asphalt, and I tried not to think about the rusty nails and broken glass that might be mixed with the loose stones.

      “I wish you hadn’t sent Scath with Roger,” Peasblossom fretted.

      “We’ll be fine. It’s just an old building. At least there probably won’t be any tsuchinokos here, right?”

      “I say we go home and come back in the morning.”

      I paused, giving Peasblossom a firm look. “We have to find out who put that binding spell on Roger, and the longer we wait, the higher the chance the damage will be permanent. Do witches drag their feet when someone needs help?”

      Peasblossom pressed her lips together. “No.”

      “Are pixies afraid of the dark?”

      Her spine stiffened, and she jutted her sharp pink chin out at me. “I should say not!”

      “Is there something scarier in that building than us?” I demanded.

      “No!” Peasblossom shouted.

      I threw open the car door. “Then let’s go.”

      Peasblossom gripped my head, threading her thin arms through my hair to hold on. “Of course, if there was something scarier, we wouldn’t see it until it was too late.”

      “Helping or hurting?” I put my hand on Peasblossom and pressed the energy I’d gathered into her. “Take this healing spell, just in case. If it will make you feel better.” Images of the burned out area of the warehouse danced in my mind’s eye, and after a split second’s hesitation, I gave her more, increasing the strength of the healing spell. Best be prepared for burns.

      She shivered and snapped her wings against the warm night air. “I don’t like this. Make a note that I don’t like this.”

      “Make sure you hold the healing as long as you can,” I warned. “Don’t use it before we can get away, there could always be something worse. Wait for the worst.”

      I forced myself to stop talking as I crept up to the door of the small building. Talking might make me feel better, but if there was someone—or something—inside, then it was probably best to keep quiet.

      The door opened easily enough. My night vision was excellent, but I called the same light spell I’d used at Acme just the same. As the glow of the spinning balls of light struck the walls and floor around me, my heart fell.

      “More fire,” Peasblossom noted.

      That was putting it mildly. The floor was black, as were all four walls and a good portion of the ceiling. There wasn’t so much as a stick of furniture in the place, nothing had survived the blaze. And yet the building was still standing, the roof hadn’t caved in. Whoever had been in charge of cleansing the place, their control had been impressive.

      My shoulders slumped. “You know, I think a small part of me thought we might find Jeff here.”

      “You think Barbara and Ian wouldn’t have thought of that in the first place?” Peasblossom asked.

      I shrugged. “I know, it doesn’t make sense. Still, I had hope. I mean, what if Jeff is in hiding. What if he’s hiding from Ian? He could be waiting for Roger to come back here.”

      “You think he might be hiding from Ian?”

      “I’ve only met Ian twice, and I don’t trust him. I’d imagine Jeff has met him more than that. Even if he’s human, I’m sure his powers of observation—”

      “You think Jeff might not be human?” Peasblossom asked. “Why?”

      I snorted. “Look how many Otherworlders are in Roger’s life. Would it really surprise you to find out Jeff was Other?”

      “I think Barbara is Other,” Peasblossom muttered. “She’s cold.”

      I used Vincent’s forensic spell, but as I’d expected, I didn’t find anything. The rectangular room was nothing but brick and ash. Whoever had gotten rid of the evidence to be found here had done a professional job.

      The night wind stirred my hair when I opened the door. “Barbara is—”

      I froze as I exited the building and found myself face to face with a man in black. A mask covered his head down to his neck, leaving only the eyes bared to the night. He stared at me from irises that were twin pools of flame.

      Shock shot down my spine like a bolt of electricity, but he grabbed me before I could move. One hand closed around my right bicep and the other clamped down on my left shoulder.

      The whoosh of flames blasted against my ears. His hands were on fire, and so was my shirt. Panic surged through me, and I let the adrenaline push my magic up through my body and out my mouth.

      I screamed, power woven into the sound, targeting the fire wielder. Immediately he released me, jerking away with his hands clamped over his ears, his eyes of flame squeezing shut. I lurched toward my car, already tearing my shirt off to escape the flames singeing my hair. My shoulder and biceps were wet patches of agony, but I didn’t have time to tend the injuries now. Survive first, then heal.

      I scrambled to a halt ten feet from my car. My jaw dropped as a behemoth of a man grabbed the bumper of the Ford Focus with one hand and the lip of my trunk with the other. I backed away as he ripped the trunk open, struggling to think through the shock at seeing a stone giant in the middle of Cleveland, and the growing pain of the burns on my arm and shoulder.

      Gravel crunched behind me, and a flood of ice water rushed into my veins as I realized two things simultaneously. One, the fire wielder had recovered from my sonic attack. And two, I’d never turn around fast enough to stop him.

      I was only halfway turned when a blur shot out of nowhere and careened into the fire wielder reaching for me with hands of flame. The breath left my attacker on a grunt as he and the newcomer crashed to the ground, rolling in the carpet of pebbles and broken glass.

      I didn’t have time to get a good look at my savior. I called my magic again and threw a hand toward the stone giant, spreading my fingers outward as I spilled power onto the ground beneath him. “Glacio!”

      It was too dark for me to properly read the giant’s expression, and he didn’t make a sound as his feet slid out from under him. He fell in slow motion, his twelve-foot form hitting the ice with a bone-jarring crack. One arm slid away from his body, and thick grey fingers grasped a particularly large piece of broken asphalt.

      “Shade, look out!” Peasblossom screamed.

      I was too slow. The giant hurled the rock, the stony projectile’s aim aided by his affinity for stone, the kinship between him and the gravel within the asphalt. It struck my burned shoulder, and the world went white with pain.

      I think I screamed when I fell, but I couldn’t be sure. Agony washed away the world, swallowing the pain of impact when I hit the ground and my head bounced off the debris-littered lot. Ice cracked with a sharp rustle like crinkling tin foil. In some small part of my brain a voice wailed that the stone giant had smashed the ice and was lumbering closer.

      A sound broke the night, somewhere between a growl and a shout. I rolled my head to the side, blinking to clear away the haze of pain. The giant scooped up what I assumed was the body of the fire wielder then lumbered away from the empty lot, heading for the thick shadows between the brick building and the houses beyond. There was a large bag tucked under his other arm, and I recognized it as the bag I’d put the rest of the bones from the Acme building in.

      Damn.

      I might have passed out. It was so dark it was hard to tell the difference between greyed vision and unconsciousness. Slowly, I became aware of a hand stroking my face, and I whimpered, fighting to breathe through the melted agony of my shoulder and biceps.

      “I knew you would lead me to greater battles.”

      I recognized the voice. Suddenly I couldn’t swallow past the lump in my throat.

      Asher.

      The goblin leaned over me, the night’s half moon bleaching the color from his yellow skin and turning the blood smeared over his face into black paint. He knelt beside me, one hand brushing the hair away from my face, the other hovering above the slick mess of burned flesh and bits of broken asphalt that was my shoulder.

      My lips moved, but I didn’t have the breath for a spell. It was hard enough to stay conscious, or hold onto a coherent thought through the pain. I could feel my magic writhing inside me, but I didn’t have the concentration to grab it. Fear born of pure instinct pushed tears down my cheeks as Asher gazed down at me with excitement in his gleaming red eyes.

      “Describe the pain,” he whispered.

      He brushed a finger over the edge of my wound, and I screamed. His breath caught, his eyes widening.

      “Stop that!” Peasblossom shouted.

      Asher blinked and jerked back as Peasblossom dove into the air an inch away from his face. Her metal cocktail sword stirred the goblin’s eyelashes as she held it ready to put his eye out in one smooth thrust.

      “Look at your hands,” Peasblossom demanded. “Filthy. You’re going to give her an infection.”

      It wasn’t until Peasblossom pointed it out that the smell hit me. The unmistakable odor of perforated intestines. Asher was covered in more than just blood, from his hands up to his elbows. As if he’d been digging into the fire wielder’s body, scooping out—

      I turned my head in time to avoid vomiting on my burned shoulder, but the direction I chose meant I splashed Asher’s knees where he knelt next to me. The goblin didn’t react, and he didn’t move out of the way. Instead, he pulled his orange T-shirt over his head, using a small patch of clean cotton on the back to wipe off his hands.

      “You need to clean that wound before you can heal.” He glanced at the pixie. “You have healing, I trust?”

      Peasblossom glared at him. “Of course I do.”

      Asher nodded. “Then I’ll clean the wound, and you can heal her.”

      Peasblossom scowled. “No. She needs proper medical care. We’ll call someone qualified.”

      Asher reached forward and plucked my cell phone out of the side pocket of my pouch and slipped it between his body and the waistband of his bloody jeans. “You can call for help after you let me clean the wound.”

      My stomach turned, and my throat constricted as the urge to vomit a second time teased the back of my mouth.

      “I can clean it,” Peasblossom snapped. “You’re covered in blood and guts, you’d do more harm than good.”

      Asher shook his head slowly, a gleam in his red eyes turning my stomach. “Your healing will take care of any infection. I’ll wear gloves if you have them.” He looked at me and shifted restlessly in anticipation. “I want to clean the wound.”

      I didn’t have the strength to fight him. Between the pain of the burns and the blood loss, I was feeling dizzy and weaker by the second. If I didn’t agree now, I’d be unconscious soon.

      I did not want to be unconscious with the goblin.

      Peasblossom growled, but didn’t argue. I closed my eyes and fought to breathe without throwing up again, concentrating on the metallic rustle of the pouch’s zipper, the clinking sounds as Peasblossom rummaged for the supplies she needed. Now that I knew it was there, I couldn’t get past the smell that covered Asher. Blood, vomit, and other bodily fluids.

      The sharp scent of alcohol stung my nose as Peasblossom upended what must have been an entire bottle of hand sanitizer on the goblin’s hands. It wouldn’t do much good, no amount of sanitizer was meant to be a replacement for washing your hands. But at least it chased back some of the smell of intestinal fluid.

      “Do people often try to kill you?” Asher whispered.

      Something prodded my wound, and I choked back a scream, clamping my lips shut. I didn’t know if he was using tweezers or his fingers, but whatever bit of debris he’d just taken out of my shoulder felt like the Rock of Gibraltar.

      “No,” Peasblossom answered, her voice higher with worry. “Because they know what’s coming for them if they do.”

      “Mother Hazel?” Asher guessed.

      “Me,” Peasblossom growled.

      Asher didn’t laugh. I didn’t know if he knew better than to laugh at a pixie, or if he believed her.

      He cleaned the wound with a slow reverence that could have been an attempt to hurt me as little as possible, or a desire to make digging around inside my flesh last as long as he could. I said a small prayer of thanks that despite my lack of healing potions—thanks, Flint—I did have magically aided burn cream. It wouldn’t heal the skin, but it would cool it down and keep the burn from getting worse, and it would help with some of the pain. Perhaps enough to keep me from passing out.

      I couldn’t help but remember his words in the sparring ring.

      “I want to pet your heart.”

      Tears flowed down my cheeks, and there was nothing I could do to stop them. The pain had flooded my body, so it wasn’t just my shoulder and biceps that hurt. I closed my eyes, bobbing on a sea of agony, trying not to think about the goblin and whether he would keep his word.

      I must have passed out, at least temporarily. The next thing I was aware of was Peasblossom landing on the side of my head and pressing her small hand to my sweat-slicked temple. A pulse of blessed cool energy washed over me, sinking beneath my skin and pooling in the twin pits of fire that were my injuries.

      The healing spell I’d given her was stronger than the one I usually used. The magic could heal the injuries from a second degree burn to a bad first degree burn. The wound from the rock closed, and I shouldn’t have to worry about infection. The down side of the stronger healing was exhaustion. If Asher attacked me, or if the stone giant came back with new friends…

      The worst of the pain drained away, leaving only the throbbing burn in the two areas where the fire wielder had grabbed me. My eyelids drooped, and linking two thoughts together became more challenging. I blinked and looked down to see my left shoulder and right biceps were bound in bright white gauze. The slick, oily sensation when I moved told me the goblin had been liberal in his application of the healing ointment.

      “All better,” Asher said softly.

      I forced myself to meet the goblin’s crimson gaze. Anticipation danced in his eyes, as if he expected me to lean in for a kiss. Or a bite. I swallowed hard and forced myself to sit up. I couldn’t lie here anymore, not with him sitting too close, staring down at me. It hurt to sit up, and the heat pulsing from my body made my head swim until I thought I’d throw up again.

      “Phone,” I rasped.

      Asher stared at me a moment longer, then slowly lifted my cell phone from the waistband of his jeans. He put the skin-warmed plastic in my palm, but didn’t move away.

      I found Vincent’s phone number and called, trying to listen to the ring over the roar of my own pulse in my ears. I had to stay conscious. Just a little longer.

      The wizard picked up on the third ring. Judging by the wariness in his tone, he’d recognized my number. I gave him brownie points for answering anyway.

      “Hello, Ms. Renard. What can I do for you?”

      “I need help.” My words were slurred, my voice thick with the need to sleep. I avoided Asher’s eyes, staring at the ground instead. “I have something I need you to identify.”

      “You sound awful. What’s happened?”

      “I’d like to show you when you get here.”

      A pause. “You are not alone.”

      “No.”

      “Are you in danger?”

      Again, I didn’t look at Asher. “I don’t know.”

      “You don’t know.”

      Asher leaned in, putting his lips so close to my ear when he spoke that he stirred the hairs at the back of my neck. “I’m not going to hurt you tonight.”

      My throat closed, and I gripped the phone harder.

      “Who was that?” Vincent demanded sharply. “Where are you?”

      I looked around, blinking and trying to focus long enough to spot a street sign. I didn’t see any. Goddess, what was the address of the safe house again? I couldn’t remember.

      Asher slid his cheek against mine until he could speak into the phone. “We’re outside near St. Thomas’ church on Ryder Avenue.”

      At some point, Asher had started drawing a claw back and forth over the burn on his own chest, stirring the ruined flesh with each stroke. The pleasure of the pain thickened his voice into something far too intimate.

      “Shade, I’ll be there as soon as I can,” Vincent said grimly.

      Fresh tears of relief welled in my eyes as I swayed, trying not to fall over. The wizard was notoriously hesitant to wade into the field, much preferring to fight crime by way of lab reports and a combination of magic and science. But the jangle of keys made me think he was already walking out the door, ready to come to my rescue.

      I would owe him for this.

      I ended the call and tried to ignore Asher playing with his wounds, staring at me with those red eyes from only inches away. Peasblossom landed on my shoulder, her sword pointed at the goblin in warning until he leaned back. A little.

      “I knew when Flint first pointed you out to me that you would be fun,” Asher said, his voice huskier now. “I think you get into trouble a lot.”

      “Not a lot,” I protested.

      Peasblossom snorted, but didn’t lower her sword.

      Asher grinned and trailed a finger down the bandage over my left shoulder. Pain pulsed from the wound, sending a hot rush through my body the way only a truly bad burn can. I clamped my jaw tight to keep from whimpering. I didn’t want to tempt the goblin, or excite him anymore than he already was.

      Hurry up, Vincent, I thought desperately.

      We sat in the parking lot for what I would have sworn was an eternity, but was probably less than half an hour. I listened for the sound of the stone giant returning, but there was nothing but the breath of the wind in the sparse trees, and the echo of far away traffic. No cars drove past the lot, and I didn’t see movement in the houses around us.

      Finally a car pulled onto the street. I caught a glimpse of Vincent and almost cried in relief.

      “That’ll be your friend, then.” Asher brushed a hand over my shoulder one more time, then tucked my hair behind my ear. “I’ll see you again soon,” he promised.
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      It was a testament to how rattled I was that I didn’t recognize the truck before the owner of the vehicle circled around the front to approach me. Over six feet tall with light brown hair and alert blue eyes, Liam Osbourne exuded power. The Detective Sergeant of the Cleveland Metroparks Police wasn’t just a cop. He was the alpha of the Rocky River Clan. A werewolf.

      Vincent half-fell out of the truck, catching himself with his staff and swinging down in what would have been an impressive move if he’d done it on purpose. The wizard wore a pale green short-sleeved dress shirt and brown tweed pants. I caught a glimpse of his jacket in the seat of Liam’s truck, matching brown tweed complete with beige elbow patches. His wavy brown hair touched his shoulders, and some of it stuck up as if he’d been running his hands through it.

      “You sounded like you were in danger,” he said, gesturing at Liam. “I brought help.”

      “They’re gone,” I said, my voice so hoarse I wasn’t sure Vincent would hear me. “I’m all right.”

      “You look a little worse for wear,” Liam observed.

      The werewolf’s energy reached me before he did, giving my battered body a jolt of heat. I gritted my teeth and sucked in a breath, easing into the shifter’s aura like someone sinking into a bath that’s a few degrees too hot.

      “What happened?” He knelt beside me as he scanned the empty lot, peering into the darkness between the buildings as if expecting my attacker to return and finish the job.

      I tried to smile, but my mouth wouldn’t cooperate. My skin radiated heat, but my core was turning to ice and my teeth chattered. Worse than the burns, the memory of Asher’s face lingered. The echo of his voice. The excitement in his eyes as he stared at my wounds, insisted I let him poke and prod at them.

      “Describe the pain.”

      I would hear that voice in my nightmares tonight.

      Something of my thoughts must have shown on my face, because Liam frowned. “Are you okay?”

      I shook my head, trying to scatter the macabre thoughts. “I’m fine. Just a little roasted and very tired.” I didn’t try to sit up yet. I felt as if I’d melted into the ground, and I needed to rest another moment before I attempted to sit up without falling over.

      Liam gave my bandaged shoulder and arm a critical look. The sleeves of his blue and white plaid shirt were rolled up, as usual, and I watched the muscles of his forearms flex as he started unbuttoning his shirt. “Tell me about your case.”

      Words failed me. In some corner of my mind, I was aware I was staring. Watching each button slide free, each inch of skin exposed. There had to be a reason he was taking his shirt off. I frowned. Unless I was dreaming. Hallucinating from the pain.

      “Peasblossom, did you give me a pain killer?”

      “You’re not dreaming.” Peasblossom’s tone was dry, and she landed on my head to knock on my skull. “He’s being a gentleman.”

      “Gentleman?”

      Liam slipped out of his shirt and held it out to me, offering a hand to help me sit up at the same time. I blinked, still confused.

      Then reality hit me like a frying pan upside my skull. The fire wielder. My shoulder.

      My shirt.

      I’d torn it off when it caught fire. And now that I’d thought of it, all I could think of was the feel of the warm night air on my bare skin, and the fire-damaged strap on the left side of my bra straining desperately to keep from snapping. Half of the cup on the right side was burned away, leaving a hole just big enough to let some flesh bulge forward, but not enough to be completely indecent.

      “Oh. Right, that. Um, thank you.” With as much dignity as I could, I accepted the offered hand and let him help me into a sitting position before reaching for the shirt. As soon as I was upright, the world swam around me, my body feeling like it weighed a thousand pounds. I tilted backward.

      Liam’s arm went around my back, holding me up as I swayed. Without a word, he helped me get into the shirt, moving slowly and gently. His aura buzzed against me, a combination of comfort and pain. I didn’t fight it when I sagged forward, laying my head on his chest, teetering on the edge of consciousness. I felt him turn to look over his shoulder at the wizard.

      “Can you heal her?”

      Vincent didn’t answer right away, and I forced one eye open halfway as I tried to find my voice to tell Liam I didn’t need more healing. Vincent stood where the fire wielder had fallen when Asher tackled him, holding his hand over the ground. His lips were moving, his eyes locked on an invisible point in space. As he waved his arm, two ghostly shapes rose from the ground.

      “A goblin and a fire elemental.” He turned to me. “You’re lucky he only burned your—” He stopped when he saw the look on Liam’s face. He glanced from the werewolf, back to me. “Did I miss something?”

      Liam pointed at my injured shoulder. “She’s hurt.”

      “Not hurt bad,” I mumbled. “Healed.”

      “What did she say?” Liam asked.

      “She was badly hurt, but she healed.” Vincent pointed at him. “She doesn’t need more healing, she’s just exhausted from how much she healed already. She needs sleep.”

      “You said the blood over there is from a goblin and a fire elemental?” Liam looked at me. “Do you know who attacked you?”

      I closed my eyes. His aura didn’t hurt anymore, and the more I leaned on him the more that buzzing heat reached into my core, where the cold that followed a bad burn had started to set in. “No… I…”

      It was too much effort to finish the sentence. Peasblossom landed on my head and answered for me. “We’re investigating a case that involves two different private military companies, and they both hire a wide range of employees. It could be either one of them.” She sat down and patted my head. “Fire elementals burn all over, from head to toe. The guy that attacked you only burned at the eyes and hands, like an ifrit.”

      “He must have been wearing a fire retardant suit to hide the rest of the flames,” Vincent said thoughtfully.

      “Why would he do that?” Liam gathered me into his arms, careful not to jostle me more than necessary.

      “To…frame an ifrit,” I mumbled. My head lolled against Liam’s shoulder as he stood, holding me as if I weighed less than a child.

      “An ifrit?” Liam asked. “Isn’t that a demon?”

      “It is,” Peasblossom confirmed. “And one of the companies involved in our case is Scoria Security, owned by Aaban Nassir. He and his brother Charbel are ifrits.”

      “I see.” Liam walked to his truck, pausing to look at my car and the ruined trunk. “That wasn’t a fire elemental.”

      “No, that was a stone giant.” Peasblossom clung to my head, hands threaded through my hair to hold on.

      “A stone giant,” Vincent repeated. He blinked at the car. “Don’t see many of those in Cleveland.”

      “Probably works for Underhill,” Peasblossom said.

      “What about the goblin?” Liam asked.

      An image of Asher’s face roared back into my brain. I squeezed my eyes shut tighter as if that would rid my mind of the glowing red eyes. I didn’t know how to answer that question. Liam didn’t know about my contract with Flint, and if I could avoid telling him, I would. The trust between us was tentative enough as it was, I didn’t need him thinking I was compromised by the sidhe’s ownership. And I couldn’t very well say I’d been sparring with goblins for fun.

      “He’s taken an unpleasant shine to me,” I said finally.

      “Not a great situation to be in,” Liam noted.

      He didn’t ask if I needed help with the situation. I didn’t know if I should be flattered that he thought I could handle it, or snubbed because he didn’t care. I was too tired to think about it.

      Vincent asked me a question, but I couldn’t concentrate long enough to answer. I hovered in a fog, not quite sleeping, but not awake either. Liam, Vincent, and Peasblossom continued to talk around me, and I felt myself being lowered into the seat of Liam’s truck. Someone draped a blanket over me, and I stopped fighting the darkness.

      The next thing I knew, the truck was pulling to a stop. I didn’t remember when it had started moving. Disoriented, I forced myself to open one eye.

      The sight of my new apartment building gave me the jolt of adrenaline I needed to sit up.

      “Peasblossom gave us the address.” Liam was turned around in his seat, watching me. He nodded toward my shirt pocket. “She’s sleeping.”

      I blinked again, then stared down at the pocket of Liam’s shirt. A soft snoring sound came from inside, and I pulled it open a little to see Peasblossom nestled in a ball of pink skin, flower petal skirt, and wings.

      “She told us all about your case and your clients, the Templetons,” Liam added. “Vincent took the hoof, and he should have the DNA analysis results by tomorrow morning.” He paused. “If the hoof does belong to the centaur Peasblossom mentioned, Stasya, then it sounds like you know who did it.”

      I pulled the shirt tighter around me, careful not to squish the pixie in the pocket. It was seventy-five degrees out, but thanks to what amounted to a really bad sunburn, I was freezing. “If the hoof is Stasya’s, then my money is on Ian Walsh. Of the suspects I’m looking at, he’s the only one who’d have a reason to hurt her.”

      Liam nodded and took the keys out of the ignition before getting out of the truck. He opened the door to the backseat and held out a hand. “Come on, I’ll walk you up.”

      My heart pounded so hard I couldn’t hear myself think. Liam couldn’t walk me to my apartment, not with Flint’s scent hanging all over the place. How would I explain that? “That’s all right, I’ll be fine.” I gestured to the pocket of his shirt. “I have Peasblossom.”

      Liam stared a me for a long moment, but before he could answer, a car pulled in beside us. Vincent sat in the front seat of my rental car, the bag with Stasya’s hoof lying on the seat beside him. He caught my eye and waved before taking the keys out of the ignition and opening the door.

      “It’s drivable, but I wouldn’t count on getting your security deposit back,” Vincent said, circling around Liam’s truck to stand beside the werewolf. He held the bag with Stasya’s hoof in one hand and his staff in the other. “How are you feeling?”

      “Tired.” I slid out of the truck, fixing the werewolf and the wizard with the most confidence-inspiring smile I could manage while I prayed I wouldn’t fall over. “Thank you both for all your help. Vincent, I’ll talk to you tomorrow?”

      He nodded and started to say something as he handed me my keys, but Liam spoke up first. “I have some work to finish up in the morning tomorrow, but I’ll get ahold of you after that.”

      I tried to keep the dismay from my face. I’d known as soon as I saw him get out of his truck that accepting Liam’s help would mean letting him in on the case. I didn’t know if it was being a cop or being an alpha, or if Liam would have been a control freak regardless of either, but it was what it was.

      Flint will be thrilled.

      “I’ll call you,” I said tiredly. “Goodnight. And thank you again.”

      I could feel both men staring at me as I walked into the building, and I gritted my teeth as I forced myself to concentrate on every step, all my effort going into staying upright. The last thing I needed was to give Liam an excuse to insist on escorting me to my door. Forget Flint’s scent, what if the sidhe was there?

      Blessedly, I made it to the apartment without incident. It took me two tries to get the key in the door, and when I stepped into the darkness inside, it took everything I had not to just lie down on the floor and go to sleep. Goddess, I was tired. I closed the door behind me and turned.

      Someone flipped a light switch, flooding the apartment with a golden glow that was far too harsh after the soft darkness. I hissed and blinked, trying to make my eyes adjust faster as I raised a hand. I wasn’t ready to use a spell, I didn’t have anywhere near the energy to concentrate properly, but the sudden rush of adrenaline helped. I’d get at least one shot off.

      “What. Have. You. Done?”

      Flint’s voice grated against my ears, and I dropped my hand. “It’s you.” I sighed and leaned against the wall. “You shouldn’t startle me, not after the day I’ve—”

      Before I could finish the sentence, Flint hurled himself out of the chair he’d been sitting in, moving with unnatural speed to stand in front of me, crowding me until I pressed harder against the wall, my pulse skipping a beat. His hazel eyes had melted to a polished tiger’s eye, his temper bringing his power to the forefront. He glared at me without moving a muscle and I stood completely, utterly still.

      “Barbara called. Roger is in a coma? Because of you?”

      I took a deep breath and tried to calm my rapid heartbeat. “I had to put him to sleep to save his life. EMS put him in the coma.”

      Flint’s face darkened even further. He planted a hand on the wall beside my head, leaned in until I could feel his breath on my face when he spoke. “What. Happened?”

      “Someone bound him. When I questioned him, he tried to answer me, and the spell almost killed him.” I tried to straighten up, ignoring the way it brought my face closer to the angry sidhe. “He would have died if I hadn’t put him to sleep.”

      “You should have seen the binding. You should have known about it before you questioned him,” Flint snarled. “You have destroyed my relationship with Barbara. It took me years to earn her trust, and now it’s gone. Gone in an afternoon, gone after one pathetic mistake.” His lip curled in disgust. “I needed you to solve this case, and now what chance do you have? She won’t talk to you again. She won’t talk to me.”

      I took a breath to respond, but suddenly a furrow appeared between Flint’s eyebrows. He looked down at my shirt, seeming to notice my unusual attire for the first time. A golden shine slid over his light brown irises, and when his eyes met mine, the breath froze in my lungs. He took another step forward, his chest brushing Liam’s shirt.

      “What have you been doing, Shade?” he asked softly. He lifted a hand to touch the collar of the shirt, drawing a finger down my collar bone. “Or should I say who?”

      I gritted my teeth. The urge to slap his hand away made my palm itch, and the fury rising inside me chased back my exhaustion. “I was attacked. A fire elemental burned my shirt off, and a friend was kind enough to give me his.”

      Flint held my gaze for a long minute, weighing my words, feeling out the truth of them. Slowly, he reached for the shirt and began unfastening the buttons. I fisted my hands at my sides, resisting the desire to slap him, or punch him, or hit him with a spell that would wipe that look off his face, that look that was always more intimate than it had any right to be. By the time he parted the material of the shirt, I was breathing heavily, so angry I could barely see straight.

      He studied the bandages on my shoulder and arm, gently probing at them with one hand.

      “You have scissors in that pouch of yours, I assume?” he asked.

      I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.

      He stared at me and a warning crept into his gaze, a tarnished glint to his tiger’s eye irises. I pressed my lips together and groped for the zipper to my pouch, probing around inside and flinging out random objects as I searched for the requested scissors. Flint’s jaw tightened with every object that hit the floor, but he didn’t look at the plastic toys, or knots of twisty ties. Finally, I slapped the scissors into his waiting palm.

      He cut away the bandage on my shoulder, the gentleness and care of his movements belying the heat in his eyes. The bandage fell away and the bitter scent of sulfadiazine tickled my nose. He stared at the burn, then held his hand over the skin, feeling the heat emanating from the dark red flesh. I winced and wished I’d asked Vincent for healing after all. He removed the second bandage and examined it the same way.

      “How bad was this before you healed it?” he asked.

      “Fire elemental bad,” I answered, not bothering to hide my anger. “And I could be healed completely if you would let me restock my healing potions.”

      “You rely too much on potions and too much on healing. If you want to survive, then you need to be smarter. Smart enough not to get injured in the first place.”

      “Easy to say for a sidhe,” I spat. “If I healed as fast as you, I wouldn’t need the potions.”

      “You shouldn’t need the potions at all. If you practiced as much as you should, your spells would be stronger, and you wouldn’t need to cast the same spell over and over to do a proper amount of healing.”

      “Thank you for the advice.” I pushed off the wall, ignoring the way it pressed the front of my half naked body against Flint’s chest. “Now if you don’t mind, I need some rest.”

      “No.” Flint narrowed his eyes and remained where he stood, unbothered by the lack of space between us. “First you will stand here, and you will tell me what happened. Start from the meeting with Barbara at the restaurant, end with arriving back here, and do not leave anything out.” He leaned closer, giving the shirt a deliberate once over. He took a deep breath through his nose, taking in the scent of the shirt, a mixture of the forest and a hint of aftershave. Liam’s scent. “And I mean anything.”

      I was tired, and I was angry, and I wanted to get away from the leannan sidhe and go to bed. But that wasn’t happening until I did what he said, and so I swallowed my temper, funneling it into a Cinderella spell. The magic mended my bra and cleaned the blood from Liam’s shirt.

      It was too soon to use magic, and I was shaking violently by the time I was done, but it was better than standing half-naked in front of the sidhe. I buttoned the shirt as I told Flint everything, staring into his eyes, daring him to forbid me to close the shirt. He held my gaze, but didn’t comment on either the fact I was fastening the shirt, or the fact that my hands shook so badly I could only manage every other button, and I was pretty sure they were uneven.

      Flint listened to every word, never once stepping back to give me more space, or ask if I wanted to sit. “So you think Ian Walsh is behind it,” he said when I’d finished. “You think Roger saw him killing Stasya.”

      “I don’t know, that’s what I’m going to find out.”

      Flint drew a finger down the collar of the flannel shirt. For once there was nothing sensual in the gesture, just curiosity. “And you’ve brought the alpha of the Rocky River Pack onto the case. Without consulting me.”

      “And do you know why I had to call someone?” I ground out. “Because I was alone, half-unconscious, with a goblin sitting beside me who just this afternoon told me he wanted to pet my heart. A goblin who’s taken a shine to me thanks to you.”

      “And it did not occur to you to call me.”

      It wasn’t a question. I frowned, not quite able to place his tone. For the first time since he’d ambushed me on my return, Flint’s voice lacked all emotion.

      “I didn’t call you because the last time I called you when I needed help, it resulted in you forbidding me from having any contact with my partner,” I said slowly. “You accused me of manipulating you.”

      Flint held his hand over the burn on my shoulder, feeling the heat emanating from my skin through the shirt. “Fire elemental bad. Third degree?”

      I leaned back, trying to read his facial expression and failing. “Severe second degree. He didn’t hold on long enough for third.”

      Flint nodded. “So you were concerned about your safety, so much so that you had to call for help. And yet, you used your magic to heal instead of reserving it for self-defense, should Asher give in to his…urges.”

      “Have you ever had second degree burns?” I asked him.

      Flint moved his hand to my biceps, still focusing on the heat from the burn. “Yes. And third degree.” He dropped his hand. “Do you know why I won’t let you brew healing potions?”

      I almost said sadism, but I didn’t trust the look in his eyes. “No.”

      “Because you need to learn to work through the pain.” Flint’s voice dulled, almost a monotone. “You need to hurt so bad you can barely stay conscious and still keep fighting. You have to be able to cast a spell when you’re fighting the urge to vomit, when your legs won’t hold you, when you can barely raise your hand. Pain is a fact of life, and to let it weaken you will mean an early grave.”

      I opened my mouth, but he held up a hand. “As to using a healing spell when you still have a threat looming in your vicinity, that is worse than foolish. You are powerful, Shade. But even powerful casters who have the control of a witch of your caliber should do not go around flinging magic at problems that can wait. Taking out Asher should have been your priority.”

      “I gave the spell to Peasblossom,” I snapped. I pressed my lips together before I could add that I hadn’t been in any shape to cast a spell, healing or otherwise. The last thing I needed was for Flint to decide I needed to practice casting while in excruciating pain. My blood ran cold at the thought.

      “So while you were uninjured and thinking clearly, you decided to give your familiar a spell to heal instead of a spell to attack.”

      I gritted my teeth. “I gave her a spell to keep me alive if something happened.”

      “And if you had given her an attack spell, perhaps she could have taken out the threat before the healing spell became necessary,” Flint answered calmly. “Using magic to heal only gives your opponent time to hurt you again. It is bailing out a sinking boat with a teaspoon.”

      He brushed a strand of hair behind my ear, but the look in his eyes said he was seeing something far away. “Take out the threat first. As long as your enemy remains standing, healing is nothing but a waste of resources. Attacking the one who means you harm means not needing to heal. It means the others who would have suffered the same fate at their hands won’t need to heal either.”

      “Who do you wish you’d attacked?” The question came out before I could stop it, but I didn’t take it back. There was a ghost in his words, a hint of a faraway pain.

      Flint smiled, but it was only a shadow of the expression. “If I thought for a second that you cared about the answer,” he said softly. “I might just tell you.” He shook his head. “But my life is not fodder for your curiosity.” He gestured to the bedroom. “Go. Get some sleep. You have a busy day tomorrow.”

      I stared at him as he walked out the door. He didn’t look back, he didn’t offer a parting shot. He just left.

      I hated going to bed with more questions than answers.
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      “I can’t believe you’re going to ask her for help.”

      I rolled my eyes and crossed the busy intersection on Cleveland’s east side, heading for Wade Park. “Peasblossom, we don’t have time to argue. It’s ten thirty, and Vincent said he’d meet us at the statue at eleven.”

      “You told him to meet us at the statue,” Peasblossom corrected me. “You told him to meet us there, because you want to get there early and talk to her.”

      She tugged on the neck of my black short-sleeved tunic when she said “her,” and the motion dragged the soft cotton over my exposed burn.

      I hissed and came to a dead stop, counting through the screams of my nerve endings.

      “Sorry!” Peasblossom squeaked.

      Another seven breaths and I could speak without snarling. “Peasblossom,” I said calmly. “I have only had one cup of coffee. I have a headache. And I did not sleep well.”

      That was an understatement. I’d been up all night tossing and turning. Trying to escape the constant parade of nightmares featuring a red-eyed goblin licking his lips while I was roasted alive by a masked fire elemental.

      “I need more information,” I continued, louder so as to drown out the echoes of the nightmare. “If Ian Walsh is involved in this mess, then I have to know exactly what I’m dealing with.”

      “So I’ll ask around!” Peasblossom protested. “I have an army of spies!”

      “And I do want you to ask them.” I stopped by a bench and dug through my pouch for a handful of honey packets. “In fact, I would be truly and eternally grateful if you went and asked them right now. This second. I’ll meet you at that crosswalk in half an hour.”

      I didn’t care that the pixie had refused to eat breakfast, or that I was likely going to be responsible for a handful of sugared up pixies terrorizing Cleveland’s east side. Right now, all I cared about was making the pixie happy so I could question my informant without her shouting protests in my ear.

      Thankfully, Peasblossom wasn’t one to pass up honey, or the opportunity to use said honey to lord over a group of her peers. She hugged the honey packets to her chest and took off without another word.

      The rest of my walk to the statue of Stephanie Tubbs Jones was blessedly silent, and I enjoyed the rest of my coffee as I sat down on the long bench decorated with mosaic inlays. The life-sized bronze statue of Ohio’s first black Congresswoman struck a casual pose, leaning on one arm in a way that invited passersby to sit down. And the runes I’d etched into the back of it assured that those who did sit down would be chatty.

      Very chatty.

      “How are you, Echo?” I asked.

      Green light flickered to life in the statue’s eyes, and a ghostly voice came from the unmoving bronze lips. “I’m wonderful! Oh, Shade, the stories I’ve heard. You won’t believe what people tell me, and it’s all thanks to your wonderful runes. Do you know everyone has a cell phone now? And they’re always talking about the most private things, right out in public! And thanks to your magic, they all want to sit right here while they have their conversations. I hear everything, little details, big secrets. Do you know how many employees of that bank over there are having affairs? I do. It’s—”

      “Echo,” I interrupted, clinging to my coffee. “Best not to talk about the runes. We don’t want anyone else getting wise, do we? Anyway, I’m so glad things are going well, and we will catch up soon, but right now I’m working a case and I could really use your help.”

      “Really? I would love to help!” Her green eyes glittered. “You want me to get in someone’s head for you? Have a peek around? Oh! Or you could bring the suspects here and the lovely runes will have them spilling their guts!”

      “No, no, I don’t want anyone finding out about you or the runes. We’ll keep that our secret, yes?” I didn’t add that Echo wasn’t the most subtle of presences. If she tried to get in someone’s head for information, and they found out I was behind it, I’d likely end up on the wrong end of a horrible death. Secrets were taken very seriously in the Otherworld. As far as the runes went, I didn’t think either the ifrits, the sidhe, or the sorceress would be swayed by the simple magic.

      I took a long sip of coffee, centering myself for the task ahead. “What do you know about Underhill?”

      “Underhill?” Echo asked. “The private military company?”

      “That’s the one. I have reason to believe they kidnapped a centaur a couple weeks ago on May 17th. Have you heard anything about that?”

      “No, and I would have remembered something like that.” She paused. “Though it is funny you mention a centaur.”

      “Why is that?”

      “Well, a centaur has been hanging out at the racino near Randall Square, and the owner of Underhill, Ian Walsh, sometimes contracts work out to a wizard who operates out of Fortuna’s Stables—that’s the name of the racino.”

      “Racino?”

      “It’s a racetrack and casino. Apparently, this wizard preys on the racino’s clientele.”

      I lowered my coffee, resting the brushed aluminum on my lap and leaning closer to the statue. “Preys on them how?”

      “He offers to help them out of their troubles in exchange for being owed a favor. He’ll loan them money, get them a job, or even use a little magic to help them smooth ruffled feathers with their spouse, or boss, or family.” Echo’s voice dropped to a lower, more dramatic tone. “And the more powerful the loser, the better he likes it. According to everything I’ve heard, he’s basically untouchable now.”

      I drummed my fingers on the shiny black handle of my travel mug, listening to the click of my short nails on the plastic. “What’s his name?”

      “Stavros Rosso. Well, that’s what he calls himself. No one knows his real name.”

      “You said Ian contracts work out to him?”

      “He does, and that’s not the weirdest part. Before he came to Cleveland and settled down in the racino, Stavros was an honest to goodness ringmaster—he has his own sideshow called the Sanctum. They still perform sometimes at the racino. And he isn’t just the ringmaster, he has an act. He’s a ventriloquist and a mimic, and of course, a magician.” Echo scoffed. “Unsporting if you ask me. Anyone with access to real magic can do anything they like with their voice. And making something disappear is child’s play. Don’t think for a second he put in any of the work to be a real magician.”

      I stared at the statue. “Ian Walsh hires out work to a wizard pretending to be a magician?”

      “A magician who comes with a whole sideshow of cohorts.”

      “What sort of work does he do for Ian?”

      “I don’t know, it’s all very hush-hush. But I’ve overheard more than one person talking about hiring Stavros for contract work. Apparently he’s quite good at enchanted contracts. I overheard a dryad telling someone he drew up a contract between a group of forest nymphs and a small herd of satyrs, a sort of cessation of hostilities.”

      “He negotiates peace treaties?” I bit my lip. That could be related to government work.

      “His sideshow is incredible,” Echo said excitedly. “I had a peek inside someone’s head when I first heard of the Sanctum, and you wouldn’t believe it. They have everything. Lovely assistants, a lion tamer and a great beast of a lion, a wolfman. And there’s a fire breather and sword swallower. Oh, and a giant!”

      I sat forward on the bench, clutching the travel mug so it didn’t slide off my lap. “Could the fire breather have been a fire elemental? Was the giant of the stone variety?”

      “No. Well, at least he didn’t look like a stone giant in the woman’s memory that I saw.” Her eyes brightened. “Oh! And then there’s the fight club at the racino. That is where the centaur comes into it.”

      “Fight club?” I asked sharply.

      “Yes. For Otherworlders only. I believe they hold it on a lower level of the parking garage at the racino. You have to take one of the elevators, either the one in the main parking garage, or the one they use for animals near the stable. The code is the day’s date, followed by the current phase of the moon, if you can imagine such nonsense. Rumor has it the wizard uses the contracts he forms with the racino’s losers to force them to participate in the fights there.”

      I frowned, staring off into space. “I’m going to have to have a look at this racino, I think. And the sideshow.”

      “Well, be careful. I don’t think the performers are any more human than the wizard. I’d bet my runes the fire breather is dragonkin.”

      Before I could respond, Vincent’s voice broke into my thoughts.

      “Shade?”

      I looked up as Vincent approached, and all concerns of morally reprehensible ringmasters aside, I had to smile. There was something comforting about the wizard’s insistence on dressing like an absent-minded college professor. Always tweed jackets with elbow patches, and always with his hair sticking up in at least two places. He gestured at the statue with his staff in a manner I’m sure he thought was more subtle than it was.

      “Are you talking to that statue?”

      I gestured at the statue in question. “Vincent, this is Echo, my very dear friend. Echo, this is Vincent. He’s a wizard I’ve had the pleasure of working with in the past.”

      Vincent stared at the bronze woman, a look of fascination widening his eyes. “Are you a golem?”

      Echo scoffed. “I should say not. I’m a bard.”

      “Oh. Well, it’s a pleasure to meet you, Echo. How are you?”

      “I’m very well. I’m just bursting with helpful information.”

      “Splendid, splendid.” He paused, and for the first time, I detected a hint of nervousness in the way he fiddled with his jacket and kept readjusting his grip on his staff.

      “Are you all right?” I tensed and put my coffee mug on the bench beside me. “Did something happen? Did you get the DNA results?”

      “Everything’s fine, and yes, I have your results. I was just…” He shifted his weight from foot to foot, then gestured at Echo again. “While we’re making introductions, I have someone I want you to meet.”

      Now it was my turn to be nervous. I scanned the park, searching the morning crowd for signs of anyone paying us undue attention. Vincent sat down next to me and pulled open the pocket of his jacket.

      “Right here, Ms. Renard.”

      Intrigued, I peered into his pocket. My lips curled into a smile as I found myself looking into a tiny face surrounded by downy soft hair. Shining blue eyes glittered up at me from the shadows of Vincent’s pocket, and when the creature tilted its face, I noticed two antennae sprouting from the top of its head, each one topped by a tuft of fuzz that matched its white hair.

      “Hello,” I said. I didn’t say “Awww, aren’t you cute,” but my tone said it for me. “You’re a grig, aren’t you?”

      “This is Bizbee,” Vincent said formally. “Bizbee Thistletassle. Yes, he is a grig. He’s also—”

      The grig leapt out of Vincent’s pocket, cutting the wizard off. My eyes shot wider as he landed on my pouch, grabbed the zipper, and pulled it open. Before I could get a word out, he slipped inside and disappeared.

      “Unspeakably rude,” Vincent finished angrily. He grabbed the flap of my pouch and leaned over. “I told you to wait for permission!”

      “Ach, mind yer own business! This is none of your concern. My sainted aunt, this is chaos! Utter chaos! Been using the pouch for a bin, have ye, lass?”

      I held completely still, hands suspended in midair, my lips parted, and my eyebrows buried somewhere in my hairline. Vincent glared into the pouch, apparently oblivious to his invasion of my personal space.

      “A fine first impression you’ve made,” he snapped. “What’s Mother Renard to think of you now, hmm?”

      “She’ll thank me once I’ve done my work. Which I could do much faster without some bigjob staring at me. When was the last time ye had a look up that nose of yers? It’s not a sight I need to see another moment longer, if ye want the truth.”

      Vincent recoiled, scowling. “This is not the introduction I had in mind.”

      “Vincent?” I said carefully. “What’s going on?”

      The wizard sighed and pushed a hand through his mop of unruly brown hair. “Bizbee worked for a friend of mine who recently passed away—natural causes, he was four hundred and eighty six. He left me in charge of his estate, and so Bizbee came to me.” He shifted uncomfortably and lowered his voice. “He’s a whiz at organization, truly unrivaled. But unfortunately, he has a ghastly relationship with Maggie, and I simply can’t have them both under the same roof.”

      “Maggie?” I echoed.

      “The brownie who cleans for me. She’s been with me for over a hundred years, she’s practically family.” He winced. “They disagree on how the house should be ordered.”

      “Don’t be sayin’ that name in my presence!” Bizbee hollered. “That old biddy wouldn’t know how to alphabetize if the letters were tattooed across her enormous—”

      “Anyway,” Vincent interrupted. “I wanted to introduce the two of you. I thought he might be able to help with your…” He trailed off.

      I stared at him, then down at my pouch. My eyes narrowed, and I took a deep breath before trusting myself to speak. “Vincent, I have a pixie. And a cursed kitten. And more recently, I seem to have been adopted by a very large, very stoic cat sith.” I leaned closer, letting a little of my rising anxiety leech into my voice. “Why in the name of the gods would you think I needed another…”

      I didn’t know what to call him. Bizbee was a person, not a pet.

      Vincent stared at me. “A cat sith? Where in the gods did you pick up a cat sith? You’re not a druid.”

      “Don’t change the subject,” I warned.

      “Give him twenty-four hours,” Vincent pleaded. “I would not have introduced you two if I wasn’t so terribly certain this would work. Twenty-four hours, that’s all I ask. Try.”

      I sighed. “Fine. Twenty-four hours.”

      “Splendid.” He reached into his other pocket. “I have your DNA results.” He lowered his voice, speaking in the hushed tone people reserved for talking about a deceased loved one. “The hoof belonged to Stasya. I’m sorry.”

      I took the paper, barely giving the printout a glance. I’d known it would be Stasya’s. Still, I was sorry to hear it confirmed. “I’ll need to tell the ifrits.” I shifted uneasily. “And Arianne.”

      “That’s not all. Liam went back to Acme after he took you home. He found blood outside.” Vincent’s face grew more serious. “A lot of blood. I tested that as well. The name that matched the sample was Jeffrey Carter.”

      “My client Roger Templeton’s best friend.” I slumped back on the bench and raised my coffee for a long gulp of caffeine. “More bad news.”

      “You still think Ian Walsh is responsible for Stasya’s death?”

      I nodded. “I can’t think of a reason the others would want her dead. The ifrits brought her here, they wanted her here. It was only Underhill that had something to gain from her death by torturing her for information and depriving Scoria of an operative.”

      “Well, perhaps you should wait for Liam before you confront him,” Vincent suggested. “The sidhe are such bloodthirsty bastards, I wouldn’t trust one as far as Sergeant Osbourne could throw him. And I can tell you from experience, that’s very far.” He hesitated. “There was another blood sample as well.”

      “Oh, blood and bone! You mean there’s another victim?”

      “I wouldn’t use the word ‘victim,’ no. The other blood sample came from a baobhan sidhe.”

      Baobhan sidhe. I stared into space, my mind flooded with images. Baobhan sidhe were a deadly mix of sidhe and vampire. Pale and beautiful, with hair the color of the blood they drank, the baobhan sidhe delighted in torture and dismemberment. They had a rare gift related to clairvoyance that allowed them to glimpse their victim’s memories when they drank their blood. Most often, the baobhan sidhe used that ability for fun, bathing in the blood of their victims and licking it off their flesh like cats as they lived flashes of memory that weren’t their own. Others hired themselves out as interrogators, tasting their victim’s blood in a search for specific information.

      On a particularly gruesome note, their skin was covered in fine hairs that stood up like tiny needles when they wanted to feed. This allowed them to embrace their victims and draw their blood in large swathes of skin. It wasn’t a sight I wanted to see again.

      “I already have a meeting scheduled with Ian,” I said finally shoving old memories aside. “And Liam said he had work to do this morning, so unfortunately, he can’t join me, yet.”

      Vincent tilted his head. “Forgive me if I’m overstepping, but you don’t sound like you regret Liam’s unavailability. Is there a reason you prefer to meet with the sidhe alone?”

      I hesitated. “I’m afraid my relationship with Liam may not be the most conducive to working together. He doesn’t trust me, and he hasn’t made much of an attempt to hide it.” I toyed with the zipper of my waist pouch. “He always acts like I’m lying about what I am, or where I’ve been. Always sniffing me,” I added under my breath.

      The wizard winced. “Ah, yes, the sniffing. I remember that all too well. Very awkward, but it won’t last forever. Well, he won’t do it as often.”

      I stared at him. “He sniffs you too?”

      Vincent shrugged. “You’ll find it’s a characteristic of most shifters, at least with the wolves and cat shifters I’ve met. When confronted with a magic user they don’t trust implicitly, they tend to err on the side of being ready for an attack. For them, that means being very close, and monitoring the magic user’s physical responses.” He waved a hand. “Hence the sniffing.”

      “So he doesn’t trust me, and he’s making sure he stands close enough to attack me before I can use magic against him.” That particular revelation felt like a punch to the gut, and I slumped back in my seat. Gods, I was tired.

      “You can’t expect him to trust you after so short a time,” Vincent said, his expression stern. “He is the alpha of his pack. They rely on him for their safety and protection. He takes that responsibility very seriously.” His hand twitched as if he were resisting the urge to pat my leg in comfort.

      I reached into the pouch, groping for a can of Coke. A cold can met my probing fingers as soon as I reached inside, and I withdrew it to find a lavender Post-it on it that read Whiskey substitute.

      “Thank you,” I mumbled, cracking open the can.

      A grunt of acknowledgment came from the pouch.

      Vincent watched me for a minute, then straightened in his seat. “When I first met Detective Sergeant Osbourne, I’d been hired by the city to process a crime scene—mundane, nothing Otherworldly about it. He treated me then much the way he treats you now.”

      “No respect for personal space, lots of sniffing?”

      Vincent sighed. “Indeed. And it is unsettling, I’ll give you that. I worked with him on several cases, all mundane. We developed a respectful working relationship, and he grew more comfortable with me. Then suddenly he treated me with suspicion. As if our rapport had vanished, and we were strangers again.”

      “More sniffing and invading of personal space?”

      “Yes. At first I took offense. I thought perhaps he suspected me of something untoward.”

      “And did he?”

      Vincent shook his head. “It was right after that he hired me to work my first scene with the Wild Animal Task Force. That was when I became a part of his team, someone he trusted to invite into his investigations not by assignment, but by request.”

      I turned the almost empty can of soda in my grasp. “I appreciate the attempt to put a positive spin on his actions. But he hasn’t trusted me from the moment he met me, and I don’t believe that’s changed.” I probed the edge of the can with one finger, debating how much to share with Vincent. “I keep leaning on him,” I admitted.

      “Leaning on him?”

      I frowned, trying to think of a way to put it that wouldn’t make it sound worse than it was. “I can feel his energy like this constant hum, a sort of cozy, buzzy feeling. There’s just something about it that sucks me in, and before I know it, I’m touching him. Leaning on him while we’re talking.” I huffed out a breath. “It’s really very awkward.”

      “Indeed.” Vincent shifted uncomfortably. “Is this an attraction…?”

      I scowled and finished off the soda before crushing the can in my grip. “No. Honestly, I find him off-putting. And bossy.”

      “He is that,” Vincent agreed. He paused, then added, “Bossy, I mean.”

      “Well, he’s very keen to know why I do it—the leaning on him thing—and that’s a question I can’t answer. Something tells me that until I can answer that question to his satisfaction, he’s not going to trust me.”

      Vincent considered that, drumming his fingers on his thigh, bushy eyebrows furrowed in concentration. “Do you have any shifter blood?”

      “No. My parents were both human.”

      “You’re certain?”

      “Yes. Though my sister—”

      I froze, then snapped my mouth shut. This was not a conversation I’d planned on having. I liked Vincent, but we weren’t so close that I wanted to discuss my embarrassing shifter-related proclivities with him. And I certainly never intended to discuss my sister. I stared at Echo’s statue, the green shine on the statue’s eyes.

      The runes.

      “Blood and bone,” I muttered, shoving myself to sit more upright on the bench. “Caught by my own magic.”

      Vincent followed my glare to the statue. His eyebrows rose. “Oh. Oh, I see.” He cleared his throat. “Well, I should be going. Call me tomorrow, and tell me how you’re getting on with Bizbee?”

      I glanced down at the pouch, then met his eyes again. “Oh, I will.”

      Vincent waved goodbye, and I settled back to wait for Peasblossom. While I waited, I thought about what Vincent had said about Liam. I stood by what I’d told him, that Liam had never stopped suspecting me of something untoward. Still, I did feel a little better knowing that it wasn’t just me. And the wizard was right, as an alpha, Liam would be more suspicious than most people. His pack depended on him. Add that to the fact he was a cop, then it was little wonder he didn’t give me the benefit of the doubt.

      “Oh, just take it!” Bizbee said, his voice thick with exasperation.

      I blinked and stared down at the bottle of aloe poking out of my waist pouch. “What?”

      He waggled the bottle of green gel at me. “The sunburn. I assume that’s why yer squirmin’ around like a worm on a hook? Just slather it on and be done with it, I cannae take all the fidgetin’.”

      I narrowed my eyes, but took the aloe. The burn was throbbing again, so it was time for another application anyway. Still, I made a mental note to keep an eye on the grig’s bossiness. I didn’t need another wee one shouting demands at me all the time.

      As if summoned by that thought, Peasblossom dove out of the air like a shard of pink hail, landing with unnecessary force on my shoulder.

      “Ow!” I shouted.

      My outburst startled Peasblossom, and she tumbled off my shoulder—

      —and into the pouch.

      “Ahhh!”

      An angry shout in Gaelic followed her shriek of surprise and I groaned. This was not how I’d wanted them to meet.

      “Shade, there’s someone in here! Get back, or I’ll have your fuzzy little bobs!”

      “Peasblossom, no!”

      I opened the pouch and shoved a hand in, groping around for my agitated familiar. I got a cocktail sword to the hand for my trouble, and I pulled the outraged pixie free with my left hand and glared at the puncture wound in the palm of my right.

      “Put me back, I have him right where I want him!”

      “Peasblossom, he’s a friend. He’s going to stay with us for awhile. At least until tomorrow,” I added.

      “It’ll take me longer than that to get this sorted,” Bizbee scoffed. “Lucky if I’m done in twenty-four years, state this place is in.”

      I didn’t argue, instead concentrating on Peasblossom’s wide eyes. “His name is Bizbee, and Vincent brought him to help get things organized. He’s our guest, and we’re to make him feel welcome.”

      “You… You adopted another fey?” Peasblossom’s voice had dropped to a dangerous tone, and her pink eyes glittered in a way that made her look far more alien than usual.

      I put her down in my left palm and held her up so I could meet her eyes. “He lost his friend, Peasblossom,” I said gently. “He needs a home. I don’t know how long he’ll stay with us, but I promised Vincent we’d try.”

      Peasblossom hesitated. “He doesn’t have another home?”

      “No. And maybe we won’t be the right fit, but we have to try. All right?”

      Peasblossom sighed and let her sword sag in her grip. “Oh, fine. We’re all ready turning into a circus, why not add a bug.”

      “Bug?” Bizbee popped his head out of the pouch, narrowing his eyes at Peasblossom. “Did that wee lass just call me a bug?”

      Peasblossom opened her mouth, but I spoke quickly before she could. “It’s funny you mentioned a circus. Echo told me that Ian hires a wizard from a racino on the east side. Apparently, his crew hides under the guise of a sideshow.”

      “That’s the least of your worries,” Peasblossom said grimly. “We have bigger problems.”

      My heart sank and I leaned against the back of the warm metal bench, the bottle of aloe forgotten beside me. “What?”

      “Word around the city is someone shot a baobhan sidhe at the National Acme Building.”

      “So the blood Liam found is related to our crime scene.” I scooted forward on the bench. “Vincent said he found blood from a baobhan sidhe. Did any of your contacts see what happened?”

      Peasblossom nodded. “Lilac was outside when it happened. She said a man started screaming and running away from the building. Then a baobhan sidhe ran out of the building after him, but before he could drag him inside, someone shot him.”

      “That must have been Roger.” I slid back on the bench again, needing the support against my spine. “You’re telling me,” I said slowly, “that Roger saw a baobhan sidhe at the murder scene, and Jeff shot it?”

      “Shot, but didn’t kill him. And now he’s out for blood.” She shivered. “And he’s going to want all of it.”
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      Flint was having the car fixed by a half-gremlin he knew who was available for body work on short notice, so for the moment I was sans vehicle. Fortunately, Cleveland was full of cabs, so I had no problem flagging one down to take me to Goodfellows. On the way there, I caught Peasblossom up on what I’d learned from Echo and Vincent.

      “Vincent was right, you know,” Peasblossom said against my neck. “You should have backup, just in case. If the baobhan sidhe were working for Ian, he’s not going to like you knowing about it.”

      “We’re meeting on neutral ground,” I said, under my breath so the cab driver didn’t hear me talking to myself. “And I have a backup plan.” I unzipped the pouch at my waist. “Bizbee?”

      “I’m busy. And will be for the next century or so, given this mess.”

      I took a deep breath and counted to ten. “If you wouldn’t mind giving me a moment of your time?”

      The grig heaved a long-suffering sigh. “What is it, then?”

      “I want you to take this cell phone. If an hour passes and I haven’t checked in with you to tell you everything is fine, I want you to call Liam and tell him what happened.”

      Bizbee stared up at me, his fuzzy eyebrows knitted together in disapproval as he accepted the cell phone. “And how will I know what’s happened?” he demanded. “Are ye expectin’ me to stay up top here, peering out like some peepin’ Tom?”

      “Please, Bizbee?” I asked. “Ian knows about Peasblossom, he’ll be suspicious if she stays out of sight. I need him to be confident he can stop me no matter what I know.”

      “Did you say something?” the driver asked. He pushed back the ball cap covering the curliest red hair I’d ever seen and stared at me in the rearview mirror.

      I smiled at him. “Sorry, I was on my phone.” I pointed to my empty ear. “Bluetooth.”

      The driver nodded his acceptance of my excuse and returned his attention to the road. I waited until he seemed intent on navigating a stretch of particularly thick construction, then looked down into the pouch again. “So, will you do it?”

      The grig snorted and peeled off a pale blue Post-it. “I’m not yer secretary.”

      I watched him write down “cell phone” on the Post-it and stick it to the back of my phone. Then I had an idea. “If you do this for me, we’ll swing by an office supply store.”

      The grig’s face didn’t betray his thoughts—but his antennae did. The fuzzy tufts at the tips bounced as his antennae straightened with interest. “I’ll make the call should it be necessary.” He raised his eyes to mine. “I’ll have a shopping list ready.”

      I smiled. I liked the office supply store too, so this worked out well. “Deal.”

      “Now can we go inside?” Peasblossom demanded. “We’ve stopped and I’m hungry!”

      “Oh, for pity’s sake, don’t think I’ll believe for one second that you didn’t eat some of that honey I gave you for your army,” I said, exasperated. I gave the cab driver an apologetic smile, pointing to my ear again for good measure, and paid him before getting out of the cab. He shook his head as he drove away, muttering something about technology.

      “I didn’t eat all the honey,” Peasblossom insisted.

      I shook my head, but amicably headed into the cafe. My good mood wilted as the door closed behind me, and though I waited, I didn’t feel the usual sense of contentment I usually did when coming here.

      Ian was already here.

      The sidhe stuck out in the casual dining restaurant like a unicorn in a herd of camels. His pale grey suit was too expensive to wrinkle, and there was a piercing quality to his gaze as he surveyed the other patrons. It put me in mind of a crocodile basking in a warm river, idly watching zebras drinking at the water’s edge.

      “Good morning,” Ian said as I approached the table. “I see you’ve managed to survive despite your less than encouraging start to this endeavor.”

      “You don’t bother with niceties, do you?” I muttered.

      “I saved your life,” he pointed out. “If you don’t consider that nice, then perhaps your standards are a bit high?”

      I bit back the urge to say he hadn’t saved my life. He’d agreed to an exchange, however paltry, and he couldn’t demand anything more now. I paused and considered my seating options.

      Ian’s early arrival meant he’d taken the coveted corner seat. I had to sit beside him in easy arm’s reach, or sit across from him with my back to the door. I didn’t like either option, but I opted to sit opposite him. Peasblossom would tell me if someone came inside.

      I sat down, trying not to notice that Ian had pulled both sets of silverware in front of him. I didn’t remember Goodfellows including knives in their rolled silverware.

      Ian watched me settle in, then sat forward. “I know about your contract with Flint.”

      I froze. “I’m sorry?”

      He folded his hands on the table, and met my eyes. “I’ve known Barbara and Roger for over ten years. You understand why, given the circumstances, I felt an obligation to make certain your interest in…helping Roger was not unduly influenced.”

      “So you investigated me to make sure I’m not the threat Barbara thinks I am?” I asked.

      Ian narrowed his eyes. “Because of you, Roger is in danger of being killed by the magic that holds him. You can hardly blame Barbara for her ire toward you, even if she is mistaken about exactly how you put her husband in the hospital.”

      “I tried to stop him,” I said evenly. “He kept talking. Whoever put that binding spell on him is the one responsible for his current state, not me.”

      “I can see why you’d like to believe that. But whatever you choose to believe, the fact remains that you are no longer welcome at the Temple residence. In fact, I would advise you stay out of Barbara’s way. And perhaps invest in a bullet proof vest.”

      I stared at him. “You think she’ll try to shoot me again.”

      Ian tilted his head. “You sound surprised. Make no mistake, Barbara is not just Roger’s wife. And she is not his secretary as some would have you believe. Barbara is his partner, and what’s more, if she wanted to, she could perform Roger’s duties without him. And when Roger’s situation is resolved, either by his death or by his recovery, Barbara will return her attention to you. It would be best if you do not give her a reason to believe you are a threat. So I’ll tell you again, walk away, Ms. Renard. Walk away from this case, these people, and don’t look back.”

      “What do you mean she could do it without him? You mean she can substitute while he’s…unavailable, or do you mean she could replace him permanently?”

      “I have no doubt she could replace him if she were so inclined.” Ian nodded. “Barbara is a strong, smart woman. In some ways, I think Roger’s temporary absence will be a boon to her in the long run. For now, she’s running the show behind the scenes, protecting Roger and his reputation in anticipation of his return to full health—mental and physical. But eventually, people will discover the truth, they always do. And those who made the mistake of underestimating her will see how wrong they were.”

      Great, so now there was someone else with an interest in seeing me dead. A human, how refreshing. I grabbed one of the sets of silverware and put it deliberately in front of me. “Putting Barbara’s dislike for me aside, I’d like to know why you raised the subject of my situation with Flint.”

      “I want you to know that you are not the only one to whom Flint has made himself a nuisance.” Genuine annoyance crept into his tone and he grabbed his water. “The man is the bad penny of the court. He turns up—uninvited—to every social function worth mentioning. He’s inserted himself into countless situations that don’t concern him, and is generally considered a pest by most of the court.”

      He took a sip of his water. “If he put you on this case to attempt to frame me, then you should know I will have no choice but to defend myself. Whatever that entails.”

      “Why would he want to frame you?” I asked suspiciously.

      Before Ian could answer, Alexandra approached the table, a bowl of honey already in her hand. Peasblossom leapt off my shoulder and glided to the lip of the bowl.

      “Blood and bones, let her put it down first,” I said, exasperated.

      Alexandra just smiled. “Can I get you some tea, Shade?”

      “Yes, please, lemon and honey.”

      “And you, sir?”

      “I will have some tea, thank you. Just milk and a single sugar cube, please.”

      “Very good.”

      I looked at Ian after Alexandra left. “So you believe Flint wants me to frame you for what happened to Roger?”

      “I had considered the possibility.” He met my eyes. “Did he?”

      “No one has told me what the outcome of this case should be,” I said firmly. “And as far as I’m concerned, if Flint asked me to frame anyone, that would be a violation of my honor.”

      A lock of brown hair slid across Ian’s forehead as he tilted his head to study me. “Yes, I’ve heard of your negotiations with the bad penny. The contracts you sign with your FBI partner, giving your word to your familiar. The way you weave your little web to protect yourself from the worst he would have you do is the talk of the court.”

      I didn’t like that. Not at all. There was no world, no plane of existence where I wanted to be the talk of a sidhe court.

      Ian leaned closer, and his eyes brightened with a glimmer of emerald green light. “I don’t know why, but your relationship with Flint is causing tongues to wag. Tongues that have been silent for many, many years.” He sat back in his seat, studying me now. “I don’t know why this particular contract has caused such a stir, but believe me when I say, everything Flint is doing right now is for a reason. And if he’s letting you get away with your tricks and manipulations, then there’s a reason for that. Everything you think and feel right now is exactly what he wants you to think and feel. Remember that.”

      “Stasya is dead.”

      The words exploded from my mouth, cast out as more of an attempt to ward off the paranoia threatening to wash over me than any sort of strategy. Ian’s features froze, the emotion draining from his face as if he’d turned to a statue before my eyes.

      “She’s dead?”

      I’d expected him to play dumb, to act as though he didn’t know who Stasya was. My eyebrows rose, and I nodded slowly.

      Ian picked up his silverware, squeezed it, then set it down again. “You’re certain it’s Stasya?”

      “I got the DNA test results back this morning.”

      Ian closed his eyes, then immediately forced them open. “You are a witch, not a scientist. Is it possible your test was wrong? Compromised?”

      “I didn’t run the test myself.” I sat up straighter, perturbed by his reaction. “The test was run by a qualified technician, in a forensics lab.”

      “Who?”

      “Does it matter?” I frowned. “Did you know Stasya?”

      Ian rubbed the bridge of his nose, shaking his head. “This is my fault. I knew something was wrong when she didn’t show up at the rendezvous.”

      “Rendezvous?” I leaned forward, trying to make him look me in the eye. “How did you know Stasya?”

      Alexandra arrived with our tea. She met my eyes and held them as she set my cup down, and it wasn’t until then that I realized how wound up the conversation about Flint had gotten me. I released my grip on the table and smiled at her, trying to look as reassuring as I could with all the questions parading around my brain.

      My smile seemed to be all Alexandra needed to reassure herself I was okay, and she put Ian’s tea down and left.

      “Roger made a mistake when he put Scoria Security in a position to qualify for government work.” He freed his spoon from the napkin and paper ring and stirred his tea, the silver striking the sides of the cup in sharp staccato clinks. “Aaban has tried to get a government contract for years, but for this reason and that, he’s never been successful. With Roger’s help, that could change.”

      “You make it sound like something bad is going to happen.”

      Ian’s face grew more serious. “I don’t shy away from competition, Ms. Renard. But Aaban believes that if he could be the one in charge of the work the government does in his homeland, that he could somehow accomplish what needed to be done without the collateral damage. I understand his goals, and I even applaud his vision. But war, real war, is not like that. There are always casualties.”

      “I think Aaban is uniquely aware of those casualties,” I pointed out. “An ifrit’s purpose in life is to avenge the atrocities that result from war.”

      “Exactly,” Ian said grimly. “An ifrit’s job is to punish. It is their nature. So tell me, what do you suppose will happen if Aaban gets a government contract? Private military companies are not armies. We are not there to fight—in fact we are not permitted to fight, only to defend ourselves. Do you think Aaban could perform his job, see the chaos around him, and not participate? Not step in and punish the wicked he sees?”

      “I see your point,” I admitted. “It is hard to believe Aaban would be able to concentrate on repairing a pipeline if he saw people dying in the village around him. But Aaban knows what he’s signing up for, he obviously believes he’s capable.”

      “And how many people do you know who can be completely honest with themselves about their own ability when it comes to not doing something they desperately want to do?” Ian asked quietly. “Aaban believes he’s found a way to save lives, instead of coming in at the end when all that’s left to him is to punish the ones who took those lives. I don’t blame him for his desire to make a difference. But I do not believe it will work out the way he thinks it will.”

      “Would it make a difference to your thinking if I told you Aaban’s company employs a wide variety of people, not just ifrits?” I asked. “If he does not intend to go on the missions himself, if he’s merely orchestrating the job from afar, then he would not be tempted as you fear he would.”

      “I’m aware he has broad hiring practices,” Ian admitted. “As do I. It’s a sound strategy for making certain you can rise to any occasion.”

      I stirred my tea and tried to keep my voice casual. “Still, it seems a little risky to hire baobhan sidhe. Bloodlust can be a definitive disadvantage in a war zone.”

      Ian paused with his lips on the edge of his tea cup. His green eyes met mine, and he stared at me for a second as if trying to read the meaning behind what I’d said.

      “Baobhan sidhe. Was that a random example, or do you have a specific reason for asking about my bloodthirsty kin?”

      “Why do you ask?” I responded evenly.

      Ian sat up straight and pushed his tea away, all trace of good humor gone from his face. “Ms. Renard, please. I need to know why you asked about baobhan sidhe. Do they have something to do with Stasya?”

      “Baobhan sidhe blood was found outside the building where I found Stasya’s remains,” I said slowly.

      Peasblossom paused with a honey-covered fist hovering in front of her sticky mouth. She met my eyes, waiting for me to tell Ian about what she’d said, about the baobhan getting shot. I looked away, silently telling her not to say anything yet.

      Ian stared into space, not seeing me anymore. “Then I suppose the joke is on me, isn’t it?” He laughed, but there was no amusement in the sound. “Well done, Charbel.”

      “What are you talking about?” I asked.

      “One of my employees went missing around the night Roger had his incident. I’d thought it a coincidence. Hoped it was a coincidence. But we’d quarreled recently. I knew he was angry with me, but I never thought…”

      “What happened?” I asked, my tone harder this time. “Where do you think they are?”

      “I believe Aaban convinced one of my employees to switch sides.” He pressed his fingertips to his temples and shook his head. “I should have seen this coming. Nathan was restless, he was the perfect target for a demon who shared his bloodlust.”

      “You think Aaban hired a baobhan sidhe from your company to kill Stasya?” I shook my head. “Aaban had no reason to want her dead.”

      “I gave him a reason,” Ian said tiredly. He groped for his tea and pulled it closer, but made no move to drink it. “You asked what my relationship was with Stasya.” He shook his head again, then met my eyes. “I was her new boss.”
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      “Her new boss?” I put my cup down on the table, ignoring the way some of my tea sloshed over the side to coat the mug and table with tacky, honey-laden liquid.

      Ian closed his hands around his tea cup, staring at the pale milky liquid as if it held answers to questions he hadn’t asked yet.

      “I don’t understand.” I unwrapped my silverware and used the napkin to mop up what I could of my tea from the table and the outside of my mug. “Stasya was brought over here specifically for the mission Roger assigned them. I can’t believe they would have brought over someone they didn’t trust implicitly. How did you convince her to leave?”

      “It wasn’t as difficult as you might think.” Ian took a sip of his tea. “Romantic entanglements often compromise otherwise solid relationships.”

      I dropped my napkin. “Stasya was romantically involved with Aaban Nassir?”

      Ian shook his head. “Not Aaban. His brother, Charbel.”

      Beside me, Peasblossom quit shoveling honey into her mouth long enough to gape at Ian. “He was dating a centaur?”

      “So you saw an opportunity to drive a wedge between them,” I accused.

      Ian ran a hand through his hair, shoving the errant curl back into place. “I realize it must sound sordid, but it truly wasn’t. Aaban didn’t like the relationship developing between his brother and his employee, and he made no secret of that fact. It put a great deal of stress on both Charbel and Stasya, and Stasya was growing increasingly resentful.”

      I slumped back in my seat, trying to remember Charbel’s reaction at Arianne’s when we talked about the missing centaur. He hadn’t batted an eye. Who was he hiding his reaction from? Me or his brother? “How did you know about the relationship?” I asked.

      “Fight clubs are notorious for gossip.” He paused and looked at me as he picked up his cup again. “I’m not sure if you’re aware of the fight club—”

      “The one at Fortuna’s Stables?” I interrupted pointedly. “Yes, I’ve heard of it.”

      Ian inclined his head. “Then perhaps you are not as terrible at your job as first appearances would suggest.”

      I bristled, but he continued before I could respond.

      “Stasya was a frequent visitor to the fight club. I believe she went there to work out her frustrations.”

      “I’m surprised you frequent that sort of place,” I muttered. “Have some frustrations to work out, do you?”

      His eyes glittered. “I don’t go there myself. But there is a powerful wizard there who does work for me on occasion, and he can be quite chatty.”

      If what Ian was saying was true, then I’d been wrong before. The ifrits did have a reason to want Stasya dead. But if it was the ifrits, then why had my attacker last night tried to make it look like he was an ifrit when he wasn’t?

      “You’re frowning. Is something wrong?”

      “Last night I was attacked by a fire elemental and a stone giant. The fire elemental was wearing a fireproof suit that covered everything but his eyes and hands. It seemed like he wanted to look like an ifrit.” I drummed my fingernails on my tea cup. “If you’re right, and Aaban and Charbel are behind Stasya’s death, then why the suit? Why not let me see it was a fire elemental, someone that could have been hired by your company?”

      “Let me be clear, I never said I thought Charbel was involved,” Ian said firmly. “I believe he truly cared about Stasya. And Aaban cared for her to, albeit in a platonic, employer-employee manner.” Tension drew lines out from Ian’s green eyes, creasing his pale skin. “But if Aaban found out Stasya was talking to me, he would not have hesitated to act. It took him a long time to convince Roger to give him a chance, and he needed the job to go well. If he thought Stasya revealed compromising information, he would have done whatever he had to do to find out exactly what she told me.”

      I thought of the demons, and how quickly their temperaments had changed. It wasn’t that difficult to imagine what Ian was saying might be true. If Aaban believed Stasya had betrayed him…

      “You think Aaban killed his brother’s girlfriend without his brother’s knowledge?” I asked.

      “I believe if Charbel had known his brother’s intentions, he would have stopped him. However, as to whether he knew after the fact, that I cannot say. If he did, he would have used his considerable skills to make sure no one ever found out.”

      I sat up straighter. “You said ‘Well done, Charbel,’ earlier, when we were talking about the baobhan sidhe. And you said the baobhan sidhe—Nathan, you called him—worked for you.”

      “I have no proof, but I am considering the possibility that Charbel beat me at my own game. I stole Stasya from Scoria Security, and they stole Nathan from me. Nathan was almost as fond of the fight club as Stasya, and given how often Aaban and Charbel went there to retrieve her, it is more than possible they had contact with Nathan.”

      “Is it common for people to switch sides like this?” A seed of doubt crept into my voice, growing the more I thought about it. “Stasya betrays Aaban, Nathan betrays you. I would have expected more loyalty.”

      “A nice sentiment, but you must remember, we are not armies,” Ian pointed out. “The people who work with me do not do so because they like me, or even because they believe in the work we’re doing. We have no unifying cause to become passionate over. This is a job, no different from any other job. And the nature of our work attracts… Let’s call them ‘practically minded’ individuals. As it is true for Underhill, so is it true for Scoria Security.”

      “Only Aaban seemed to think his company was different,” I pointed out. “Based on ideals, not money.”

      Ian took a sip of his tea. “Which seems to exemplify my concerns for his company’s future rather nicely. Aaban has a grand vision of the future, but I don’t believe he’ll find what he’s looking for.” His grip on his cup tightened. “And I shudder to think of his reaction to what he does find.”

      He put his tea down and folded his hands. “I don’t have all the answers—yet. Maybe Aaban is innocent, perhaps everything that has happened is unrelated.”

      “I don’t believe in coincidences,” I said firmly.

      “Neither do I. In which case, I must point out that once one piece of evidence is found to be falsified, it is exponentially easier to get the rest of the evidence dismissed as well. If you believed the fire elemental was an ifrit, only to discover later that it was not…”

      “Then it would seem like someone was trying to frame the ifrits, and future evidence would be treated with suspicion as well,” I finished. He had a point. I bit the inside of my cheek, then took another sip of tea. I needed to go to the fight club and see if I could find someone to back up Ian’s story. Someone who heard Stasya talking about a fight with Charbel, or her anger with Aaban, or her change in employment. I stood up from my seat and faced Ian. “I’m sorry, but I’ll have to forgo lunch. It seems I have a lot to do.”

      “Remember my warning,” Ian said. “You are involved in a situation more dangerous than you realize.”

      Something about the way he said it made me think he didn’t believe I’d survive to find my answers.

      “If you’ll forgive me one more moment of boldness?” he asked.

      I narrowed my eyes. “Yes?”

      “Flint is more dangerous that he’s given credit for. I realize you’re in a tenuous position, and you are limited in your freedom to refuse him. But do not let him into your confidence. I promise you, he does not deserve it.”

      I forced a smile. “I know a snake when I see one.”

      Ian arched an eyebrow. “There is a reason no one’s killed him yet. His powers of seduction go beyond the physical. And you won’t know he’s doing it until it’s too late.”

      “Thanks for the warning. Both of them.”

      I left money on the table for my tea, Peasblossom’s honey, and Alexandra’s tip, then pried Peasblossom from the sticky bowl of honey and left the cafe. My mind churned with a thousand new thoughts as I left the cafe, and I let them simmer as I unzipped my waist pouch. “Bizbee, I’m fine. Everything went well.”

      A pink Post-it popped out of the pouch, gripped in a tiny fist. I blinked and took it, squinting at the small handwriting. “Post-its, multiple colors, pens, also multiple colors… Washi tape?” I shrugged, then nodded. “All reasonable. But we’ll have to make our shopping trip after we settle this case.”

      “Sure, she tells me after I’ve gone out of my way to help,” Bizbee grumbled. “never mind I’m in here workin’ me fingers to the bone to organize this…this… Well, there’s not a word for it, is there?”

      I opened my mouth to apologize, then stopped myself. That was not the tone I wanted to set for this relationship. “I said we would go, and we will. When I have time. Now please hand me a wet wipe. I have a honey-coated pixie out here.”

      “Get it yerself.”

      I shrugged. “How about I just drop Peasblossom in there and let her root around for it?” I held Peasblossom over the open pouch. I’d half expected her to protest, but she seemed delighted to torment the grig, and even held out her honey coated hand so a blob of the sugary goo sagged precariously from her palm.

      Bizbee said something in Gaelic that I didn’t quite catch, and a packet of wet wipes flew out of the pouch, complete with a yellow Post-it declaring them to be wet tissues.

      I grabbed my phone out of the pouch, noting the blinking green light that meant I had a notification.

      “I bet a pot of honey that’s a call from Liam,” Peasblossom guessed.

      “A text, but yes. He wants to meet.” I smiled. “Fortunately, I think he’s just who we need to escort us to our next destination.”

      “Oh? And why is that?”

      I jumped and almost dropped my phone mid-text. Less than ten feet away, Liam rolled up the window of his truck before getting out and shutting the door behind him. Today he was wearing a navy blue button down shirt—sleeves rolled up to the elbows, of course—and a worn pair of blue jeans. My mind taunted me with one of last night’s images of half-naked Liam, and I blinked twice to make it go away.

      “Shade,” Peasblossom whispered. She grabbed my ear and leaned in. “You’re staring.”

      “I’m not staring,” I lied. I scowled and shook my head. “Sorry, you caught me mid-thought.”

      Peasblossom snorted, but I ignored her. He’d asked me a question. Now what was it?

      “I was just about to text you,” I said, holding up my phone as evidence.

      “Yes, I heard. You said I’m just who you need to escort you to your next destination.”

      That’s what the question had been. Relieved to be caught up, I glanced back at the cafe, then gestured toward his truck. “Let’s talk in your truck. You’re not the only one around here with good hearing.”

      Liam arched an eyebrow, but amicably retreated to his truck. June in Ohio wasn’t my favorite season, and Liam caught me eyeing his AC with a hopeful expression. “Not a summer girl?”

      “No,” I said shortly, lifting my long dark hair off my neck and back. “I don’t like anything over sixty degrees.”

      “Duly noted.”

      As he started the car and turned up the AC, I pulled out a piece of paper I’d inadvertently sat on. It was a hand-drawn map of some kind. “What’s this?”

      “I went back to Acme last night after I took you home.” Liam leaned over and took the paper, unfolding it as he explained. “I found more blood.”

      “Yeah, Vincent said you found evidence of a baobhan sidhe.” I shivered despite the heat. “Not a pleasant bunch. And he’ll be even more unpleasant now that he’s been shot.”

      Liam paused and stared at me. “How do you know he was shot?”

      “I asked my army,” Peasblossom spoke up, puffing out her chest and standing on my shoulder like a miniature Peter Pan about to crow.

      “Army?” Liam echoed.

      “Of spies,” I supplied. “Peasblossom has quite the information network here now.”

      That didn’t seem to put Liam’s mind at ease, but now wasn’t the time to get into pixie societal structures. “I just talked to Ian Walsh. Apparently, one of his employees has gone missing. A baobhan sidhe.”

      Liam scoffed. “So one of his employees kills a centaur and he conveniently claims he was ‘missing?’”

      “Not exactly missing.” I told him what I knew about the case thus far, and everything Ian had told me. I told him about Stasya and Charbel, about Stasya’s defection to Underhill and Aaban’s apparent reaction. He looked dubious throughout, especially when I mentioned Nathan defecting right back.

      “I’d say all those shifting loyalties sound too convenient, but we are talking about the sidhe,” Liam muttered. “Any one of them would sell his mother for a grape.”

      “I would say he can’t lie, but of course, that’s another problem with the sidhe,” I pointed out. “You need to record them and play it back to analyze word for word to even have a clue if they’re talking around the facts or not.” I shook my head. “Right now, everything he said is just a story. I need physical evidence.”

      “Well, I can tell you that Stasya was definitely tortured at Acme, the baobhan sidhe was definitely there, and hurt bad, and Jeff was also there, and also hurt.” He shook his head and pointed at the map. “I couldn’t pick up scent trails because the garbage in the building contaminates the entire area. But with the amount of blood spilled, I had no problem identifying the injured parties.”

      I leaned closer, sinking into the warm aura emanating from him while I tried to get a better view of the map. “Where was Jeff’s blood?”

      “Here.” Liam pointed to the map. “These bushes give cover, but Jeff could still see the window where the ladder was that Roger used to see inside. I found his blood all over the ground.” He met my eyes. “If he survived that, I’m going to be very, very surprised. It wasn’t just blood, he lost some guts as well. Smelled like his intestines were pierced.”

      My stomach rolled. Pierced intestines meant serious infection. Unless an ambulance was just hanging around at the edge of the property, Jeff was dead. I closed my hand into a fist, frustrated. If only the bones hadn’t been stolen. If Jeff had been killed there, his murderer would have fed him to the tsuchinokos along with Stasya.

      Liam gestured on the map again. “And here, right outside the doors, that’s where I found the sidhe blood. There was a drop of Roger’s blood too. Well, I’m assuming it’s Roger’s blood,” he amended. “It was human. Vincent would have to test it to confirm.”

      I stared at the map. “So the working theory is the baobhan sidhe was in the building torturing Stasya. Then they must have discovered Roger.”

      Peasblossom chimed in. “If he saw a baobhan sidhe torturing a centaur, it’s little wonder his tiny human brain couldn’t handle it.”

      “So Roger either hurts himself getting down the ladder, or he’s hurt by the baobhan when he catches him, here,” I said, pointing to the map.

      “Jeff sees Roger in trouble, so he shoots the sidhe. Roger gets away—”

      “But the sidhe catches Jeff,” I finished.

      “So now the question is, who was the baobhan sidhe really working for?” Liam asked. “Ian or Aaban?”

      I settled back into my seat and fastened my seat belt. “That’s what we’re going to find out. Tell me, are you a gambling man?”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 15

        

      

    

    
      The Fortuna’s Stables racino was a sprawling building of cream stone and crystal clear glass, with a large red block sign reading FORTUNA’S in big white letters. The lawn was perfectly manicured. Set against the sunny blue sky and fluffy white clouds, it looked like a vacation resort where a family could have a good time.

      Glancing at the facade, you didn’t think so much about the people who came here because a sickness demanded they give the racino all their money in the hope that somehow, this time, that bet would lead to the good life. And I certainly wouldn’t have guessed at a glance that this is where my murdered centaur had come to fight.

      “Clever having the fight club here,” Liam commented. “There’s an on-site care facility for large animals. And between the entertainment and the amount of alcohol they serve, even if a human did stumble upon one of the fighters coming or going, I doubt they’d even blink.”

      He drove into the parking garage, and I sighed in relief as the heavy concrete blocked out the sun. I felt like my scalp was on fire. If I had to go out there again anytime soon, I was seriously considering wearing my pointed black hat, just for the shade the brim would provide.

      “Speaking of entertainment,” I spoke up. “I forgot to mention that Ian Walsh occasionally contracts out work to a wizard who makes his office here. Have you ever heard of Stavros Rosso?”

      “Can’t say I have.”

      “Echo says he has a sideshow, with a fire breather, sword swallower, etc., and they’re all Other.”

      Liam glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “Why would Ian Walsh hire an entertainer?”

      I frowned. “I’m not sure if Ian has made use of Stavros and his band, or if it’s Stavros himself. According to Echo, Stavros has set himself up as a sort of dealer.”

      “Cards?”

      “Favors. He’s the man to come to if you need something. Sort of the loan shark of the Otherworld, but he deals in more than money.”

      We got out of the truck and made our way to the elevator. Liam frowned at the buttons. “Too much to hope there’d be a button labeled ‘fight club.’”

      “It’s a code.” We stepped inside and after a moment of thought, I typed in the date and the phase of the moon. The doors slid shut, and the elevator jerked before beginning its descent. My heart pounded as we dropped below ground level, the heat leeching away as we got farther and farther from the sunlight.

      I heard the noise of the fight before the elevator doors opened. Metal chain links rattling, people shouting, and the occasional thud of what could be the heavy footsteps of a giant, or excited observers thumping against whatever surface was handy as they egged on their favorite to win.

      “This is not going to smell good,” Liam muttered.

      The doors slid open, confirming his guess. Smoke and booze over a layer of blood, sweat, and tears mixed with the musk of fur, the nose-tickling dander of feathers, and the bitter scent of too much magic. I wrinkled my nose, glad I didn’t have his heightened senses. It wasn’t as bad as the Acme building, but I was definitely washing my hair and clothes when I got home.

      The area was much bigger than I’d expected. Plain concrete walls stained a rusty pink with old blood contrasted sharply with the gleaming metal bars that crisscrossed overhead, holding enormous lights that would have looked at home on a Hollywood movie set. The arena was large enough for a centaur to build up speed, and tall enough for the stone giant I’d encountered to raise his arms above his head for a brutal smash.

      On the end of the room closest to the elevator, a group of tall tables and barstools were set up for people to sit and shout at each other over the noise of the crowd and the fight inside. Right now there was a thick cluster of Otherworlders, ranging from a handful of sirens surveying the room with beautiful predatory gazes to a demon watching the ring with a smile playing over his mouth. In the corner a satyr stared unabashedly at the sirens, and a hodgepodge of other creatures scurried between the tables like a broken ant farm.

      “Awfully busy for noon on a Wednesday,” Liam observed.

      He leaned down to speak into my ear so I could hear him over the noise, and his breath sent goosebumps down my back. I shivered, then shook myself before pointing at the other end of the room.

      “And it would seem they have a private room for those wanting to avoid the riffraff.”

      Liam followed my gesture to a glassed off partition at the far side of the room. I couldn’t see too clearly because of the glare of the lights, but I caught a glimpse of a tall man with a long, sloping nose holding a champagne flute.

      The crowd roared, and Liam and I both turned in time to see the fight come to a bloody end. A giant with a bald head spotted with freckles the size of my thumbprint toppled over backward, bulging eyes rolling back in his head. His stomach and face were a mess of torn flesh and under the bright lights his blood looked like melted candy. I couldn’t see his opponent until the giant hit the floor, leaving nothing between me—

      —and the goblin.

      My pulse skipped a beat. It wasn’t Asher, thank the gods, but it was one of his brothers. I’d broken his arm yesterday, and I could still hear that moan of pleasure he’d made in my ear, the sound mixing with the sharp snap of bone. I pivoted, putting myself on the other side of Liam’s larger body and hoping I’d been quick enough to avoid the goblin’s attention.

      “I don’t see any judges or referees,” Liam commented.

      “I doubt they have them.” I headed for the other end of the room, farther away from the ring. “Let’s go to the bar, people are always chattiest by the bar.”

      Liam nodded and I tried to stay a step ahead of him so I could continue using him as a human shield. Between the distinct lack of respect for personal space prevalent in the club and my insistence on staying in front of Liam, it took me longer than it should have to notice the number of werewolves in the club.

      It wasn’t until the third one bumped into me, knocking me forward a few steps, that I realized several men were going out of their way to put themselves in Liam’s path.

      I glanced over my shoulder in time to see a particularly thick man with black hair and an impressive beard plant himself in Liam’s path. He didn’t step in front of him directly so much as he made it impossible for Liam to continue walking without stepping around him. I was no expert on werewolf culture, but I was fairly certain the other wolves were feeling Liam out. An alpha wolf didn’t have a tattoo or a crown, so if you didn’t know them personally, the only way to know where they were in the hierarchy was to ask—or to get in their face.

      “Don’t interfere!” Peasblossom warned, shouting directly into my ear—again.

      “I’m not stupid,” I muttered.

      Liam stopped in front of the man, his body language relaxed. He met the other man’s eyes, not staring him down, just waiting. I was standing close enough that I felt his aura, and the hairs on the back of my arms rose as that energy built, rolling outward like a summer storm. The bearded man’s nostrils flared. Finally, he shifted to the right, leaving Liam’s path clear again.

      I was just letting out a breath of relief when a voice came from behind me.

      “New blood,” a man’s voice said.

      A large man appeared from nowhere, standing in our path in a wide stance that made it clear he had no intention of moving. His hair was cut close to his head, and he had the build of someone who worked hard to stay in shape as opposed to relying on Otherworldly ability.

      “You lookin’ for a fight?” he asked Liam.

      “No, just information,” Liam answered. “You know a baobhan sidhe by the name of Nathan?”

      “I might.” He took a step closer, encroaching on Liam’s personal space. “But if you want me to talk, you have to beat me first.”

      Despite the aggression, the tension in his body spoke of an alertness that betrayed his ham-fisted approach. He was playing the brute, but I was willing to bet he was smarter than he let on.

      I was already looking around for another option, anticipating Liam’s refusal, when Liam spoke.

      “I won’t fight a challenge fight with you. But if this is the price you ask for information, that’s fine.”

      I snapped my head around to stare at him, remembering at the last second to close my mouth before I could question him in front of the other wolf.

      The challenger crossed his arms and rocked back on his heels, an odd gesture to see in a guy that stocky. “Now would I ask you for a challenge fight here? At a racino?”

      Liam didn’t answer that. He just waited, silently. Staring.

      After a few seconds, the other shifter snorted. “Need to hear the words, huh? Typical brass. Fine, I acknowledge here, in front of witnesses, this is not a challenge fight.” He rolled his eyes. “Like I’d want your job,” he muttered.

      Liam inclined his head toward the ring. “After you…?”

      “Rafe.”

      Liam nodded and started unbuttoning his shirt. “Liam.”

      I did an incredible job holding my mouth shut. It wasn’t just the surprise that Liam had agreed to what would apparently be a no rules, last man standing sort of brawl in a fight club. It was also the sharp sense of deja vu that came over me as I stood there watching him strip from the waist up.

      I’d always thought it was a little unfair the way people talked about shifters tearing their clothes off at the drop of a hat. But I had to admit that I’d seen Liam’s bare chest an awful lot for someone who still acted like I might stab him in the back at any given moment.

      He folded the shirt and held it out to me. “Hold this for me? I’d rather not get blood on it.”

      I almost pointed out that my Cinderella spells would take care of any blood or rips, but the words wouldn’t come to me. Instead, I took the shirt, still staring at his bare chest. “Sure,” I managed.

      As he walked to the ring, Peasblossom crawled up to sit on my head. “No scars on that one.” She drummed her fingers on my scalp. “A little weird this Rafe just struts up and asks for a fight. Liam isn’t the most subtle man, and if his energy is enough to scramble your brains like a fried cricket then you’d think he could feel it too. Is he looking for pain? Maybe he has some goblin blood?”

      “He works for Katie.”

      I jumped, my heart in my throat and my magic burning a path to my fingertips so fast and so strong that I had to flex my fingers to cope with the sudden ache. One hand was already up when I spun around to face the goblin that had spoken.

      The goblin from the ring wore a T-shirt that was three threads away from being un-wearable. At one time it had been black. But now it was a dusty grey with a logo I couldn’t read emblazoned in a splatter pattern across the area that used to cover the right pec but now hung closer to his navel. His jeans hadn’t fared much better, and he was covered in bloody patches from the top of his blond hair to the bottom of his bare feet. Some blood was his, but considering the state the giant had been in when he fell, I was guessing most of it wasn’t.

      Goddess, what is his name? I broke his arm yesterday, I should know his name.

      “Who’s Katie?” Peasblossom demanded. She’d plastered the front of her body to the top of my head when I jumped, and I could feel her heart pounding against my scalp. “And what’s he do for her?”

      Broken Arm inclined his head toward the row of tables to the immediate left of the arena. A tall redhead with wild, bouncy curls that brushed her shoulders sat at the table, her gaze focused on Liam and Rafe as they entered the ring. “Katie’s the witch. Rafe is hers.”

      “Hers?”

      “Her lover. One of them. They come here to find alphas for him to challenge to a fight.”

      Unease rolled down my spine. Since Broken Arm didn’t seem to be in a threatening mood, I lowered my hand and glanced toward the arena. Liam and Rafe were circling one another, letting themselves adjust to the energy of the ring, the rush of adrenaline that came before a fight. Rafe’s eyes gleamed, growing three shades lighter as his beast rose closer to the surface.

      “It’s not a challenge fight. They said so, formally.” I shook my head. “I’m sorry, what’s your name?”

      “Kendrick.” The goblin leaned closer, and sniffed my skin. I narrowed my eyes and he backed off. “She doesn’t want him to challenge them officially. She wants him to fight them. She wants to learn how they fight, what their strengths and weaknesses are. She sells the information.”

      Peasblossom slid down from my head to land on my shoulder. “That’s grey hat, that’s what that is.”

      Kendrick shrugged. “Nothing illegal about it. She gathers that sort of information on everyone who fights. All of it available for a price.” He tilted his head. “Not all that different from what Flint does with you, really.”

      “I’d heard there was a wizard here who liked to be the one in charge. Does he know about Katie?”

      The goblin frowned. “You mean Stavros? Of course he knows about Katie. He gets her intel for free, that’s why he allows it.” He snorted. “Stavros knows everything that goes on around here.”

      “That’s right.”

      I jumped and whirled to face the speaker, magic buzzing against my palms. A man stood behind me, a smile curving his lips below a thick black mustache. He wasn’t very tall, only five-foot-six or so, and there was a lazy confidence in his body language that looked out of place among the monsters in the room.

      “I’m sorry, I don’t believe we’ve met.” I gathered my wits as best I could and held out my hand. “I’m Shade Renard. Mother Renard. You must be Stavros Rosso?”

      The wizard’s smile broadened and he accepted my handshake. “I am. Lovely to meet you, Mother Renard. What brings you to my humble establishment?”

      His eyes glanced from me to Liam, a knowing glint in his eye. I forced myself not to react, but it was more than a little disturbing that he’d apparently been watching me.

      “I’m looking for a baobhan sidhe. His name is Nathan. Do you know him?”

      The wizard frowned. “There are baobhan sidhe who come here, but I don’t pay them much attention. They’re here to drink the blood of those who fight. I’m more interested in the fighters themselves.”

      I winced as Peasblossom tugged on my hair, trying to get comfortable where she perched on my shoulder. “How about a centaur named Stasya? I was supposed to meet her a couple weeks ago on May 17th, but she never showed.”

      “Sounds like Stasya,” Stavros agreed. “When the urge to battle hit her, wild horses couldn’t keep her out of the ring.” He laughed at his own joke, then nodded. “She was here. I remember because that was a rough night, even for her.”

      “What do you mean?” I asked.

      “Well, Stasya was never one to hold back during a fight, but that night she seemed particularly…aggressive. She fought three rounds in a row with different opponents, and she would have gone a fourth if they hadn’t had to carry her out of the ring for the last one.” He shook his head. “She must have had another fight with her boyfriend. That always drove her a little battle-crazy.”

      “They fought a lot?” My heart pounded, adding to the background noise of the club. I had to lean in to make sure I didn’t miss Stavros’ answer.

      “They’d been fighting a little more recently,” he agreed. “Seems her employer was getting increasingly frustrated with her relationship with his brother.” He leaned in too, speaking conspiratorially despite the noise. “She was dating an ifrit. Those boys are known for having hot tempers.”

      He chuckled again at his own joke. I didn’t.

      “So Stasya and Charbel were fighting about his brother?” I pressed. “When was the last time you saw them?”

      Stavros’ brow furrowed. “Now that you mention it, it has been some time. Stasya hasn’t been here since…” He frowned. “Huh. I don’t think I’ve seen her since that night, now that you mention it. That’s odd, Stasya was a regular.” He paused as if remembering something. “I wonder if she went through with it.”

      “Went through with what?” I asked.

      “The last fight I overheard between Stasya and Charbel, Stasya said if his brother had such a problem with Charbel dating one of his employees, then maybe she wouldn’t be his employee anymore. I thought it was an empty threat at the time.”

      “Why empty?”

      “Because maintaining employment was a condition of her citizenship here.”

      “Employment with Aaban’s company, or employment with anyone?” I pressed, trying to tamp down on my growing excitement.

      “It could be employment with anyone, but Stasya’s skill set was rather specific. Not to mention that Scoria Security is the one who paid for her to come here, so I can’t imagine she’d have left them already. My fee is not insignificant.”

      “Your fee?”

      He nodded. “Stasya had some difficulty with her paperwork. Aaban came to me and fortunately, I was able to help.”

      I stared at him, trying to process everything. “You arranged for Stasya to come to this country. To work for Scoria Security?”

      Stavros’ eyes glittered and he focused on me with more intensity than I was strictly comfortable with. “Why does that surprise you?”

      “Someone mentioned that you do a lot of work for Underhill, Scoria’s main competition. I’m just surprised you would—”

      “Play both sides?” Stavros suggested. “I am not a judgmental man. I will help anyone who asks for it. Assuming they can meet my price,” he added.

      The wheels in my head turned so fast, it was hard to keep up. “Have you done any other work for Aaban? Any contracts?”

      “I’m afraid my contract work is confidential,” Stavros said smoothly.

      “You must do good work if Ian Walsh was willing to overlook the fact you helped out his number one competitor. One might argue his only real competitor.”

      Stavros snorted. “Oh, he wasn’t happy. But Walsh is too busy staying squeaky clean to keep his precious government contracts to raise too much of a fuss. He barely deigns to come here unless he’s rousting one of his newer employees from the ring. Between you and me, he thinks he’s too good for this place.”

      Another thought struck me, so obvious I kicked myself for not thinking of it before. “Have you done contract work for Ian Walsh?”

      A sudden ruckus by the bar drew Stavros’ attention, and he narrowed his eyes. “As I said, my contract work is confidential. Now if you’ll excuse me, Mother Renard. It seems there’s a situation that needs my attention.”

      “Did you put a binding on Roger Temple?” I blurted out, staring hard at his face, trying to read his expression.

      I’d expected him to keep a straight face, to hide his emotion. Instead, he scowled. “You continue to ask me these questions no matter how many times I tell you it’s confidential. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say someone has been besmirching my reputation.” He leaned closer. “I will not speak about my contract work. Do not ask again.”

      I pressed my lips together in frustration as he left in an indignant huff. I had so many questions.

      “My brother told me about last night.” Kendrick stepped closer, invading my personal space.

      I jumped. I’d forgotten about him. “Last night?”

      “With the fire elemental.” He licked his lips. “Will you fight me?” He gestured toward Liam and the wolf. “When they’re done?”

      I swallowed past the sudden lump in my throat. “I’m working, so I’m afraid I’ll have to decline.”

      “Yeah, Asher mentioned you were working. He said there’s a lot of fun to be had in your vicinity right now.” His red eyes gleamed. “Are you here to arrest someone? Do you think they’ll resist?”

      “No, I’m here looking for a witness.” I looked at him. “Were you here the night of May 17th?”

      The goblin tilted his head. “Maybe. My nights run together, if you want the truth. Did anyone die that night?”

      “Not here. I’m looking for someone who saw a female centaur, her name was Stasya.”

      The goblin’s eyes lit up. “Stasya! Oh, I know her. She was always fun.” A smile curled his lips, revealing his sharp bottom canines. “She could take almost as much damage as a goblin.” He met my eyes. “Let me tag along on your case, and I’ll tell you everything I know about her.”

      “I appreciate the offer, but I’m afraid I have to decline. I’ve already got a partner helping me.”

      The goblin tilted his head. “I hope you’re not expecting him to get information from that wolf. I heard what he said, and if Liam doesn’t win, he gets nothing.”

      I glanced toward the ring, wincing as Liam drove a fist into the other wolf’s solar plexus. “I like his chances.”

      The goblin wrinkled his nose. “In a fair fight, sure. But he’s never going to beat Rafe when Katie’s helping him.”

      I jerked my face back to stare at him. “What?”

      “It wouldn’t work on the night of an official fight when they have people scanning for spells,” he clarified. “But there’s no one like that here today. I’m sure she gave him the talisman.”

      “What talisman?” I said sharply, grabbing what was left of the front of his T-shirt.

      The goblin’s red eyes burned and he leaned into me. “The talisman acts like temporary steroids, increasing his strength, dulling his response to pain, giving him more energy. It makes him almost twice the man he usually is, physically speaking.” He took another step toward me, leaning in until my knuckles dug into a deep cut across his left pec. “But the clever part is that it’s all temporary. Once he leaves the ring, he’ll feel the brunt of everything he shook off during the fight.”

      “So he comes out of the fight looking as he should, and everyone assumes his performance was just adrenaline,” I finished. “That is clever.” I narrowed my eyes. “It’s also cheating.”

      “Well, they won’t stop the fight for you,” the goblin pointed out. “And your boyfriend might be good, but so is Rafe. And with that talisman, Rafe is better.”

      My stomach bottomed out. He was right. Liam was surging forward, delivering powerful blows that by all rights should have left Rafe on the ground wheezing for breath. But the shifter met Liam’s blows with his own, and while Liam’s punches drew grunts from the other wolf and slowed him down, they didn’t stall him out. And as I watched, Rafe landed a punch to Liam’s temple that snapped the alpha’s head to the side.

      Liam hit the ground with a bone-jarring thud. I couldn’t breathe, could only stare at his chest, watch it rise and fall, trying to gauge the damage. Rafe’s foot came back and he kicked out, aiming for Liam’s ribs.

      Liam rolled away at the last second, then shoved himself to his hands and knees. His eyes twitched back and forth, and I noticed the tightness in his neck. He was hurt, but not out. But the goblin was right. He wasn’t going to win this fight as long as his opponent continued cheating.

      “You said there aren’t any rules, right?” I asked Kendrick.

      He shrugged. “You can’t join the fight, if that’s what you’re asking. Beyond that, no.”

      I nodded. “Right, then. Peasblossom?”

      The pixie darted to hover in front of my face, her eyes shining with anticipation. “Talisman?”

      I nodded grimly. “Talisman.”

      I didn’t watch Peasblossom fly for the arena. I had every confidence she could find the talisman on Rafe, and could get it off him. Considering that her skills had been honed along with my own during the last month, there was even a decent chance her glamour was good enough that most people in the room wouldn’t notice her at all.

      But right now, my concern was the witch.

      The woman the goblin had indicated sat in a chair at the table closest to the arena, and I saw her lips moving as I came closer. I didn’t know if she was casting a new spell, or renewing the talisman. Or maybe just murmuring encouragement to Rafe.

      I didn’t care.

      “Tell me, do you cheat because he can’t win if you don’t, or do you just like to see what you can get away with?” I asked.

      She didn’t take her eyes off the arena. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. Go away.”

      Before I could respond, something dangled in front of my eyes, something the size of a small coin hanging from a delicate chain. I smiled and held out my hand to catch the talisman. “Thank you, Peasblossom.”

      Peasblossom clapped her hands as she hovered in front of me for a second before perching on my shoulder. “That was fun. And it’s already made a difference.”

      I looked back into the ring, bracing myself for what I might see. Liam still looked bad. I couldn’t make out much detail behind the curtain of blood over his face, but considering how fast he healed, if he was bleeding that much, it wasn’t good. I held my breath as Rafe pulled his arm back, tight fist aimed at Liam’s jaw.

      Liam struck first. I barely saw him move, wouldn’t have thought he could in the condition he was in. But his fist struck Rafe just beneath his arm pit. The other wolf choked on a breath and his eyes bulged as he tipped over.

      Katie sat up straight, both hands braced on the table. I saw her shake her head and lean forward, squinting.

      “Looking for this?” I asked.

      She whirled in her chair to look at me, her gaze locking onto the talisman dangling from my grasp.

      “I suspect without this, your friend is going to take quite a beating,” I said lightly.

      The witch stared from me to the talisman, her cheeks turning bright red with rage. She raised her hand, and I felt the warning build of energy as she called her magic.

      “We can fight right here if you like, but if that’s the route you choose, then everyone will know about your talisman. Who will fight Rafe then? How will you get all that juicy information to sell?”

      “What do you want?” Katie seethed.

      I put the talisman on the table and covered it with my hand. “There was a centaur here two weeks ago. Stasya. She was here all the time, just like you, so you must have known her.”

      “I know her. What of it?”

      “Tell me about the night of May 17th. I want to know what she said, what you know about her. Who she left with.”

      The witch clenched her teeth. “She was here. Fighting, as usual. She took a particularly bad beating from a troll, and they had to carry her out.”

      “Who carried her out?”

      “I didn’t know them. But the guy giving the orders was an ifrit.”

      My mouth went dry, and I gripped the talisman harder. “An ifrit. You’re sure?”

      Katie rolled her eyes. “Tall, Middle Eastern, eyes of fire? Yeah, I’m sure.”

      “He wasn’t wearing a mask?” I pressed. “Something with the eyes cut out?”

      She gave me an annoyed look. “No mask. I could see his whole face, and he looked pissed.” She held out her hand. “That’s all I know. Give me my talisman.”

      I pressed my hand harder against the piece of metal, keeping her from grabbing it. “What about Nathan. A baobhan sidhe. Do you know him?”

      The witch opened her mouth to answer, but before she could say a word, a commotion erupted beside the ring. I whipped around in time to see Liam lurch away from where Rafe lay gasping for breath on the floor. His eyes shone with amber light, and his nostrils flared as he surged into the crowd that had gathered to watch his fight.

      “What’s he doing?” Peasblossom demanded.

      I opened my mouth to respond, but then something caught my eye. No, not something. Someone.

      Baobhan sidhe.
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      The lights from the arena were bright enough to catch the hairs on his arms as he lifted a fall of dark red hair, running his fingers through the long waves. The motion drew the attention of more than one woman in the room. I watched them glance from the thin needle-like spines on his arm to the pale skin of his graceful neck, weighing whether the pleasure to be had would be worth the bloodshed.

      I saw the moment the sidhe realized something was wrong, saw him follow the stares of the rest of the crowd toward the bloody werewolf heading straight for him. I didn’t know if Nathan guessed who Liam was coming for, or if he was just the sort of man to err on the side of caution, but he took off with all the speed his fey heritage gave him.

      “Is that Nathan?” I asked.

      Katie grabbed the chain of her talisman and yanked it out from under my hand. I hissed as the metal grated against my palm, glaring at her before checking to make sure she hadn’t drawn blood.

      “Yes,” she snapped. “And good luck catching him. Your furry boyfriend is limping.”

      She was right. Liam was running, but he was definitely favoring his right leg. He’d closed some of the distance between him and Nathan because the sidhe had to maneuver around the tables and chairs while Liam had a clear shot running out of the arena, but as soon as he cleared the threshold, he had the same obstacles.

      Sort of.

      My eyebrows shot into my hairline as Liam snatched a surprised Kendrick off his feet. He said something to the goblin I couldn’t hear from this distance, then heaved the goblin through the air like a javelin. Kendrick sailed through the air over the crowd, passing Nathan and striking the wall with a bone jarring thud. Nathan didn’t see what was going on until it was too late. By the time he realized the crumpled goblin was part of Liam’s plan, the goblin had already struck out, grabbing the sidhe’s ankles and sending Nathan crashing to the floor.

      I dove into the thickening crowd, muttering “Excuse me” over and over like a mantra as I fought to get to the fallen sidhe. Liam was still moving, still at least ten feet away from the sidhe. I could hear the sounds of a scuffle as Nathan tried to escape Kendrick’s death grip.

      “He’s getting away!” Peasblossom shrieked.

      I hadn’t even realized she’d taken to the air. I glanced up to see her hovering over the spot where Kendrick had grabbed Nathan, and I tried to move faster. Unfortunately, the drama of the situation had drawn the interest of more than one monster, and none of them were inclined to let me pass.

      Liam growled in frustration and pushed past the last of the onlookers. He ran past the bloody mess on the floor, loping down the hall where the crimson footprints indicated Nathan’s getaway route. I skittered to a stop and stared down at the goblin.

      “Sorry,” Kendrick rasped.

      He shouldn’t have been able to speak with a broken jaw—and his jaw was most certainly broken. One of his eyes was punctured, a ruined mess that dripped down the side of his face. It was hard to tell more than that through the wash of blood that covered him from head to toe, so I couldn’t see how badly he was injured.

      He was chuckling now, and lying on the floor with his head lolling from side to side, so probably pretty badly.

      “Thank you for trying,” I told him.

      “Any time.” He winced, then laughed again. “So much fun.” His hand dragged over the floor as he rolled, and there was the sound of plastic hitting the floor. He paused and looked down at his hand. “Oh. Forgot. Here.”

      I looked down at the blood-slicked object. A phone.

      “Is that Nathan’s?” I took the phone, waving a hand over it to clean it off.

      “Yes.”

      I bit my lip to keep from offering to heal him. I’d learned the hard way that sounded more like a threat to a goblin than an offer of help. But it was hard to ignore all the blood, the obvious broken bones. This close, I could see his arm was bent at the wrong angle.

      A wall of buzzing heat like a beehive on fire pressed against my back, burning whatever else I’d been about to say to ashes. I swallowed hard and fought the urge to close my eyes, forcing myself to turn.

      Liam stood behind me. Blood and sweat covered his face, and he had a swath of cuts from his eyebrow to his lip. His left eye was already swelling, and there was a wet sound to his breathing that made me think of internal bleeding.

      “He got away,” Liam rasped.

      I nodded and swallowed hard, searching for my voice. I waved the phone. “Kendrick got his phone. And Katie had some interesting things to say about the night Stasya disappeared.”

      Liam didn’t say anything. I wasn’t even sure he heard me. He just kept staring at Kendrick and his broken body. There was a look in his eyes that I couldn’t quite read, and wasn’t sure I wanted to.

      Slowly—very, very slowly—I eased to my feet, slipping the phone into my waist pouch next to my own cell phone. I draped Liam’s arm around my shoulders. It was laughable that I’d be able to hold him up if it came to that, but I wasn’t trying to support him. Just guide him. Gently urge him to leave without giving into what I suspected was his wolf’s urge to take a bite out of a goblin.

      We made it to the elevator, and I braced myself to be alone in an enclosed space with the skin-searing inferno that was the aura of an injured, adrenaline-infused alpha werewolf. Liam’s eyes burned a tarnished gold so bright, the sight of it emblazoned itself on my eyes and I could still see them when I blinked at the elevator keys, trying to see the one that would take us back to the parking garage.

      Liam made a sound somewhere between a grunt and a groan. I frowned and glanced at him. Even with the enhanced healing, he still looked awful. I turned to face him and reached for the pouch around my waist.

      “What are you doing?”

      His voice was deeper than usual, and I had to avoid eye contact as I unzipped my waist pouch and peered inside at Bizbee. “Could I have some wet wipes and antibiotic ointment, please?” I glanced up at Liam, keeping my spine as straight as I could manage. “You can’t walk out looking like that. We need to clean you up first.”

      “No time for that,” Liam said gruffly, gesturing at the pouch. “No offense, but I—” He snapped his mouth shut, cutting off the rest of his sentence as Bizbee popped out of the pouch with the requested items in his arms. The grig’s fuzzy antennae bounced as he jerked his head to meet Liam’s stare.

      “Not going to win any beauty contests now, are ye, lad?”

      Liam blinked. Well, he winked. One eyelid didn’t move, pinned shut by the swelling.

      I waved a hand at him, cleaning the blood spatter from his pants with a small flex of magic. I couldn’t clean the blood from his face and skin the same way. For one thing, he was still bleeding. And for another, the clotted blood was part of the healing process, so ripping it away would do more harm than good.

      I opened the wet wipes and pulled one out to begin dabbing some of the blood from his face. “Rafe had a talisman that let him take more damage than he should have been able to,” I told him. “That’s why he didn’t go down sooner.”

      “How?”

      I frowned at a particularly thick patch of blood and pulled out a new wet wipe. “He was there with a witch. The goblin said they pull this sort of stunt frequently. She sells information, specifically, fighting maneuver preferences.” I frowned and met his eyes. “Especially about alphas.”

      “Sounds like I’ll have to have a word with her.” Liam winced as I dabbed at a cut near his eye. “Rafe said the glass room is for promoters. If they like what they see, you can get a contract for a paid fight.”

      I finished cleaning away the blood that I could and unscrewed the cap from the antibacterial ointment. “Sounds exploitive.”

      Liam caught my wrist before I could squeeze the ointment from the tube, and my heart leapt into my throat. His large hand made my wrist look delicate and breakable, but he kept his grip firm but not too tight. Careful not to hurt me.

      “I heal fast,” he said softly. “I don’t need that.”

      His voice already sounded better. Not as raspy. And as I watched, the eye that had been swollen shut opened a sliver. I stared at that line of burning amber for longer than was comfortable before forcing myself to focus on the cuts and the swelling that covered the rest of his face.

      “You look awful. The ointment won’t hurt you.”

      My attention dropped to his bare chest and the blood rising to the surface to hint at the bruises trying to form. He would probably heal too fast for them to grow into a dark purple, but if they were this red already, then they had to hurt.

      I tried to squeeze the tube again, but he tightened his grip. “Don’t waste it.”

      It was hard to tell if he was crowding me on purpose, or if he was just trying to move as little as possible. Either way, the physical contact wasn’t helping the temperature in the elevator. Any second now my brain was going to melt and leak out my ears.

      “Fine.” I screwed the cap back on the ointment. “But we’re going to see Charbel now, and it would be better if you didn’t look like the walking wounded.”

      “Charbel Nassir, the ifrit?” Liam rolled his head to the side, filling the air with a dull popping sound. Suddenly he gritted his teeth, his head bowing and his breathing growing heavier.

      “Are you—”

      “What did the witch say?” he interrupted.

      He let go of my wrist, and I barely resisted the urge to rub the skin where he’d touched me. “She said the night Stasya disappeared, she had to be carried out after a fight with a troll. And the man taking her away was an angry ifrit.”

      “You said earlier she was dating Charbel. Do you think Aaban did it without his knowledge?”

      Liam reached for me, and for a second, I froze, my eyes widening. He arched the eyebrow that still moved and slipped his shirt off my shoulder where I’d draped it. I’d forgotten about the shirt.

      Blessedly the elevator door chose that moment to slide open. I exited first, hoping the fresh air would cool the heat pooling in my cheeks on the way to Liam’s truck.

      “I think Wince is right,” Peasblossom whispered in my ear.

      “Don’t call him that,” I said automatically.

      “What?” Liam asked.

      “Nothing.” I climbed into the passenger seat and closed my door. I retrieved the cell phone from the side pocket of my pouch and frowned down at it.

      “I think Liam likes you,” Peasblossom whispered.

      I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, then opened them. “He can hear you.”

      Peasblossom leaned out from my shoulder far enough to look around my face at Liam. “No he can’t. He said ‘what?’ that means he didn’t hear me.”

      “He heard you, he just didn’t understand what you meant when you said Wince was right.” I sat up straight again, resigning myself to having an embarrassing drive. Again.

      “No, he didn’t hear me.” Peasblossom paused. “He hears me now, because I’m not whispering. But before, I was whispering. So he didn’t hear me.”

      “I heard you,” Liam said dryly.

      “Oh.” Peasblossom frowned, then her wings lifted. “So, do you?”

      “I think we’re getting a little off track here,” I said, my voice loud in the small confines of the truck. I waggled the phone in my hand. “We need his fingerprint to unlock it.” I bit the inside of my lip and studied the phone. “He had to touch the phone to put this case on. Maybe…”

      Liam sat there staring at me as I worked, but it wasn’t as distracting as it might have been if I weren’t used to having a pixie sitting on my shoulder commenting on everything I did. With Bizbee’s help, it took very little time to locate the fingerprint kit and silly putty I kept in my pouch. I ignored the shifter’s stare as I removed the cell phone from its case and lifted a print from the back. A science experiment later, I had a reasonable facsimile of the print, and I said a small prayer as I pressed it to the screen.

      “Success,” Peasblossom crowed.

      I smiled as I stared down at the screen, quickly accessing Nathan’s recent call log. “Damn. None of these numbers are labeled with names, and I don’t recognize any offhand.”

      “Probably burner phones. Write them down and I’ll see if I can trace any of them.”

      I nodded and lifted the flap of my pouch to get a paper and pen. Then one of the numbers caught my eye. “Wait a minute.” I pulled Charbel’s card from where I’d tucked it next to my cell phone and compared the numbers. Charbel had hand-written his personal number on the back of the card—and his brother’s. “This is Aaban’s number. His personal number.”

      “Aaban was talking to Nathan?”

      “It would seem so.” I tapped the card, my mind spinning with new possibilities. “I have their address. We can head there now and ask Aaban in person what his relationship with Nathan was.”

      “And see if his brother knew about the circumstances around Stasya’s exit from the club that night,” Liam added.

      The cab of Liam’s truck was even smaller than the elevator. And his body was in overdrive, trying to heal the damage he’d sustained in his magically prolonged fight. His energy hummed and sizzled against my skin, and I pressed as close to my door as possible without looking like I was afraid he’d give me cooties. I had ten minutes of blessed silence before he noticed.

      “Is everything all right?” he asked.

      I gave him what I was ninety-nine percent sure was a smile. “Yes.”

      “Because if you lean any harder on that door, it’s going to pop open.”

      “I am not leaning.” I stopped leaning on it.

      Liam glanced at me before fixing his gaze on the road. “Do I make you uncomfortable?”

      “No, why?”

      “Usually you lean closer.”

      I studied his face, trying to gauge his reaction to that last observation. “I’m not trying to be offensive. It’s just, your aura is burning particularly hot.”

      Liam rolled his shoulders again, filling the air with a muffled popping sound as his tendons released their tension. “Sorry. It’s been awhile since I’ve been in a brawl.”

      Against my will, an image flew into my head of the last time I’d seen Liam in a brawl. “How’s Stephen?” I asked quietly.

      His hands tightened on the steering wheel. “Fine.”

      I shifted in my seat, folding and unfolding my hands in my lap as I tried to think of something to say. “Is he—”

      “So you think Aaban killed Stasya without his brother’s knowledge. Wouldn’t that mean Charbel lied when he gave his brother an alibi?”

      I accepted the change in subject. “If Aaban was there with Stasya, then Charbel definitely lied about his brother’s alibi. But that doesn’t mean he knew where Aaban was. And if they’re as close as they seem to be, then it probably never crossed Charbel’s mind that Aaban would do such a thing.”

      “If that’s true, then convincing him his brother is guilty is going to be hard,” Liam said grimly. “I’ve questioned brothers before. You’d be surprised how strong denial can be when it comes to facing the fact that your sibling isn’t the good person you thought they were.”

      He wasn’t talking about me. I had to remind myself that Liam didn’t know anything about me or my sibling. For the first time in a long time, I reached inside myself for the golden thread of power that had once connected me to my sister. Allowed me to drain energy from her when I needed it.

      She’d never known about that bond. She’d been ignorant right up until the day I severed it, the day I’d stopped thinking only of myself and given her life back to her. She must have felt it break, but I doubted if even now she’d admitted to herself what I’d done. She’d always loved me.

      “We’re here.”

      I startled back to the present, jerking my attention side to side as I attempted to regain my bearings.

      The house in front of us was old, still grand in a manner that most houses weren’t anymore. The structure was muted red brick, with a broad front porch, and green trim around the gutters, windows, and railings. Some of the brick was bleached, and the wooden porch had seen better days, but the old building had a sort of class about it that you didn’t find in newer homes. It also had the benefit of a large yard. The property had probably been a farm at some point. No nosy neighbors to worry about here…

      We got out of the truck, and I took a deep breath. Even the June air, which was well over eighty degrees, felt cooler in comparison to being trapped with the shifter’s aura. No mere AC could battle that sort of heat.

      There were no cars parked in the driveway, and the garage was closed, so I had no idea which, if either, of the ifrits would be home. I opened the pouch and peered in at Bizbee. “Is my shield ring—”

      He raised the silver band with the blue runes etched into it and frowned. “You’ll need more than that to handle an ifrit.”

      “We’re not going to fight,” I assured him, slipping the ring onto my finger. “I just want to ask him a few questions.”

      Bizbee rolled his eyes, but I zipped the pouch before he could offer his opinion on my optimism.

      After a second of hesitation, I took my phone out of the side pocket of the pouch and put it on the seat. I called Liam’s phone.

      “Why are you calling me?” he asked.

      “Answer it. I want a line open so Peasblossom can hear what’s going on.”

      “What?” Peasblossom protested. “But I want to come in too.”

      “I need you out here for backup. If something goes wrong, call Vincent.”

      Liam answered his phone, then slipped it back into his pocket. “The sound quality won’t be great.”

      “Peasblossom has excellent hearing. Don’t you?”

      She lifted her chin at Liam. “Better than yours.”

      That wasn’t true, but I didn’t argue with her. Whatever would make her stay in the truck worked for me. Not that I was worried we’d be fighting with the ifrits, but if it did come down to that, Liam wasn’t in tip top shape yet. And I’d had enough burns to last me a lifetime already.

      I glanced at Liam as we approached the front door. He really was healing fast. Both eyes were open now, and the cut over his eye and on his left cheek had closed. The swelling was drastically reduced as well.

      I stopped walking suddenly, putting a hand on his arm to stop him. “You could shift to heal completely. Why don’t you?”

      He tilted his head and some of the gold left his eyes, revealing the blue underneath. “You could have healed that burn all the way last night, but you didn’t. Why not?”

      “Because the chances of someone trying to kill me again were pretty good, so I needed to conserve my energy,” I answered immediately.

      Liam started to respond then paused. “Are you limited to how many spells you can cast a day?”

      “Not exactly. But using magic takes a physical toll. And if I get too tired, for lack of a better word, my control falls to pieces and things can get…interesting.”

      Liam nodded. “Shifting takes a lot of energy too. I can do it more frequently and in shorter time increments than someone who isn’t an alpha, but it’s still a toll. I’m already healing, so healing an hour or so earlier at the cost of leaving myself too exhausted to be of any use doesn’t make much sense.”

      The door opened before we could continue our conversation. Charbel Nassir stood in the doorway, staring at us where we stood on the small walkway leading up to the porch. His bright orange and red eyes darkened when he saw me, hinting at a flash of anger.

      “Ms. Renard. I’m surprised to see you here after my brother’s warning yesterday. I must say I’m disappointed.”

      “You said I could contact you if I had information.”

      “I said you could call. There is a world of difference between calling and showing up on my doorstep.”

      I didn’t say out loud that it was easier to lie over the phone. “Well I’m here.” I squared my shoulders and met his eyes. “Charbel, this is Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne. Liam, this is Charbel Nassir, Executive Consultant at Scoria Security.”

      Charbel fixed his glowing gaze on Liam, his attention lingering deliberately on the shifter’s wounds as he shook his hand. “Unless you’ve come to ask me to cauterize those wounds, I’m not certain why you’re here?”

      It sounded enough like a threat that Liam straightened, and his aura swelled to press against me. I pushed the heat away and lifted my chin.

      “I need—”

      “I’m afraid that I can’t help you,” Charbel interrupted. “I cannot in good conscience support your decision to pursue this matter. I’m afraid your choice will not end well for you, and I don’t wish to be a part of it.”

      I narrowed my eyes. “Please don’t presume to know what I’m capable of.”

      “Your presence here suggests that you don’t know what I’m capable of,” Charbel said shortly. “Leave now, Ms. Renard.”

      “Not until I give you the news I came to deliver.” I forced myself to stop and take a deep breath, clasping my hands in front of me. Rude or not, no one deserved to find out about the death of a loved one from an angry witch. “I’m here with something important to tell you. Sad news, I’m afraid.”

      The ifrit opened his mouth, then closed it. He studied me for a long minute, and it grated on my nerves that he seemed so convinced that nothing I had to say could possibly be of note to him. Then I noticed it. The way he gripped the doorway so tightly with one hand, straining the muscles in his arm. Realization dawned. He knew why I was here. He wasn’t ready for the news I’d come to give him.

      He tensed as if guessing my thoughts. Bit by bit, he forced himself to relax. I watched his shoulders fall, even as he lifted his chin. Bracing himself. “What is it you’ve come to tell me then?”

      I looked behind him into the house. “Is your brother home?”

      “No.”

      He didn’t offer anything more. I softened my voice, trying to use the same tone I’d have used any other time to give someone such terrible news. “I’m sorry to tell you this, but it seems your friend Stasya was murdered.”

      Charbel’s face remained a formal mask of indifference, but there was no mistaking the flare of flame in his eyes. I thought I saw the vein in his temple bulge, but I couldn’t be sure.

      “You have proof?” he asked quietly.

      I nodded slowly. “I do.” I didn’t tell him that proof was in the form of a dismembered body. Ifrits might be violent creatures, but there was a world of difference between being capable of violence, and being unfeeling to the violence suffered by a loved one.

      “Perhaps you’d allow us to come inside?” I asked gently.

      For a second, I thought he’d say no. He certainly didn’t look like he wanted to let us in. Then he sighed and stepped back. “Very well. But remember that I tried to warn you not to pursue this.”

      The hairs on the back of my neck lifted, and I fought to keep the unease from showing in my expression. Liam was here with me, Peasblossom was in the truck ready to call for backup, and Aaban wasn’t home. There wouldn’t be a better time to talk to Charbel. And being a guest in his house would provide some protection.

      The old house smelled like dry wood and lacquer under the musty scent of crumbling brick, and I had the semi-hysterical thought that one spark is all it would take to send this entire building into flames. Then again, if you were an ifrit with the power to control flame, maybe a house fire wasn’t such a scary thought.

      “Forgive me for being rude, detective, but you look like you’ve had a rough day and it’s only one thirty.” Charbel gestured to Liam’s face as he came to a stop in a small sitting room. “May I ask what happened?”

      “We visited the Fortuna’s Stables racino,” Liam answered, blue eyes watching Charbel’s face closely. “Specifically, the sub-basement under the parking garage. We heard Stasya was there the night she was murdered.”

      This time I saw the effort it took Charbel to keep a straight face. He gestured to a small brown leather couch, but I opted to stand.

      “Stasya was a strong, energetic woman,” he said. “The racino offered her a chance to work off some of that energy.” His eyes burned brighter for a second, flickers of orange flame against black velvet. “She was a sight to behold when she fought. A true warrior.”

      “You knew she was there that night?” I asked.

      He nodded. “She went a few times a week, if Aaban had nothing for her.”

      Liam shook his head. “I’m surprised Aaban didn’t object. I can’t imagine he liked seeing his employee put herself in that kind of danger.”

      “Aaban didn’t like it,” Charbel admitted. “But he understood.” He stared at me. “Contrary to what Mr. Walsh would have you believe, my brother is not a bad man. He is merely determined to make a difference in the atrocities we’ve witnessed. He wants to move beyond punishment and start preventing some of the violence, some of the problems.”

      “When we spoke before, I got the impression that Stasya was sent for specifically, because she had the skills necessary for the job Roger assigned Scoria. Was Aaban able to replace her in time to salvage the job?” I asked.

      “He was. Aaban is a smart man, and a skilled strategist. He was able to work out a new plan in time. However, it took more time, and cost more money, than it would have if Stasya had been able to fulfill her role.”

      “What was the job?” I asked.

      “I’m not at liberty to discuss the details. Roger, much like the government, insists on absolute discretion for sensitive work.”

      I shared a look with Liam. It sounded like Charbel believed there would be another job from Roger. Did that mean he didn’t know what happened?

      “When did Aaban come up with his plan B?” Liam asked. “Before or after Stasya went missing?”

      “Before. My brother always has a backup plan.” Charbel’s tone grew suspicious. “Why are you asking these questions?”

      Now things were going to get touchy. My magic rolled inside me, and I let it rise to fill my palm, ready to defend myself if Charbel reacted poorly to the next line of questioning. “I spoke to someone at the fight club. She said Stasya left with Aaban the night she disappeared.”

      I’d expected shock, or maybe anger. Charbel just looked confused. “That’s not possible. Aaban was here with me.”

      “The whole night?” Liam pressed. “He didn’t leave at any time?”

      “He was here,” Charbel said firmly.

      “Was he in the building, but you were in different rooms, or did you have eyes on him the entire time?” I asked.

      Charbel opened his mouth, but the sound of the front door being thrown open cut him off. Liam took a step to the side, almost but not quite standing in front of me as Aaban stormed into the room, dragging another man with him.

      Adrenaline shot through my system as I stared at Aaban’s prisoner. His arms were bound behind his back and he was shirtless, giving me an unimpeded view of the angry rash spreading over his pale skin. Dark flecks clung to him, and I hissed as I realized he was covered with iron shavings. His brown hair was cut close to his head, enough that I could see the sweat beading at his temples. He had the slender build of a high-born sidhe, and when he saw Charbel, a muscle twitched in his jaw.

      “Aaban, what’s going on?” Charbel asked carefully.

      Aaban’s attention was set on me and Liam, his eyes a solid black that promised trouble. He hefted something in the hand not holding his prisoner, and I tensed.

      “That’s a very big gun,” I said, loudly enough for my voice to be picked up by Liam’s phone. “We’re having a civilized conversation here, I’m sure that won’t be necessary.”

      Aaban gestured at his prisoner, but his eyes never left mine. “Aren’t you going to introduce us to your friend?”
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      My pulse roared so loud in my ears, I almost missed what he said. “My friend? I’ve never seen him before in my life.”

      “What’s going on?” Charbel demanded, looking from the sidhe to me and back.

      “I don’t—”

      “You’re going to pretend you don’t know him?” Aaban’s mouth tightened in a thin line. “I found him outside near the window.” He gestured with his head to the window closest to where we were standing. “He was listening in. I suppose he’s your backup?”

      “He’s not our backup,” I protested. “I’ve never seen him before in my life.”

      Aaban snorted. “You’re telling me you came here with an injured detective to talk to a demon? A demon I assume you believe to be involved in a murder.” He sneered. “You do think I’m involved, don’t you? That’s why you’re here, to ask my brother about me.”

      “I’ve never seen this man before,” I repeated. I looked at the fey in question. “Tell them. They know you can’t lie, tell them we don’t know each other.”

      The man didn’t respond. His skin twitched, and the redness continued to spread like a rash as the iron flakes clinging to his skin continued to burn. The only sign that he even registered the pain was the set to his jaw. He didn’t look at me, or Liam, or the ifrits. Instead, he took in his surroundings as if memorizing every detail. Planning an escape.

      Charbel shook himself free of his stupor and walked the perimeter of the room, closing the drapes to each window as he went.

      Aaban tightened his grip on the gun and his grip on the sidhe’s arm. “Go ahead and move. Give me a reason to shoot you with your own gun.”

      “Wait a minute,” Liam said. “Let’s all calm down. No one has to shoot anyone. This is all just a big misunderstanding.”

      “Indeed?” The good humor drained from Charbel’s face, and his eyes faded to black to match his brother’s. “Perhaps it is. Why don’t you tell me why you really came here?”

      “I came here to tell you about Stasya’s passing.” I tried not to look at Aaban. If he was the killer, then he had a very good reason to keep me from saying too much to his brother.

      “And to ask me again about my brother’s whereabouts. Why would you ask the same questions, if you didn’t have new information that made you think I might change my story?”

      I squared my shoulders and forced myself to keep meeting Charbel’s hauntingly dark gaze despite the sweat forming at my temples. Why wouldn’t the sidhe tell them he wasn’t with us? He was going to get us all killed. “It’s difficult to have a civilized conversation while someone’s life is being threatened. Perhaps Aaban could put the gun away?”

      “You’re stalling. Tell me why you’re really here, and why you brought him.” He jabbed a finger at the fey.

      “I did not bring him here,” I insisted. “I didn’t know he was here.”

      “If you don’t know him, then this won’t bother you.”

      Aaban put a hand on the sidhe’s neck. Flames licked outward from his fingers, flowing over his victim. The sidhe screamed through clenched teeth as the air filled with the smell of burning flesh.

      “Stop it!” I choked on the last word and had to swallow before I could speak again. “That proves nothing and you know it. Friend, stranger, or foe, I don’t want to see anyone tortured.”

      “You’re lying.” Aaban called his flames back and removed his hand, revealing red, ruined skin where he’d touched his victim. “You’re here with Ian’s blessing. He sent you here, with one of his own guards for protection. You’re here to turn my brother against me. And the more fool you, for thinking he’d believe your lies. Go back to your sidhe master and tell him he’ll have to learn to live with competition.”

      The sidhe breathed in and out through his nose, the sound ragged. He’d heal slower, covered in iron shavings as he was. He stared down at the ground, refusing to meet my stare. I’d always thought a soldier gave his name, rank, and serial number when he was captured. This man seemed disinclined to offer any clue to who he was. I wasn’t sure if it would help me if he came right out and said he’d followed me without my knowledge, but it would be nice if he tried.

      “No one is trying to frame you,” Liam said. His voice was deeper, as if his beast were closer to the surface, ready to come if he called. “We came alone.” He nodded toward the sidhe. “I’ve never seen him before, and I didn’t know he was here.”

      “Neither did I,” I repeated.

      “So you’re trying to tell me that you have no connection to Ian?” Aaban looked at me, pinning me in place with a hard stare. “Tell me the truth, Ms. Renard.”

      It was on the tip of my tongue to say no, but suddenly it occurred to me that Aaban may have been following me. Or having me followed. What if he knew about my lunch with Ian? What must that look like? Worse than that, what if he knew about how Ian had helped me at the Temple residence? He may have saved my life. What were the chances the ifrit would believe he’d done it for a twisty tie?

      “Ian is a suspect in Stasya’s murder,” I said evenly. “And that’s how I’m treating him.”

      “A very fey answer for a witch,” Aaban said, his lip curling in disgust. “If you’re not working for the sidhe, then I won’t find any surveillance equipment on your person, will I?”

      He nodded to his brother and Charbel circled the table to get closer to me, holding my eyes the entire time. There was nothing in his black eyes I could reason with. Just cold fury.

      I didn’t protest when he patted me down, even when Liam growled his thoughts on the matter. And I didn’t warn him when he unzipped the pouch at my waist and reached inside.

      Charbel hissed and jerked his hand free, falling back a step as he stared from the pouch to the pin sticking out of his hand. The silver sliver was topped with a red plastic ball, and there was a thin purple Post-it on it that said “Red pin.”

      “Enough games.” Aaban pressed the tip of the gun barrel to the back of the sidhe’s head. The sidhe sucked in a sharp breath, but didn’t close his eyes. “Why are you really here?”

      “This is why,” Liam snapped. He took a quick step toward me and snatched the baobhan sidhe’s cell phone out of the side pocket of my pouch. Aaban and Charbel tensed at the sudden movement, but they made no move to attack. Two sets of empty black eyes watched as Liam showed them the call log, with Aaban’s phone number front and center.

      Aaban frowned. “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “Nathan called you. Your personal number,” Liam said evenly.

      “So?” Aaban said again.

      “So, Nathan is the one who killed Stasya,” I said.

      Aaban and Charbel both froze.

      “What did you say?” Charbel demanded, his voice hoarse.

      “Stasya was killed by a baobhan sidhe.” I nodded toward the phone. “That baobhan sidhe. We found his blood at the scene.”

      Everyone in the Otherworld associated ifrits with violence. And there was a reason for that. Once they chose to exact their revenge, the result was a nightmare even to the monsters of the Otherworld. But what many people did not know was how carefully an ifrit tended the flame of their temper before they took that revenge.

      Dark black orbs stared at me, somehow more empty and cold than ever. Gooseflesh spread down my arms as I imagined I could hear their thoughts. Hear the screams they already envisioned extracting from the baobhan sidhe. I was surprised to see Aaban’s reaction. Either he was much better at deception than I’d expected even from a demon, or he was genuinely enraged by Stasya’s murder. I had no such doubts for Charbel. That fire had been lit, and when he acted on it…

      I shook myself, trying to keep any mental images from forming. “He had your personal number.” My voice when I spoke to Aaban sounded far too loud in the sudden silence. Even the sidhe prisoner didn’t move. Scarcely dared to breathe.

      Aaban closed his eyes. When he opened them again, his eyes were once again the glittering flames of before. “I was trying to get him to join Scoria Security.”

      That made me pause. “You were trying to hire a baobhan sidhe? How exactly does that fit in with your vision of a military company that cares? A company that doesn’t use bad people to get the job done?”

      “Don’t presume to judge me.” Aaban inclined his head at the phone. “A baobhan sidhe can get information from someone with less violence than conventional methods. Hard as it may seem for you to believe, I do not enjoy violence.”

      He was right, I didn’t believe that. And it horrified a part of me that Aaban did. I was beginning to agree with Ian’s warning that Aaban was in denial about his own capabilities. His own nature.

      “Did he happen to mention that their gift for seeing memories is an art, not a science?” I asked.

      “What do you mean?” Charbel asked.

      “I mean they can’t just search for the memories they’re looking for like someone choosing a book off a shelf. It’s more like looking for the perfect mango, picking them up one by one, feeling them, smelling them, trying to guess if it’s the right one. They could get lucky and find one quickly, or they could squeeze hundreds of mangoes before they find what they’re looking for.”

      The ifrits narrowed their eyes, obviously trying to follow my less than perfect analogy.

      I waved a hand in frustration. “I’m saying they may have to draw a lot of blood, over a long period of time, and there’s no guarantee they’ll find what they’re looking for in the end anyway. The longer their victim has lived, the more memories they have, the longer it could take. Not to mention there are way to train your mind to bury memories.”

      “I don’t need to justify my business decisions to you,” Aaban said, his voice tight. “I’ve done nothing wrong. Nothing besides offer Ian Walsh competition he doesn’t want.”

      His fey prisoner snorted and shook his head. Aaban’s face darkened and he jammed the gun against the sidhe’s ear, splitting the skin. Blood trickled down the side of the sidhe’s face and he gritted his teeth.

      Charbel stared at me. “You really think Aaban did it.”

      Aaban stiffened, but I spoke up before he could. “I spoke to a witch today, a witch who saw Stasya leave that night.” I kept my eyes on Charbel, hoping I could get through to him. “She saw Stasya leave with Aaban. She said he looked angry.”

      “I was nowhere near that club that night,” Aaban snapped.

      “He was here with me,” Charbel said calmly. “I shouldn’t have to tell you how easy it would be for Ian Walsh to put on my brother’s face. Tell me, do any of our witnesses to this person who looked like my brother have the senses to see or smell through glamour? A shifter, or the like?”

      Frustration tightened my jaw. He wasn’t wrong, but it wasn’t as if I was going to point out that Liam had been in no shape for us to walk around the club looking for confirmation. Dammit, I’d have to go back myself. Maybe Kendrick could point me toward another witness. “No,” I admitted. I lifted my chin. “But I spoke to a wizard, and he claimed Stasya had threatened to leave Scoria Security. And that particular piece of information was seconded. By Ian Walsh.”

      “Stasya was ill-tempered when she was frustrated,” Aaban said, waving off the suggestion. “She never would have left.”

      “But according to Ian Walsh, she did,” Liam interjected. “According to him, she not only left Scoria, she joined Underhill.”

      Charbel stiffened. “What?”

      Aaban tightened his grip on his prisoner, and the sidhe clenched his teeth. “Ian Walsh said Stasya joined Underhill. He said those exact words?”

      “He did.” I studied Aaban’s face, trying to read his expression. Demons weren’t easy to read at the best of times, but Aaban was so agitated it was impossible to tell what was drawing those deep lines around his mouth and eyes.

      “Stasya would never join Underhill,” Charbel said, his voice vehement. “Never.”

      “Stasya was loyal,” Aaban snarled. He shook his prisoner again, and the sidhe winced as a piece of iron fell out of his hair and tumbled down his face, perilously close to his eye. “Which is more than I can say for this breed.”

      Aaban was so angry. It was hard to tell what emotions he might have been feeling beyond that. I cursed to myself and wished we’d been able to catch Charbel alone.

      “You didn’t know about Stasya’s death before you came to Arianne’s hotel,” Charbel said slowly. “What else have you learned?”

      “I can’t—”

      The sidhe screamed. I jerked my attention to Aaban and noticed his fingers were glowing where they touched his prisoner. My skin crawled, and I tried to block out the sizzle of flame against skin, the stomach turning image that hovered in my mind.

      “Stop it,” I said.

      “Tell me,” Charbel insisted evenly. “It will only get worse from here.” Charbel took a step closer to Liam, his intention clear. He met my eyes, waiting.

      “Roger Temple is in the hospital,” I said quietly. “I believe he witnessed Stasya’s murder, and whoever killed him put a binding on him to keep him from telling anyone. He tried to tell me, and now he’s in a coma fighting for his life. I have to find the person who put the binding on him, or he’ll die.”

      It wasn’t information they couldn’t have gotten on their own once they realized Roger was missing, but I still hated telling them. Bullies should never be rewarded.

      “You’re telling me Roger knows who killed Stasya and could clear my name, but he can’t because someone has bound him?”

      Aaban’s voice had dropped to a dangerously low tone, and I could almost hear the crackle of flame in his voice.

      “I will find out who’s responsib—” I started.

      “No.” Aaban shook his head. “I will find out.”

      “That would be a mistake,” Liam said evenly. “Any attempt on your part to clear your name would only make you look more guilty.”

      “I will have my answers.” Aaban put his hand on the sidhe again. “Swear to me you will abandon this case, Ms. Renard, and I will let all of you go.” He nodded at his prisoner. “You can get him the healing he needs.”

      I shook my head, my stomach rolling as I watched the sidhe’s face tighten, waiting for more pain. “I can’t walk away from this investigation.”

      “Why?” Aaban met my eyes and held them, pinning me in place.

      A hard rock of dread settled in my stomach. I couldn’t tell him about Flint. If he learned I had a sidhe master, someone who could control every action I took, there would be no convincing him that I wasn’t working for Ian. That I wasn’t trying to frame him. He’d kill us all.

      “Get out,” Aaban snapped. “I will keep the sidhe. You can stop his suffering anytime with a simple promise to walk away.”

      I closed my hands into fists. I noticed that Aaban wasn’t feeling quite so brave as to try and keep Liam. Not willing to risk interfering with a police officer. “What do you care if I’m working this case? Are you so afraid of the truth?”

      Aaban’s eyes hardened. “I don’t believe you’re capable of the truth. And I believe Arianne when she says your presence brings nothing but trouble. Why do you insist on meddling in affairs that don’t concern you?”

      “Brother, it is obvious that Ms. Renard has no intention of taking your advice.” Charbel took a step forward, drawing his brother’s attention. “I would suggest a different tactic.” He turned to face me, angling his body so his back was to his brother. “Ms. Renard, it must be apparent to you that the baobhan sidhe who killed Stasya did not do so for his own satisfaction. He is Ian’s pawn.”

      His voice tightened on Stasya’s name, but beyond that, there was no emotion in his voice now. I nodded. “I believe Nathan acted on someone else’s orders.”

      Charbel nodded. “Then find out whose orders they were.”

      “Charbel,” Aaban objected, his voice hot. “We don’t need her help. She is clearly working for the sidhe. She’ll pin Stasya’s murder on us, Charbel.”

      “You are innocent, Aaban. And I believe Ms. Renard will prove it.” Charbel looked at Aaban, and his face was serious. “If Walsh is framing you, then we will not prove your innocence alone. He would have known we would seek to clear your name when he first began plotting to frame us. He will be prepared, he will have measures in place.” He looked at me. “But he will not have been prepared for you. He could not have predicted your involvement, and so perhaps you can find the truth.”

      “We can beat him,” Aaban insisted, biting out the words past clenched teeth.

      “Not when he has the vampire’s support,” Charbel said shortly. “The vampire considers severing his alliances as seriously as he considers forming them. He has worked with Underhill for decades. Do you truly think we have a hope of convincing him that it was his pet sidhe rather than two ambitious demons who threatened his plans?” He shook his head. “He does not trust us.”

      My heart seized in my chest. The vampire. He meant Anton.

      Charbel met my eyes then, and for what felt like an eternity, I waited for him to say something. Did he know I’d talked to Anton about this case? Did he know I’d worked for him before? A lump rose in my throat, keeping me from swallowing. If he knew about either and he commented on it now, in front of Liam, then whatever trust I’d built with the alpha would be gone. I had to be the one to tell him. I had to find the right time to tell him.

      Charbel glanced at Liam, then back to me, so quick I didn’t think the werewolf noticed. But it was enough to get his point across. He knew I didn’t want Liam to know about the work I’d done for Anton.

      “Clear my brother’s name, Ms. Renard,” Charbel said quietly. “He has worked hard to build trust between our company and Mr. Temple, and Mr. Winters. And I don’t have to tell you how hard it is to rebuild trust once it’s broken.”

      That sounded a lot like a threat. I bristled, but kept my lips pressed together.

      “We’ll find more evidence,” Liam promised. “And we’ll be back.”

      I didn’t realize he’d moved until he took my arm, pulled me gently toward the door. Aaban’s jaw tightened as we left, his grip on the gun constricting as if resisting the urge to swing the barrel away from the sidhe and make us his new targets.

      When we got to the door, I stopped, planting my feet and staring at Charbel. “We can’t leave without him.” I nodded to the sidhe.

      Aaban’s eyes widened. “She admits it! He’s her confederate!”

      “He is not,” I said, loud enough to hear over my pounding heart. I stared at Charbel, hoping there was one demon in the room I could reason with. “You’ve obviously researched me. Tell your brother whether I would leave even an enemy behind when I knew…” I paused, shook my head.

      “She would not,” Charbel agreed, his voice soft, considering. “But just as I know you don’t want to leave without him, so you know we can’t let him go. Walsh is already moving against us, setting up his lies. If we let this man go, he will report back to his master, and Walsh will move faster. We need time to protect ourselves, time to prove he’s lying. We will hold him and try to make him tell the truth.” Charbel stepped closer to me, meeting my eyes. “Find the truth, Mother Renard.”

      “I can’t leave him behind knowing you’ll hurt him,” I said quietly. “Turn him in to the Vanguard. Or let me take charge of him. I can lock him up.”

      “He’s done nothing to merit the Vanguard’s interference, and you could not hold him prisoner,” Charbel chastised me. “Go and find your proof. Go.”

      I lifted my chin, but whatever I’d been about to say died on my tongue as the color bled from Charbel’s face. My lips parted as his feature softened, his flesh and blood turning to grains of sand, leaving him a perfect sand sculpture for a few seconds before his clothes fell away and his body gave up its form. I barely had time to register what was happening before all that sand hurled itself in my direction, a cloud of stinging, tiny grains.

      I closed my eyes and hunched over, instinctively trying to protect myself as the concentrated sandstorm shoved against me, pushing me off balance. I heard a growl, and then someone lifted me off my feet, ran with me toward the door. The sidhe screamed behind us and I gripped Liam’s arms, not daring to open my mouth to shout, trying to signal to him to stop, not to leave the sidhe behind.

      The door slammed behind us, and Liam stumbled a few steps before hitting his knees on the grass near the truck. He coughed and choked, putting me on the ground before turning to spit out grains of sand, his breath raspy as if he’d swallowed some already.

      The sidhe’s screams didn’t subside. My skin crawled and I looked back at the isolated farmhouse, already getting to my feet, feeling the burn of magic as it rose, ready to go back inside.

      “Don’t,” Liam gasped.

      A second later he choked, bending over on the ground. I knelt to ask him what was wrong, then found myself doubling over as well as all the grains of sand that had managed to get in my mouth and nose were suddenly ripped out. The ifrit reconstituted himself from the grains of sand, calling them under the door without ever stepping outside.

      I was lucky no sand had gotten in my eyes. Liam wasn’t.

      I hissed when I saw the scratches over his irises, though they healed almost as quickly as his other small wounds like the blood clotting around his nose. I unzipped my waist pouch. “Bizbee, could I have a tissue?”

      Another scream cut off the grig’s voice, and I flinched. Liam surged to his feet, grabbed my arm, and dragged me toward the truck. “We need to get out of here now. We can’t help him.”

      I hated every step I took, and the sidhe’s screams echoed in my ears for a long time after I closed the door. I stared at the house until I couldn’t see it anymore.

      A tiny hand touched my neck. Peasblossom.

      She didn’t ask what happened. She’d probably heard it all. I closed my eyes and wiped away the tears I hadn’t realized I’d been crying.

      I had a glimpse of a small concerned face shadowed by fuzz-tipped antennae, as the grig held out the tissue I’d asked for. Bizbee didn’t say anything either. I blew my nose, noting the traces of blood. Not too much, nothing that wouldn’t heal soon enough.

      Liam’s phone rang as I leaned my forehead against my window, the warm glass cool against my overheated forehead. I didn’t even listen to Liam’s conversation. It took everything I had not to tell him to take me back.

      “Vincent found something he says we need to see at Jeff’s house,” Liam said quietly.

      I nodded. When I thought I could speak without my voice breaking, I turned to Liam. “Will it get easier?”

      He considered the question. “A little,” he said finally.

      “And if it doesn’t?”

      He didn’t take his eyes off the road. “If it doesn’t get any easier, then you’ll quit.”

      I turned my eyes back to the window, staring at the scenery but only seeing the sidhe. The blood.

      “No,” I said quietly. “I don’t think that’s how it goes.” I sat up and looked at Liam. “I think if it does get easier, then I’ll quit.”
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      “Are we almost there?” Peasblossom looked behind her, side to side, then looked over the edge of the dashboard at the gearshift. “Where’s your GPS?”

      “I’m not using one.” Liam’s voice was surprisingly calm for someone who’d been dealing with an endless stream of questions from an excited pixie for twenty minutes.

      Peasblossom’s wings buzzed in annoyance behind her, then she stilled, as understanding dawned on her face. “You lost it.”

      Liam didn’t take his eyes off the road. “No. I don’t need the GPS, because I know where the Monroe St. Cemetery Foundation is, and Jeff’s house is right beside it.”

      I spotted the address we were looking for on a crooked mailbox and pointed ahead. “That’s it.”

      Liam nodded. “There’s Vincent’s car in the driveway.”

      “How did he beat us here?” Peasblossom narrowed her eyes at Liam. “Maybe he used his GPS.”

      Liam pulled into the driveway beside Vincent’s blue sedan, resolutely ignoring Peasblossom’s promise to get him a GPS for Winter Solstice. The house in front of us was small, and had given up its yard to nature. Ivy crawled over the roof and half the house, and the yard was more weeds than grass. It didn’t look like anyone had been home for weeks.

      “Did he rent or own?” I asked, eyeing the fledgling forest where his lawn should be.

      “Owned.” Liam knocked on the door and it swung open partway.

      “In here,” Vincent called.

      I paused to wipe my feet on the doormat before stepping inside. Jeff’s house was clean for a bachelor. Well, perhaps not so much clean as unused. The faded brown carpet was soft under my shoes, and there was no clutter on the floor, or the small coffee table in front of the dark green couch. I didn’t see a television, and the walls featured a couple store-bought paintings of forests, but not much else.

      Vincent appeared at the end of the short hallway that led farther into the house. I caught a glimpse of a charcoal colored elbow patch on his grey tweed jacket as he gestured for me to follow him. “I think you’ll find this interesting.”

      I followed him to a bedroom, also clean in that “hardly ever used” way. Vincent pointed to a pair of boots at the edge of the closet.

      I frowned. “It’s a pair of beat up old boots.”

      Vincent tapped the side of his nose with the hand not holding his staff. “Look at them again.”

      I guessed what he meant from his tone. My magic rose to my call and I threw out a hand, sending a net of silver light arcing toward the closet, feeling for spells and charms. The boots lit up in muted shades of green light, and I raised my eyebrows. “The boots are spelled to help him run faster.”

      Vincent nodded. “And as you said, they are rather the worse for wear. My guess is our friend is wearing a new pair, and saving these for backup.”

      Hope fluttered to life in my chest. “That’s encouraging. Those boots would definitely help him get away from a sidhe.” Another object caught my eye, a staff leaning against the corner of the closet by the boots. It looked similar to the staff Vincent carried. Without touching it, I leaned closer, squinting at the pattern carved into the wood. “It looks like a bird.”

      “There’s more.” Vincent walked past us out the bedroom door and I followed after him, leaving Liam to follow me.

      The wizard stopped at the bathroom and pointed inside. “The contacts. Look in the medicine cabinet.”

      I slipped into the bathroom and opened the cabinet as instructed. A pair of unopened contacts sat on one of the sparse shelves, and I flexed my magic at them. A brighter silver glow exploded over the small pieces of plastic. “It’s a spell to improve the clarity of your sight.” I paused, then stared at Vincent. “Jeff wasn’t just a ranger in the U.S. army. He’s a wild magic ranger.”

      “Wait. He had magic?” Liam asked.

      I pivoted and stalked out of the bathroom, heading back for the bedroom. “Yes, but not as much as a witch or a wizard. A ranger’s magic mostly enhances his skills, tracking, fighting, that sort of thing. But he would have some healing magic, and he’d have the power he needed to hide—even from a sidhe.”

      Liam was right on my heels as I entered the bedroom. “So you think he could have survived the attack and hidden from Nathan.”

      I studied the window, the well-worn paint at the edge where someone had gripped it over and over to open and close it. “Let me put it this way. Jeff could be in this room right now, hiding from even your senses.”

      That gave the werewolf pause, and his nostrils flared.

      “He can hide himself from your sense of smell.” I spotted something on the floor under the window and bent over to pick it up. “A feather.”

      “Raven,” Liam confirmed. “Very common in Ohio.”

      I remembered the bird carved into the staff and realization dawned. “He has an animal companion,” I said softly. “A bird. A smart bird.”

      I looked at Vincent again and found him smiling.

      “I think there is a very good chance our friend is still alive,” he said. “A living witness, who—gods willing—is not bound to secrecy.”

      I nodded and looked around. “If he is a ranger, then that explains why the house doesn’t look very lived in. He probably didn’t spend much time here. Did you find his camping gear?”

      “It’s in the spare room. He has the good stuff, nothing cheap and nothing superfluous. The equipment is the most expensive part of the entire house, and it’s well-used.”

      “He probably spends most of his time outside,” I noted. “Most rangers I’ve known don’t like to be indoors for too long.”

      Vincent paused. “There is something else.”

      He stepped toward the bedroom door and swung it shut.

      I stared at the array of pictures taped to the back of the bedroom door. “Oh.”

      The pictures were of Barbara. Nothing creepy or stalker-ish, nothing that looked like it had been taken without her permission. No surveillance photos. They were all pictures of her smiling into the camera, a few with Jeff himself. They were pictures that would have been at home in a collage frame of old friends. Except for one, small detail.

      Ninety percent of the photos had a part of someone’s arm or body near Barbara where someone had clearly been cut out of the picture. I was guessing Roger.

      “So he has pictures of another man’s wife, and he’s cut the husband out of every picture.” Liam crossed his arms. “That husband also being his best friend.”

      “There’s more.” Vincent walked to the bed and picked up a plain bubble-padded envelope from the small shelf built into the headboard. “I’ve already dusted for prints, and tested for DNA, so you can touch them.” He handed them to Liam.

      “Any luck with the DNA?” Liam reached into the envelope and pulled out a stack of pictures.

      “Sadly, no. Whoever handled them wore gloves. The rest of the house was surprisingly clean as well.”

      I came to stand beside him to look at the pictures. Unlike the photos on the door, these photos didn’t have any suggestion of Roger in them, no hand or shoulder that indicated he’d been in the picture and cut out. And unlike the others, these pictures weren’t just of Barbara.

      I stared down at Ian Walsh’s smiling face. He was in all the photos too, him and Barbara. They were taken at restaurants and in hotel lobbies, and in one case, a museum. In most of them, Ian and Barbara were both dressed up in a suit and nice dress respectively, but there were a few more casual pictures that looked like they’d been taken at a restaurant.

      “Nothing too incriminating,” I noted. “These all look like perfectly innocent photos of two friendly colleagues. Ian and Barbara probably attended a lot of the same social functions, and they’ve already said they’re friends.”

      Liam flipped through the pictures, pausing when he reached the last two.

      “That doesn’t look good,” Peasblossom said.

      The last two pictures were different from the rest, not in content, but in what had been done to them. They were duplicate photos of Barbara and Ian sitting together in a restaurant. In one, Ian’s face had been burned away, leaving a hole with fragile, burnt edges. In the other it was Barbara’s face that had been ruined.

      Liam turned the pictures over. “Choose,” he said, reading the handwritten notation on the back of the photos. He flipped over the other photo. “They both say the same thing.”

      “Choose what?” Peasblossom asked.

      “I’m not sure what it means,” Vincent admitted. “I was hoping it might make more sense to you.”

      “It’s definitely a threat,” Liam said. “Someone is telling Jeff he needs to make a choice between Barbara and Ian. Based on the burned out faces, it seems like he’s being given a choice between which one gets hurt.”

      “But choose what?” I asked. “What do they want him to do?” I frowned at the pictures. “Are they saying he has to kill one of them? Are they saying they’re going to kill one of them and it’s up to him which one? Or are they trying to blackmail him into doing something, and threatening to kill one of them if he doesn’t?”

      “Do we know what Jeff’s opinion of Ian was?” Vincent asked.

      “No. Ian is close with Barbara and Roger, but she didn’t say anything about Jeff’s relationship with him.”

      “Considering we know for certain that Jeff was at Acme when Roger saw Stasya murdered, I’d say we should consider the possibility that Jeff saw who did it.” Liam gestured with the photos. “This could be whoever was responsible telling Jeff to keep his mouth shut.”

      “But why write ‘choose’ on the back?” Peasblossom asked. “If they just want him to shut up, why not write ‘keep your mouth shut’ or something like that?”

      “The pictures were burnt,” Liam pointed out.

      “You think Aaban did it?” I asked. “Anyone with a lighter or a match could do that.”

      Liam sniffed the photos. “Not a match or a lighter.”

      “Still, a lot of creatures can use fire. The fire elemental could have done this.”

      “I could do it,” Vincent pointed out. “As could any first year wizard.”

      “Or witch,” I added.

      Liam tapped the photos. “What if Aaban did kill Stasya? Jeff saw him. Aaban binds Roger so he can’t tell anyone.”

      “But Jeff gets away, and Aaban can’t find him,” I added. “So he can’t shut him up.”

      Vincent spoke up. “So our suspect comes to his house and he sees the photos of Barbara on the door. He guesses Jeff’s affection for Barbara and knows he can threaten her to keep Jeff quiet.”

      Liam waved one of the photos. “Maybe he’s telling Jeff, either you pin the murder on Ian, or I’ll kill Barbara. Jeff has to choose who to sacrifice.”

      “It’s a theory,” I said slowly. “But we have no proof.” I glanced back at the door. “There’s something that doesn’t feel right about any of this. Jeff is a ranger, and this house is just storage, a temporary place between camping trips. So why have something so deeply personal plastered all over a door?” I bit the inside of my lip. “Not to mention, I don’t know many adults who hang photos like that. That’s more of a teenager tactic.”

      “If he was trying to put the picture somewhere he could see them but would never risk anyone else seeing them, then it makes perfect sense,” Peasblossom pointed out.

      “Whoever left this envelope here was obviously in the house,” Vincent pointed out. “There’s no stamp and no address, and I didn’t find any fingerprints. It would be one thing for whoever left it to wear gloves, but I doubt Jeff would have been wearing gloves when he picked it up, so if he opened it, then his prints should be on it.”

      “Whoever left it couldn’t have been certain Jeff would come back in time to see it,” Liam added. “For all they knew, Jeff might have passed out at a friend’s house and when he heals, he’ll head right for the Vanguard.”

      “Putting a binding on Roger to not talk about the Otherworld isn’t enough to get the Vanguard involved. More likely, they’re worried Anton Winters will find out who put the binding on him. Whoever did this is costing the vampire an important asset, and he won’t look kindly on that.” I stared at the envelope. “Maybe they’re covering their bases. They could be leaving packages in places they think Jeff would find them if he was in hiding.”

      “Or maybe he’s not meant to find them,” Liam suggested. “This could be part of a set up to discredit him.”

      Vincent nodded thoughtfully. “So the killer knows Jeff saw him, and he wants to make sure that, if Jeff did survive and he turns up ready to expose him, then whoever he tells will see this evidence and won’t believe him.”

      “That only makes sense if it was Ian,” I pointed out. “Based on what we’ve found here, he could argue that Jeff was forced to point the finger at him or else risk harm to the woman he loves.”

      “But that would only work if Jeff is dead and not around to contradict it,” Liam said grimly.

      My gaze landed on the feather and I snapped my fingers. “The bird. Jeff has an animal companion, a bird. If the bird got away, then we have another witness.”

      “Wouldn’t the bird stay with Jeff? Even if he’s injured?”

      “Maybe. Or maybe Jeff would send his companion to look after his closest friend?” I perked up. “There was a raven at Roger’s. Obviously it could have been unrelated, but maybe it wasn’t. Maybe Jeff’s bird is watching over Roger.”

      Liam straightened. “You think it might be at the hospital.”

      “Scath’s there,” Peasblossom pointed out. “If there’s a raven hanging about Roger’s room, she’ll know.”

      “Scath?” Liam asked.

      I sighed. “Long story, I’ll explain in the car.”

      Vincent nodded. “Tell me what you find. I’m going back to my lab.”

      We said our goodbyes and Liam and I headed for the car. As soon as I closed my door, I stopped and took a deep breath, centering myself as I called my magic.

      “What are you doing?”

      I tuned Liam out as I brushed magic over my body, starting with my head and moving down to my feet. My long black hair paled to blonde and shortened up to barely brush my shoulders, my brown eyes brightened a few shades to a paler brown, and my cheekbones sharpened. After a second of hesitation, I added the illusion of makeup, blush, eyeshadow, mascara, the works. My leggings faded to dark brown pants, and my black T-shirt billowed out and became a neatly creased beige button down. I turned to Liam as the hat formed on my head, and the patch of the Cleveland Metroparks Rangers blossomed on my sleeve.

      “You’re going to impersonate a ranger?” he asked.

      “Barbara is not my number one fan right now. She won’t tell us anything if she knows it’s me.”

      After a brief moment of consideration, Liam twisted in his seat to grab something from the back. I finished my spell in time to see him pull a small duffel bag from under his seat. He unzipped it and retrieved what looked like a spare work shirt, complete with the Cleveland Metropark Rangers patch on the shoulder.

      Without a word, he began unbuttoning his shirt. I tensed, torn between trying to appear casual as he disrobed—again—and looking away to give him some semblance of privacy. I’d always known shifters had a higher comfort level with casual states of undress, but it was one thing to know it as a fact, and another to find myself repeatedly getting an eyeful of the alpha’s naked chest.

      Not that I objected to the view. But knowing Liam’s enhanced senses were as good as a blinking red light over my head if I had any sort of biological reaction made the entire experience socially awkward.

      “You take your clothes off a lot,” Peasblossom said, a hint of accusation in her voice.

      Liam paused with his uniform shirt half buttoned. “Excuse me?”

      “You keep taking your shirt off in front of my witch.” Peasblossom gave him a sly look. “I think you’re showing off.”

      I couldn’t read the werewolf’s facial expression, which was impressive, because I was rather good at body language. He finished buttoning his shirt, then slid the key into the ignition and started the car. “Do you know which hospital they took him to?”

      “They’ll have taken Roger to Borvo Springs,” I answered immediately, relieved for the change in topic.

      Liam nodded and pulled out of the driveway. “So why does Mrs. Temple dislike you?”

      “It was a misunderstanding.” I sighed. “Maybe a few misunderstandings.” I explained my experience with Barbara, beginning with how I’d first met fake-Barbara, and ending with the very real Barbara’s excellent aim with a firearm.

      “She shot you?”

      “She’s a cautious woman,” I said dryly. “She’s also paranoid, deceitful, and manipulative. She’s not stupid, and she’s more likely to lie for the sake of keeping you in the dark, on the off chance you turn out to be an enemy, than to tell the truth that might get her husband the help he needs.”

      “Interesting. Did you use any spells on her? Like the one you used on Anthony Catello?”

      I shook my head. “Those spells are gentle, meant to influence someone to ease their guard down. With someone as paranoid as Barbara, someone who’s expecting to be lied to and manipulated, it would take a stronger push. And anything stronger isn’t as subtle, and there’s always a chance of negatively affecting the mind.” I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “I don’t play with mind manipulation any more than I have to.”

      We arrived at Borvo Springs, and Liam pulled into the small parking lot. Borvo Springs was a private hospital, specifically set up for humans who’d been affected by something Other. That could mean a curse that made them a danger to those around them, waking psychic abilities that threaten their sanity, or even human-Other pregnancies that required careful monitoring. What had made it a perfect place for Roger is that the hospital specialized in keeping human relatives unaware of the Otherworldly quality of their loved one’s condition.

      Liam tucked his shirt into his jeans when he got out of the car, and I made a point not to watch him. Peasblossom glanced between us with an amused grin. I scowled and shooed her under my hair.

      The woman at the front desk pointed us to Roger’s room, and when we arrived, I gestured for Liam to take the lead. He opened the door and stepped inside the room.

      “Mrs. Temple?”

      “Yes?”

      I didn’t miss the way Barbara’s gaze took in our uniforms and faces, memorizing every detail. My disguise was good, but I had to admit part of me waited for her to leap out of her chair and draw a weapon while screaming “It’s you!” If any human could see through my disguise…

      “My name is Detective Sergeant Osbourne, and this is Officer Vala.”

      Barbara nodded to each of us. “What brings you here?”

      Her voice trembled a little, and not for the first time, I marveled at Barbara’s ability to play the stricken wife. It was hard to believe that this woman wringing her hands in front of me was the same one who’d locked me in a panic room and then shot me as I tried to escape.

      “I’m here to talk to you about an acquaintance of yours—Jeffrey Carter? Have you seen him recently?”

      “No, he’s been gone for a couple weeks. But that’s not unusual. He’s not on active duty, and he often goes on extended camping trips. He’s very partial to the outdoors.” She frowned. “Why are the Cleveland Metropark Police Rangers looking for Jeffrey?”

      “I’m the head of the Wild Animal Task Force. We’ve been looking into a dog fighting ring.” Liam rolled his eyes. “Seems someone had the bright idea to try and catch a coyote and pass it off as a dog. The animal did some damage and got away, but now we’re wondering if this wasn’t the first attempt. We had calls about dog fighting at a condemned warehouse in the city, so we went to check it out.”

      His face grew serious, and he gentled his voice. “We found a lot of blood. Most of it was canine, but some was human. When we ran it through the system, we got a hit on an active duty soldier in the Rangers.”

      “Jeff.” Barbara’s voice went an octave higher with concern, and she wrapped her arms around herself. “You don’t think he’s on a camping trip. You think he’s…”

      Liam held up a hand. “I’m not saying that. He could be perfectly fine. But we do need to talk to him. Do you have any idea where he might be?”

      “No, I don’t. Where was this warehouse where you found his blood?”

      “I’m sorry, I can’t discuss the details of an ongoing investigation,” Liam said apologetically. “Did he have a girlfriend?”

      “Jeffrey hasn’t had a girlfriend since I’ve known him,” Barbara said slowly. “Honestly, he was always a bit of a loner. I never saw him with a friend besides Roger. And we’re his emergency contacts, so I don’t think he has family either.”

      “So he’s a close friend of yours? Both you and your husband?”

      Barbara frowned. “What do you mean?”

      Liam hesitated. “Forgive me for asking these questions at a time like this,” he gestured toward Roger lying in the bed. “But I have to ask. We’ve been to Mr. Carter’s house, and he had several pictures of you.”

      “I told you, we were friends,” Barbara said. “Is it so unusual that he would have pictures of me?”

      I studied her face as carefully as I dared. She sounded surprised, but it was hard to tell if she truly hadn’t known about the pictures, or if this was just part of her act.

      Liam shrugged. “Some of the pictures had the feel of more than friends.”

      This time the confusion in Barbara’s eyes was genuine. It only lasted for a second, then her mask slid back into place. “I’m sure you misread it, Detective. Jeff is just a friend.”

      Liam’s nostrils flared, and tension pulled his shoulders tight. A second later, Ian’s voice preceded him into the room. “Barbara, you underestimate your allure. As always.”
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      Barbara rolled her eyes at Ian as he strode in with two cups of coffee in his hands. Not hospital coffee, but a take-out gourmet brew that smelled heavenly. He handed one to Barbara, and she slapped him lightly on the shoulder. “No teasing, Ian. These rangers think something horrible has happened to Jeff.” Her face grew serious. “How bad was it? The blood?”

      Ian’s eyes sharpened at her words. He stared at me, hard, and a second later, his eyebrows twitched up. He’d seen through my spell.

      I held my breath, waiting to see if Ian would rat me out, but he didn’t. Instead, he inclined his head, just a little. Acknowledging he knew.

      “Enough blood to be concerned, but not enough to eliminate hope,” Liam answered honestly. “So you have no idea where he might be, or how we could get a hold of him?”

      “No, I’m sorry.” Barbara looked over his shoulder at Ian. “Have you found anything?”

      Ian tore his attention from me to give Barbara a sad look. “No, I’m afraid not.”

      I swallowed a curse of frustration. It would be pointless to continue questioning her now that Ian was in the room. Our questions could very well give him more information than we wanted him to have.

      “Well, take my card,” Liam said, giving Barbara a business card from his shirt pocket. “Call me if you think of anything else.”

      “I will. And you’ll let me know if you find Jeff?” She bit her lip. “I feel awful I wasn’t more worried before now. I just thought he was camping.” Her voice dropped to a dramatic whisper. “I thought he was camping.” She looked at Roger.

      If I hadn’t spoken to her about Jeff’s disappearance during our first meeting, I might have believed her. Barbara was an excellent liar.

      Liam and I left, and to my consternation, Ian followed us out. As soon as we exited the building, he stopped me.

      “Ms. Renard, you’ve picked up a partner since the last time I saw you.” He studied Liam and held out his hand. “Ian Walsh.”

      Liam accepted the handshake as if he were already planning to wash his hands after. “Liam Osbourne.”

      “Are you the reason Shade has made such progress? I suppose finding blood would be easier with a wolf at your side. May I ask where you found it?”

      Something nagged at the back of my mind, something that bothered me about his question, but I couldn’t quite put my finger on it. “Did you know Jeff was a wild magic ranger?”

      “Yes.”

      “So that’s another thing you didn’t tell me,” I said coldly.

      Ian frowned. “I have not lied to you, Ms. Renard. If I haven’t chosen to tell you every detail I know, then it’s because I had a responsibility to maintain the confidence placed in me by someone else. Jeff’s secrets are not mine to reveal.” He met my eyes suddenly. “Did you lie to me?”

      “About what?”

      “About Roger not telling you anything before you put him to sleep.” He took a step closer, and Liam tensed. “Roger was my friend. I want to find out who’s responsible for this. It’s as much my case as yours, and I am the one Barbara has enlisted to find him. So there is no reason for you to keep secrets from me.”

      I met his eyes without flinching. “I’m sorry, but I have a responsibility to maintain the confidence placed in me. If you’ll excuse us?”

      Ian’s eyes darkened, but he didn’t stop me when I stepped around him. I walked to Liam’s truck, and we both climbed inside. Ian stood watching us for a long minute before going back inside.

      “Did you see the dhampir in the room across the hall from Roger?” Liam asked.

      “No.” I stared at him. “A dhampir?”

      Liam nodded. “Looked like he favored his human half more than his vampire half, but I know a dhampir when I smell one. And this particular dhampir works for Anton Winters.” He glanced at me. “Didn’t you say Winters has a special interest in Roger?”

      “I did.” I looked at the building as if I could see through the walls to the man Liam was talking about. “He must have people here watching Roger. I should have figured he would.”

      “Good news is we don’t have to worry about an attack here,” Liam observed. “Unless of course Winters decides he wants Roger dead.”

      An image of Charbel rose in my mind, the look he’d given me when he talked about Anton Winters. He hadn’t said anything out loud about my history with the vampire, and he could have. I’d assumed that maybe he knew Liam would disapprove, and was holding that information over my head so I’d work harder trying to clear his brother. But maybe he was wrong about how Liam would react to the information. Maybe I’d been wrong.

      “How do you know the dhampir works for Anton Winters?” I asked, trying to keep my voice casual. “Have you worked with him before?”

      Liam barked out a laugh. “No. I’ve never worked for the bloodsucker myself. But he has an irritating desire to keep abreast of all things powerful in the Otherworld. So it’s not unusual for alphas to run into him or one of his cronies from time to time as he feels out opportunities for one of his precious contracts.”

      There went that hope. I shifted uncomfortably in my seat. “I’ll be right back. Scath is watching Roger, I want to look around back and see if I can find her. Ask her about the bird.”

      Liam nodded, but something about the way he was studying me made me think some emotion had made it onto my face. Probably my damn eyebrows. I turned as quickly as I could without looking like I was running away and circled around the back of the building, searching for Scath.

      Borvo Springs was beautifully landscaped, with a scattering of large, shade-providing trees, long sloping benches, and perfectly trimmed flower beds.

      Scath was curled up around the foot of one of the larger trees. It wasn’t even four o’ clock, so the sun was still blindingly bright. The large black animal shouldn’t have been able to hide, but being fey gave her an advantage. I would have missed her myself if I hadn’t been looking for her.

      I realized she was lying in a spot that let her see through the window into Roger’s room. I stayed out of sight and called to her, just in case Ian was in the room again and might glimpse me. Thankfully, I was standing upwind, and she caught my scent. She tilted her head at my park ranger disguise, but obligingly came to my call.

      “Have you seen a raven?” I asked her. “One that seemed to be hanging around Roger?”

      Scath looked up. I followed her gaze and saw a raven in the tree above her. The bird looked down at me, tilted its head, then flew down a few branches.

      My heart pounded. “Hello.”

      The raven opened its beak. “Blackjack.”

      “Blackjack? Is that your name?”

      “Blackjack,” the bird repeated. It looked toward the window I knew was Roger’s. “Roger. Barbara. Ian.” It snapped its beak.

      Adrenaline shot through my veins, and I forced myself to stay calm to avoid scaring the bird away. “Ian. You know Ian.”

      “Ian.” The bird snapped its beak again, then raised its wings.

      I threw out a hand. “Wait!”

      The bird paused, tilting its head the way all birds seemed to favor.

      “Roger is hurt.” I kept my hand out as if I could somehow will the raven not to fly away. Beside me, Scath watched the exchange with a distinctly bored expression. “He’s hurt, and he needs my help. I can’t help him without Jeff.” Very slowly, I unzipped the pouch. “Bizbee, do I have any dog food in there?”

      “Of course ye do. Because why wouldn’t ye have dog food in yer pocket? There’s seven open packs of half eaten gummi sharks too, if ye want to know.”

      He sounded sarcastic, but a second later he dropped a small sample pouch of dog treats into my palm. Neatly labeled with a Post-it of course.

      I opened the bag and dumped the treats into my palm. “Here.”

      The raven eyed the treats, then me, then Scath. Its gaze flicked to my pouch, and the intensity of its stare almost made me step backward for fear that it would try to dive in after Bizbee. Finally, Blackjack hopped down. One branch, then another, until it —or rather he—landed on my arm.

      Blackjack was not a small bird. I would guess he weighed at least four pounds, probably more, and his wingspan was four and a half feet if it was an inch. My arm sagged as he perched at the break in my elbow and gobbled down the dog food.

      It wasn’t much food, so I had to act fast. I called my magic, holding it inside me and winding it into a tight coil, preparing the spell as deep inside my body as I could. Animals had a sense for magic, and putting spells on them could be tricky if you needed to be touching them to do it. As soon as the spell was ready, I envisioned it shooting through my body, up through my arm and into the raven’s bony feet—and let it go.

      Blackjack cawed in protest, giving me a scary open-beak shriek before launching himself into the air. I held my breath as I watched him fly away, then sagged with relief as I felt the spell hold fast.

      “Please go to Jeff,” I murmured.

      Scath snorted in a less than supportive fashion and I scowled at her. “Why do you help when you don’t care?”

      Another snort was the only answer I got. I shook my head and returned to Liam’s truck, dropping my glamour once I’d climbed inside. “Tell me you have a map in your glove box.”

      Liam frowned. “Of course. Why?”

      I retrieved the map and opened it to lay it flat over my thighs, hoping that Liam included among his talents the ability to re-fold a map. “I found Jeff’s animal companion, Blackjack. We were right, it’s a raven. I managed to hold onto him long enough to tag him—magically speaking.” I looked down at the map and held my hand over it. I breathed easier when a silver dot appeared, moving at considerable speed.

      Liam glanced at the map, noted the location of the dot, and started the truck. “I’m surprised the bird would leave his master, especially if Jeff is hurt.”

      “If Jeff only really had one close friend—Roger—then it makes sense that he would be worried about him after what happened at Acme, and want his raven to check up on him. Ravens are already intelligent birds, but a raven who’s also an animal companion, used to working closely with a human, would be even more so.” I paused to point out the windshield. “Turn left at the light.”

      Liam did what I said, and I smiled as the silver dot on the map slowed down. “Blackjack’s not far from here, this won’t take long.” I glanced at Liam. “If Jeff was hurt as bad as the blood suggests, then he’d need medical attention. Either he didn’t find it, and he’s dead, or he did find it, and someone is taking care of him. Either way, the raven would have been able to leave him to check on Roger.”

      Scath shifted in the backseat, pushing off her side as she stared intently out the window. Liam glanced back at her.

      “She knows we’re close. Can she see the bird?”

      I looked up at the sky. “I don’t see it.”

      The cat sith leaned closer to the window. She was definitely watching something.

      “The collar she’s wearing looks like Sonar’s.”

      I nodded. “Same spell.”

      Liam was quiet for a moment. He hadn’t said much about the cat sith when I’d come back with her. I’d been surprised he didn’t ask more questions. But then again, maybe big animals just weren’t that interesting when you routinely spent time with a pack of werewolves.

      I’d had the thought that maybe Liam could tell me something about Scath that I didn’t know. It still bothered me that Arianne had seen something when she looked at Scath with her third eye. I wanted to know what she saw, but not bad enough to open my own third eye.

      The silver dot on the map stopped, and Liam parked on the side of the street as close as he could get. My disguise spell had run its course and faded away but I hoped I wouldn’t need it where we were going. I frowned and looked at the broken beer bottles at the bottom of the porch steps to the house closest to me. Several of the yards had a variety of refuse lying on the grass, ranging from broken children’s toys to old tires.

      “Not the best neighborhood to get medical help,” I observed.

      “Makes you wonder who he’s seeing.”

      Scath stepped forward, putting one huge paw on the armrest between the two front seats. She stared at a house up ahead, and there was a tension in her body like a coiled spring.

      “I think that’s the house.”

      We both followed Scath’s gaze. One house on the block stood out from the others. It was impossibly clean, not a hint of peeling paint around the window frames or a loose shingle on the roof. The yard was emerald green, without a single blade of grass leaning over the pebble-free driveway, and the red brick building was a real estate agent’s dream.

      We got out of the car and I studied the house some more as we approached. No ivy, no dirt. The place was pristine. Too pristine. “Brownies did this.”

      “Brownies?”

      I nodded. “A type of fey. Basically, they clean your house.”

      “So he’s Other, or he’s a human familiar enough with the Otherworld to hire brownies.”

      I shook my head. “You can’t hire brownies. They do the work for free, and they only do it if they like you. Whoever lives here has earned their respect enough for them to take care of not just his home, but his yard and his driveway.”

      Liam knocked on the door. “Let’s meet this medicine man.”

      The door swung open and a face appeared. A familiar face.

      “Dr. Dannon?” I asked, surprised.

      The tall black man stood with his usual impeccable posture, and behind his wire-rimmed glasses, kind brown eyes crinkled in recognition. “Ms. Renard. Nice to see you again.” He nodded at Liam. “Always a pleasure, Detective Sergeant Osbourne.” He paused, looking from me to Liam. “What brings you here?”

      Scath sniffed, pushing her nose farther into the doorway. Then she looked up at me. Despite her lack of enthusiasm, I thought I understood what she was trying to tell me.

      We’d found Jeff.

      “We’re looking for a friend of ours, Doctor,” I said, trying to keep the excitement out of my voice. “Jeffrey Carter?”

      Liam recovered his shock at finding our Otherworld assault victim at the home of the Medina County coroner and nodded.

      “Who’s he?”

      Dr. Dannon had a good pokerface. But not Otherworld good.

      “He’s a Ranger in the army. We believe he was injured two weeks ago, and we think he came here for help.”

      Still the doctor didn’t react. And he didn’t move out of the doorway. “I’m sorry, I’ve never heard of Jeffrey Carter.”

      I pointed at Scath. “My dog says he’s here.” I leaned in a little, tying a piece of magic to my voice. “I believe Mr. Carter is in danger, doctor. We really do need to see him.”

      Dr. Dannon glanced from me to Liam, who spoke up. “She’s right. We’re not here to hurt him, we just need to make sure he’s all right. We need to know what happened the night he was attacked. Specifically, who attacked him.”

      The coroner sighed and gestured for us to come inside. “I’m afraid he’s not going to be able to answer your questions. He hasn’t regained consciousness since the night I found him.”

      The inside of Dr. Dannon’s house was as clean as the outside. The books on the bookshelves were perfectly straight, the kitchen counters were spotless, and there wasn’t a speck of dust to be found. I studied Dr. Dannon as he led us to a set of steep steps and began climbing to the second floor. What had the doctor done to earn the loyalty of a brownie?

      The top of the stairs opened up to the right into an attic-style area redesigned as a small bedroom. To my surprise, Dr. Dannon didn’t go to the right, but rather faced the tapestry hanging from the wall to the left. He pushed aside the tapestry to reveal a door handle set into the wall.

      “A secret room.” Liam was studying the doctor too, blue eyes crystal clear. “You’re full of surprises doctor.”

      Dr. Dannon didn’t answer, just pushed the door open and stepped inside. The room was small, not much bigger than one of the more spacious walk-in closets I’d been in. Most of the room was taken up by a small hospital bed, a stand for hanging fluids, and a small machine that monitored the patient’s vital signs.

      Jeff Carter lay in the bed, as still as death. The machine registered a weak heartbeat, promising he was alive, but to look at him I wouldn’t have thought he’d make it.

      “He called me two weeks ago,” Dr. Dannon said, his low baritone voice serious. “I found him passed out by Nine Mile Creek. Someone tried to disembowel him.” He shook his head. “I don’t know how he survived it. He lost more blood than he should have been able to recover from, and I stitched up two tears in his intestines. But he suffered no infections, and he’s still breathing.”

      If Jeff was routinely in dangerous situations, then I guessed he was like me and had gotten very familiar with stabilization spells. Emergency magic basically delayed death long enough for you to get medical help. It only worked if you knew you needed it in time to cast it before you died, but when it worked, it was one of the best spells to have at your disposal.

      “Do you often get calls like this?” Liam asked.

      “I live in this neighborhood intentionally, Detective,” he said evenly. “I help when I am needed. I have worked hard to build trust in this community, and everyone who lives here knows they can call me for help—without judgment.”

      “Did he tell you anything when he called?” I asked. “Anything about what happened to him?”

      “No. He gave me his location, and that was it.”

      “And he hasn’t said anything, no talking in his sleep?” I asked.

      “He’s not sleeping, Ms. Renard. He’s in a coma.”

      I lay a hand on Jeff’s arm, calling my magic. Blue energy flowed from my hand onto Jeff. I concentrated on his vital signs, imagining the magic pooling over the injuries on his stomach, then flowing up to his head, urging him to rouse from his dreams.

      It wasn’t until I heard the feline growl that I realized Scath had stayed behind downstairs. The hairs on the back of my neck rose, and I backed away from the bed, moving for the door.

      “Is your dog all right?” Dr. Dannon asked.

      I met Liam’s eyes. “I’m going to go check.”

      Liam took a step closer to the bed. “I’ll stay here with Jeff.”

      My nerves tightened into knots as I made my way down the stairs, creeping up to where Scath waited by the door. Her fur stood up, and her eyes held that eerie green glow that didn’t bode well for whatever was out there. She sniffed at the door, then turned, staring at the small hallway leading further into the house.

      “I really wish you could talk,” I muttered.

      Scath didn’t look at me, but she slowly began to creep back toward the stairs, turning left this time instead of going right up to where Jeff’s room was. I followed, every nerve in my body sizzling with awareness, my magic burning, ready to rise to a spell. Slowly, Scath nosed open the door at the end of the hallway.

      It was a tiny room, as were most of the rooms in Dr. Dannon’s house, compartmentalized as it was. As the door swung open, I had time to note the desk to my right, pressed against the wall beside the door, and the small dark green loveseat set against the opposite wall. A window on the right wall perpendicular to the door was the only source of outside light, and a heavy forest green curtain had been drawn over it, leaving the room in shadows.

      A figure shifted on the couch, a man’s form straightening, glittering dark eyes meeting mine. My stomach bottomed out as I took in the stranger’s glossy crimson hair, pale skin, and blood red lips. I knew him. Had seen him earlier at the fight club.

      It was Nathan.

      The baobhan sidhe.
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      Fear ripped my magic from the well inside me, burning down my arm as I raised my hand, my lips already moving to form a spell. Nathan held up his hands, palms out, in the universal sign of “don’t shoot.”

      “Wait!” he rasped. He swayed on the couch, bracing one long-fingered hand on the padded arm to steady himself. “Wait,” he said again.

      Scath growled, the low sound rumbling up through her belly to pour out her lips. A green light shimmered over her eyes as she focused on the sidhe before us, and I shivered even though she was on my side.

      “I need to talk to you.” Nathan kept his voice calm, but there was a tremor there he couldn’t hide. Not while Scath was watching him so intently.

      I didn’t let go of the spell, holding it ready to fire if he so much as twitched in my direction. “If you came to talk to me, then why are you hiding back here?” I kept my voice low so Dr. Dannon wouldn’t hear me. I didn’t need him coming downstairs right now.

      Nathan’s throat worked as he swallowed hard. “Mother Renard, I was never meant to be out at this time. The sunlight is draining, and I’m tired. Getting here was not pleasant, even with tinted windows, and given the likelihood that our meeting would be…rocky, I thought it best if I rested for a moment before coming to you.” He closed his eyes. “I just needed to rest for a moment.”

      I narrowed my eyes. Baobhan sidhe weren’t like vampires. Sunlight might be unpleasant for them, but it wouldn’t kill them. And even though they might be weaker during the day, that didn’t make them any less dangerous. “You seemed just fine at the club earlier.”

      Nathan laughed, but there was no humor in the sound. “You should know how dangerous it is to show weakness in a place like that. I was not awake by choice. That was an order given to me by my master after…” He stopped, shook his head.

      “Your master?” I prompted.

      “My master is not pleased about what happened that night,” Nathan murmured, distracted, as if even now imagining the master in question. “Not pleased with the situation, or with me. I am to remain available no matter the hour, until I’ve corrected my mistake. I need to drink more frequently to keep my strength up since I’m not being allowed to keep my own hours, and the fight club is the best place.” He snorted. “Everyone goes there to bleed or to take advantage of those who are bleeding. No one minds if I partake in what is already there.”

      I braced myself, ready to let go of the spell. A dull ache was starting in my hand from holding it, and I’d have to decide soon between letting it go and letting it dissolve. “I won’t let you hurt Jeff.”

      “I am not here to hurt him,” Nathan said calmly. “I am here to talk to you.” He scooted forward on the couch. I tensed and he stopped. “Just talk. I drank from the goblin, and I saw his memories of you. You’re a village witch. You help people.”

      I froze. “You let Kendrick take your phone. So you could track me here.” I dropped my hand to my waist pouch. “But I turned the GPS off.”

      “But not the whole phone.” He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Stasya was not supposed to die that night. My master only wanted information. Stasya would have been released.”

      I pressed the power button on his phone, holding it until the device shut down. I had to hope no one else was tracking it. Blood and bone, I cursed to myself. We need to get Jeff out of here now.

      “And who is your master?” I asked.

      “Someone who takes confidentiality clauses very seriously,” Nathan said softly. He tugged at the collar of his button-up midnight blue shirt. “And I have no desire to end up like Roger Temple.”

      “So you can’t tell me who you’re working for—what a surprise. Can you tell me what information you wanted from Stasya?”

      He shook his head.

      I retrieved my phone and opened my texting app and started a new message to Liam. “So to be clear, you expect me to take the word of a killer, someone who tortures people for fun, that you’re not here to kill Jeff?”

      “So judgmental. You make many assumptions.”

      Nathan straightened in his position on the couch, and his sudden movement made me put the phone back in the pouch, full concentration on the spell sending a dull ache up my forearm.

      His jaw tightened. “I drink blood to survive. And when I drink someone’s blood, I get flashes of their memories. I can serve a purpose doing what I need to do anyway in order to survive. My way requires as little pain as necessary, as opposed to torture, which requires the most pain possible.”

      “So you work for Ian Walsh as an interrogator to make things easier on his victims.”

      “I never said I work for Ian Walsh.”

      I scoffed. “Did you come here just to tell me that Stasya’s death wasn’t your fault? That you were just trying to make the best of a bad situation and things got out of hand?” I lifted my chin. “What about what happened to Jeff? You almost killed him. Was that not your fault?”

      “I have to follow orders,” Nathan said coldly. “Just like you.”

      I stiffened before I could stop myself. “What did you say?”

      “I know about your contract with Flint Valencia. You hate following his orders, but you do it anyway, and you take solace in knowing that someone benefited from your sacrifice. Why is it so hard for you to believe the same of me? I did not kill Stasya. I did not want her dead.”

      “And Jeff?” I pressed.

      Nathan pressed his lips together, frustration tightening his features. “My master was very insistent that no one find out about Stasya. Especially him.”

      “But Jeff already knew. Didn’t he?”

      “Not Jeff.”

      “Then who?” My voice sounded strained even to my own ears. I had to decide now, use the spell or let it go. I took a long, slow breath, trying to keep my hand from shaking.

      Nathan opened his mouth, but no words came out, only a gasp. His eyes flew wide, orbs of polished ebony in his bone pale face. He grabbed his throat as if scratching at an invisible noose, dragging his nails down his skin and leaving red trails in their wake. It was a hauntingly familiar gesture.

      “Stop talking!” I said quickly, my heart pounding. “Stop talking, your contract is reacting.”

      Nathan opened his mouth and choked again, sliding off the couch to hit the floor on his knees, his body folding forward.

      “Stop trying to talk!” I hesitated, unwilling to get too close, frustration increasing the ache in my hand holding the spell to a dull throb. It could be a trick. He could be acting.

      “Master wants… Master wants…”

      “Stop talking!” Peasblossom’s wings vibrated with tension and she held onto a lock of my hair as she leaned toward the sidhe. “You’re going to kill yourself.”

      “You need to know,” he rasped. “Liam’s in danger. My master wants—”

      This time when he choked, I hit my knees beside him. The spell I’d been holding shot down my arm, back into the writhing magic inside me, leaving a trail of heat in its wake. “What about Liam?” I gritted my teeth and shook my head. “No, don’t answer yet.” He couldn’t tell me, not if the contract wouldn’t allow it. I had to get him to calm down first, had to get the contract to stop. There had to be a way to get the information. “Peasblossom, go to Liam, tell him what’s going on.”

      Peasblossom hesitated, but Scath took a step toward the sidhe, her eerie green eyes lit with anticipation. “I’ll be right back,” she promised.

      She leapt off my shoulder and sailed out of the room. I didn’t look away from Nathan, but suddenly he dove forward, so fast I didn’t have time to move. He grabbed my arms, desperation pinching his face.

      “Help me,” he choked.

      The fine hairs on his hands slid into my skin, so thin there was almost no pain, just a faint pinching sensation, like being gripped too tight. Panic shot through me, sending my heart into my throat. Scath growled, and I didn’t tell her to back down. Nathan might be reacting out of panic, but he could be doing this on purpose. I didn’t know which yet.

      “Nathan, let go,” I said, my voice hoarse. “I’ll help you, but you have to let go.”

      “Must heal.” His voice was wet, as if the contract had done more damage than I’d thought. “Please.”

      “I can help you heal, but you need to let go. I don’t want to hurt you, but I will. You don’t have permission to drink my blood.”

      He still didn’t let go. When he dipped his head to my arms and licked at the blood seeping between his hand and my flesh, that was it.

      “Scath,” I snapped.

      Scath growled, and Nathan reacted as if she’d bit him. He released me and hurled himself back, collapsing against the seat of the couch, his chest heaving in great gasping breaths. Scath took a step closer, bringing her mouth full of sharp teeth close enough to the baobhan sidhe to take a chunk out of his shoulder if he moved.

      “Distract me.”

      His voice was so strangled, I almost couldn’t make out the words. He choked and spit, and there was blood in the saliva that hit the pale cream carpet.

      “No sleep, no coma. Distract me.” He tried to suck in a breath, but choked on it, his hand returning to his throat and scratching at his skin. More red lines traced down his throat. “I won’t tell you about what happened that night. I won’t talk about my master.”

      He tapped his throat as he said the words, and I nodded that I understood. He was announcing his intent, reinforcing his determination not to break the terms of the contract. It must have helped, because his next breath didn’t sound like it was being dragged over a bed of broken glass, and he pushed himself to a sitting position with his back against the couch.

      He was behaving like a man with good intentions.

      Still…

      “Intentio,” I said.

      Nathan eyed me warily as I touched his arm, pressing the spell into his body despite the bite of his hairs against the pads of my fingers. I didn’t tell him what the spell was, and he didn’t ask. I put more distance between us and settled on the floor.

      “So let’s talk about something you’re allowed to talk about. Something of value. Something that won’t set off your contract.”

      Nathan nodded, prying his hand off his throat with obvious effort. “All right. Let’s talk about relationships. Let’s talk about you and Liam, the wolf from the night club.”

      I narrowed my eyes, anger sharpening my tone. “My personal life—”

      “Romance can destroy relationships,” Nathan said loudly, touching his throat while holding my gaze. “Romance is never predictable, but it is even less so if there is a working component to the relationship. If you rely on someone for your livelihood. No matter how solid the relationship, romance can destroy it. Poison it from the inside. And it can work the other way as well. If the romance started first, adding a business component can destroy the trust that love built.”

      I knew he was trying to be vague, vague enough that the contract wouldn’t react. But what he’d said could apply to any number of people involved in this case. Charbel and Stasya, Jeff and Barbara. Technically, Roger and Barbara, really. Ian and Barbara might even qualify.

      Nathan watched me, the expression in his eyes intent. Waiting for me to figure it out.

      Doubt nagged at me, a tiny voice in the back of my mind telling me I was missing something obvious. Nathan was sidhe, a master of double-talk and deception, a master of lying without lying. If anyone could figure out a way around the contract, it was him. If I could decode it. It was a shame Roger hadn’t had his skills.

      The tiny voice got louder, the sensation of doubt stronger. Then it hit me.

      “I hear Stavros Rosso over at Fortuna’s Stables Racino is good with enchanted contracts,” I said slowly. “The kind that keep people from talking about things.” Nathan stiffened and I held up a hand. “I’m not going to ask you anything you’ve been forbidden to talk about.”

      “Perhaps we should stay on safer ground,” Nathan said carefully. He tapped his throat again, drawing my attention to the trails of red from where he’d scratched himself so desperately. So theatrically.

      “I’m talking strictly hypothetically,” I assured him. I called my magic, flexing my still sore fingers as I readied a new spell. Beside me, Scath’s muscles vibrated with the promise of swift action.

      “My understanding is Stavros is the best. So much so that Ian Walsh and Aaban Nassir both use him as an independent contractor. Can you think of anyone else either man might use?”

      Nathan frowned. “A contract is a specialty, but not so difficult that there aren’t many magic users in the area who could enchant one.”

      “But have you known Ian Walsh to use anyone else?” I pressed. “Or Aaban for that matter?”

      Nathan opened his mouth, then shut it. “I can’t speak to the fact of that matter.”

      “Even though you’ve worked for both?” I asked. “Even though you apparently worked for Ian and then left Underhill to work for Scoria Security?”

      “I never said that,” Nathan said calmly.

      “No, you didn’t. Perhaps that’s what you meant by romance complicating things. Perhaps it was a romance with Aaban that destroyed your working relationship with Ian?”

      “I can’t speak to my master’s—” Nathan’s voice paled on a rasp and he put a hand to his throat.

      I smiled. There it was, a sliver of doubt in Nathan’s expression, concern that I wasn’t buying his act. “You know, once Roger tried to talk to me and the contract reacted, there was no stopping it,” I said softly. “He’s unconscious now, ostensibly not trying to break it, and it’s still killing him. But your contract seems to release you as long as you promise to be a good boy and not try and break it again.”

      Scath’s head shot up, cutting me off before I could say anything else. Her ears pricked forward as she looked toward the curtained window. The curtains swayed, moved by a breeze from outside the open window. She swiveled her head around, sniffing the air. A growl raised the hairs on my arms as the baobhan’s words from before echoed in my mind.

      “Liam is in danger.”

      Nathan dove for me. I didn’t have time to get out of the way, no time to focus my thoughts away from images of what other intruders might have made it into the house. Fortunately, the spell I’d put on him earlier reacted immediately.

      He screamed as the magic I’d pressed into his body reacted to his violent intentions, seizing every nerve in sudden agony. Spasming from head to toe, he hit the floor on one knee, sucking in breath through clenched teeth, black eyes shining with hatred in the dim light.

      Scath’s heavy paw swiped out in a thick black line, curved claws aimed for Nathan’s pale face. The baobhan sidhe reacted with otherworldly grace despite his pain. He’d dropped his glamour, and the leg he swept out ended in a hoof that caught the cat sith in the snout.

      Blood poured from the gash on Scath’s muzzle, but that didn’t stop her from sweeping out with her other paw, and this time, she found her mark. Nathan’s shirt ripped like wet tissue paper as Scath’s claws scored his chest, sending a wash of blood down the front of his body.

      There was a crash from somewhere upstairs, and I cursed. There was someone else in the house, and they were upstairs with a comatose Jeff. And Liam.

      Nathan kicked out again as Scath lunged forward. His hoof caught her in the mouth, snapping off one of her long white teeth. Scath snarled, green eyes brightening into emerald flames. I gritted my teeth. This fight had to end now. We had no time, we had to get upstairs.

      “Sol metus!” I shouted, throwing out an arc of searing green energy. I dove as I hurled the spell, aiming to land by the window and the dangling curtain.

      Nathan’s eyes, now glittering with specks of crimson, focused on me, and his muscles tensed. My skin tingled in anticipation of his touch, the needle-like hairs on his skin drawing more blood. I winced as I hit the wall, scrabbling at the curtain as I slid to the floor. The curtain pulled free of its rod with a snap.

      Sunlight poured into the room, and Nathan screamed as my spell amplified the light piercing his eyes. Bad enough that Nathan was naturally nocturnal, but with the additional focus of my spell the searing sunrays left him in blind agony. He kicked out toward the rumbling growl coming from Scath, but he missed. Scath brought her claws forward, scoring Nathan across the face, ruining one blind eye, then following that slash with another to his midsection.

      I didn’t have time to watch, to see how badly the sidhe was hurt. I bolted for the door. Three running steps carried me down the short hallway. I’d just raised one leg to take the first step up toward Jeff’s room when I heard a thud from above.

      I had a split second for my brain to register someone exploding out of Jeff’s room. The figure was moving too fast for the sharp turn required to go down the stairs, and instead smacked into the bedroom door opposite the hidden room behind the tapestry now held aside. The figure tilted madly as he pivoted, but regained his balance enough to keep his feet when he careened down the stairs.

      I flattened myself against the wall just in time to avoid a collision, my eyes bulging as I realized it was a baobhan sidhe.

      Another one.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          Chapter 21

        

      

    

    
      The second baobhan sidhe made a beeline for the room where I’d left Nathan. I stood frozen in place, desperate to get to Liam, but needing to stay put to make certain the two sidhe didn’t try to get upstairs again. Maybe I could slow them down. First line of defense.

      A few seconds later, the sidhe who’d stumbled down the stairs lurched out of the office with his cohort in his arms. Nathan’s body was limp, blood pouring from his stomach. Blood and liquid from his ruined eye coated his face. His partner glared at me from a face caked with drying blood, a promise of revenge in the expression, then lunged out the open front door. I heard a hiss as he plunged into the sunlight, and a few seconds later a car door slammed.

      I stood there frozen, my mind spinning, unsure if I should give chase, or send Scath after them. The cat sith stood at my side, tail lashing side to side, muscles tensed, ready to run. Nathan had said Liam was in danger. Had he referred to his partner? Or something else? Should I try to catch up with them, try to get more information now that they were weakened?

      “All right?”

      I turned at the sound of Liam’s voice, perturbed by the garbled nature of his words. When my gaze met his, I realized why he sounded different. The alpha was partially shifted, his body bigger, covered with grey fur, and his face more wolf than man with a long snout and teeth to match. Dark gold eyes studied me, burning in the aftermath of whatever fight I’d missed. If it had been anyone else, I would have been terrified, and as it was, it took me two tries to speak.

      “I’m fine.” I busied myself closing and locking the front door. When I got back to the stairs, Liam was gone, back in Jeff’s room. I glanced at the bloody hallway leading back to the office, but turned to the stairs first. There was too much to clean up with one sweep. I’d take care of the bloody mess later, after I made sure Peasblossom and Jeff were all right.

      Scath prowled up the stairs beside me, despite the fact that there really wasn’t enough room to do so safely on the narrow staircase. If I slowed, she slowed, and if I sped up, she sped up. It was both annoying and reassuring that she seemed dedicated to remaining at my side.

      Right at my side.

      My chest tightened as I turned to enter Jeff’s makeshift hospital room and the first thing I saw was Dr. Dannon lying on the floor. There was a blood smear on the wall closest to his head. Peasblossom perched on his forehead with her tiny pink palms pressed to his skin, her wings vibrating behind her in a steady buzz. She looked up at me when I came in, and her wings stopped moving, sagging in relief.

      “You’re okay.”

      I nodded and stepped inside the room, glancing toward the bed. Thankfully, Jeff looked undisturbed. “I’m fine. What happened?”

      Beside the bed Liam rolled his shoulders, body shuddering with the release of energy as he shifted back into full human form. Ostensibly to make it easier to talk. “Peasblossom told me about Nathan. I was almost to the door when the baobhan sidhe leapt into the room and threw something at Dannon.” He gestured to the unconscious doctor.

      “It was sleeping powder,” Peasblossom said. “It wouldn’t have hurt him, but when he fell, he hit his head.”

      “Good thing you were there,” I told her.

      Her wings lifted and her face brightened. “Yeah. If I hadn’t been here, he could be dead.”

      A concussion was more likely, but head injuries were nothing to laugh at, so I let her have that one.

      “He was aiming for me,” Liam continued. He gestured to another blood spot on the wall beside the door. “Blackjack attacked him, and he hit Dannon by mistake. He rallied and went for Jeff. Then he heard Nathan screaming, and he must have figured his partner hadn’t taken you out like he was supposed to. He was outnumbered, so he bolted.”

      “There’s no guarantee he won’t be back with reinforcements—if he doesn’t have people waiting already.” I bit the inside of my cheek, staring at Jeff. “We need to wake him up. But I don’t know if I can—” My gaze landed on Blackjack, once again perched on the head of Jeff’s bed, and I froze. “Or maybe there’s another way to talk to him.”

      I took a careful step toward the bed. Blackjack raised his wings and opened his beak, feathers fluffing in warning. He was already a huge bird, but now he looked enormous. And rather peeved. I kept my voice low and calm.

      “Blackjack, I need to help Jeff. But to do that, I need you to help me.” I took another step. “Peasblossom, get the astral projection supplies.”

      Peasblossom was unzipping the pouch already as if she’d guessed my idea. She shoved half her body inside. “Bizbee! Bizbee, we need the light purple candle and a lighter. And a bag of salt!”

      “Stop shoutin’, there’s nothing wrong with my hearing!”

      “Blackjack,” said the raven.

      “Jeff is in trouble,” I said, not mincing words. “He’s in danger. More people will come here, and they’ll try to hurt him. I need your help to talk to him.”

      Blackjack tilted his head, staring from me to the purple candle Peasblossom was hauling out of the pouch. “Roger.”

      “Yes. Yes, we want to help Roger. We need Jeff.” I kept my eyes on the bird as I took the bag of salt from the grig. “I’m going to go to the dreamworld. If Jeff is asleep I might be able to find him there. It would help me find him faster if you would come with me.”

      The bird didn’t say anything. Beady black eyes followed every movement as I retreated to the door. “I’m going downstairs. Come with me. Please. I need your help to find him in time.”

      Liam watched with interest as the bird flapped its wings and looked from me to Liam. It opened its beak again. “Out.”

      I paused on the threshold. “I think he wants you to leave too. He doesn’t want to leave Jeff alone with you.”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been told what to do by a bird.” Liam hesitated, then stepped away from the bed. “I’ll stay on the bottom of the steps.” He glanced around. “This room doesn’t have any windows. If I stay at the lower landing, I should hear it if Jeff wakes up.”

      “Good.” I nodded at Blackjack. “Let’s go then.”

      I said a prayer of gratitude when I left the room and Blackjack sailed down the stairs ahead of me. If the sight of the blood all over the floor bothered the raven, he didn’t show it.

      Liam followed, carrying Dr. Dannon with him. When we got to the bottom of the stairs, I headed for the kitchen and its generous floor space, and Liam settled the unconscious doctor on the couch.

      I stood in the middle of the kitchen and waited for Blackjack. The raven hopped onto my shoulder, snapping his beak in warning. That close to my eyes, the thick bill was as good a threat as any, and I nodded my acknowledgment. No tricks.

      “All right, Peasblossom, I want you to stay outside the circle with my cell phone.” I waved the phone in question and set it on the floor. “If I don’t come back soon, call Gary and tell him what I’ve done.”

      “Who’s Gary?” Liam asked coming to stand at the bottom of the stairs where he could still see into the kitchen.

      “A shaman who specializes in astral travel. If something happens to me, he’s the best bet to get me back.”

      “Be careful, Shade,” Peasblossom said, her tiny voice worried.

      I took the purple candle and the lighter and set them on the floor. Once the flame flared to life, I started drawing out the salt circle. “I’ll be careful. Make sure nothing happens to Jeff.”

      Liam nodded, but didn’t say anything, his blue eyes watching as I used a drop of my blood to close the circle. I lay on the floor with Blackjack shifting his feet to stay on my shoulder. I closed my eyes, took a deep breath, and opened my mind.

      The dreamworld is to the astral plane what the astral plane is to the real world. But while the astral plane can be manipulated by anyone who knows what they’re doing, the dreamworld is more often manipulated by those who don’t. The astral plane waits for commands. The dreamworld reaches into your brain for ideas.

      The scent of the candle’s essential oils drifted over my senses, the lavender overriding the milder scents. The spelled candle pushed at my mind, and after a quick, dizzying moment, I felt a change in the energy of my surroundings. I opened my eyes.

      I couldn’t see a thing. I stood in a field of grey mist, blind to anything but the giant raven sitting on my shoulder. Blackjack stared into the grey fog surrounding us as if he could count the individual droplets of moisture. This close to my face, his bill looked much larger than usual, and I noticed a reddish tint I hadn’t seen before.

      I flexed my fingers and toes, and rolled my head to stretch the muscles in my neck. To survive the dreamworld, I needed to ground myself as best I could, calm my thoughts so the dreamworld didn’t reach into my brain for anything too interesting. Three deep breaths, in for the count of seven, out for the count of eight. I concentrated on the feel of my breath as my chest rose and fell, and the sensation of my muscles flexing as I stepped forward.

      “All right, we need to find your master. Blackjack, where’s Jeff?”

      Blackjack launched himself off my shoulder and sailed into the fog. The thick grey moisture rolled back, and I let out a sound between a gasp and a squeak as I found myself walking on thin air, looking down on a forest from a mile or so overhead. Tree tops waved at me from below, and when I took a step, the wind cupped my body as I slid forward. It felt like flying.

      Apparently, the dreamworld was using Blackjack’s memories to build itself, so I was getting a bird’s eye view of our trip. I tried not to look down, concentrating instead on the black corvid body sailing through the air ahead of me. As long as I kept my eyes straight ahead, I would be fine.

      Probably.

      “Tell me what you saw. Show me!”

      The sound of Arianne’s voice startled me, and I stumbled, wobbling in midair with my feet on what felt like solid ground. Blackjack’s talons closed around my shoulder, and I concentrated on that pain to ground myself. When I blinked, the bird’s eye view vanished, and I was standing in a forest, surrounded by thick trees.

      Jeff knelt in a small, mostly clear area, bowed until the debris of the forest floor tickled his forehead and stirred his dark brown hair. His hands were bound behind him, locked together by handcuffs that glittered like marble. I stiffened. No, not marble. Amethyst.

      “Lives are at stake, and you kneel there letting them die in your silence.” Arianne’s voice thickened with emotion and she drew a deep, shuddering breath. “You will tell me what you saw. I will have the truth if I have to tear your mind to ribbons to find it.”

      I leaned around a tree to get my first look at the dream sorceress. My lips parted, and I stared.

      Arianne was in her element. She was a beautiful woman on the physical plane, but here, in the dreamworld, she was radiant. Her black hair slid around her shoulders like liquid silk, tendrils writhing as if gravity had little effect on them. Her skin was no longer a pale brown, but a glowing white with purple and gold veins. Her eyes were burning mercury, a silver so bright it hurt to look at them. She was a goddess carved of amethyst and given life.

      She had to know I was there, but she didn’t spare me so much as a glance. Instead she took another step toward Jeff, stretching her hand toward his bowed head.

      “Stasya is dead. Killed by the baobhan sidhe. Tell me who else was there! Who was the baobhan working for?”

      She was almost screaming by the end of the sentence, her chest rising and falling so fast it destroyed the illusion of being carved from stone.

      Jeff didn’t look up, didn’t move. He remained kneeling as if he were completely at peace, content to kneel here in the forest for as long as it took. He didn’t say a word.

      Blackjack dove through the air and stabbed at the top of Arianne’s head with his bill, not enough to do damage, but more of a warning. She screeched and swiped at the air with one hand, holding her scalp with the other. Blackjack swooped in a wide circle then landed on his master’s shoulder, lifting his wings and snapping his bill at Arianne. Yelling at her in corvid.

      Jeff tilted his head, but the sight of his animal companion didn’t calm him as I’d expected. Instead, his jaw tightened, his shoulders going rigid. I frowned. His animal companion had come to his aid. He should be happy. I always felt better with Peasblossom around. Except…

      Arianne stared at the bird. Slowly a smile crept across her lips. Dread settled in my stomach.

      “Tell me what you saw.” She raised a hand toward the bird. “Or when you return to the waking world, your bird’s mind will stay here. You can sit on the physical plane and wait for his body to die.”

      Now Jeff raised his head. But he didn’t look at Arianne. He looked at me. And I could see clear as day the accusation in his eyes. The demand. I’d brought his bird here, I’d put him in danger. Why?

      “Arianne, stop this.” I took a step forward, bringing myself into her peripheral vision. She had yet to acknowledge my presence, but I knew better than to think I’d snuck up on her. Most likely she simply didn’t consider me a threat. Not here.

      “Talk or the bird becomes a vegetable,” Arianne continued.

      “Did you kill Roger?” I asked speaking louder and taking another step forward. “I assume you had to go into his mind to find a connection to Jeff so you could locate him here. Roger was already in a delicate state. Did you kill him?”

      Arianne glared at me. “No. But if he dies, his blood will be on your hands, not mine. More power has done you no favors. You still blunder about like a child, shoving your face in situations that don’t concern you and leaving things worse than you found them.”

      “Spew venom on me if it makes you feel better, but we both know what you’re doing.” I took another step, angling myself between the angry sorceress and her feathered victim. “You feel guilty because Stasya lived in a war-torn country and thrived, but after two weeks here, she was killed while under your care.”

      Arianne stumbled back as if I’d struck her. Her amethyst face paled, making the purple and gold lines stand out like bulging veins. Her mouth opened and closed, but no sound came out. I slid the rest of the way between her and Blackjack.

      “How dare you,” Arianne whispered.

      Behind me, Jeff moved, just a whisper of clothes warning me of the movement. I straightened, blocking him from view as much as possible. If he could get out of the cuffs, he might be able to wake up.

      Arianne’s focus was on me now. All part of the plan.

      “You have no idea what you’ve done,” Arianne snarled. “Underhill is moving against Aaban and Charbel—surrounding them in their own home.”

      “They’re surrounding the ifrits at home?”

      “Yes. I spoke with Aaban before they cut off communication. Underhill is there, putting all their people into place.”

      “They can’t attack the competition like that. That would be enough to bring in the Vanguard,” I argued.

      Arianne’s face twisted into a mask of fury. “That would be true if one could prove that Underhill attacked them to take out the competition. But if they attacked them as punishment for Scoria killing one of their employees… Well that is the way of the Otherworld, isn’t it? An eye for an eye.”

      I shook my head. “They can’t prove Aaban killed Stasya. Not yet.”

      “Ian Walsh is high court sidhe,” Arianne snarled. “He’ll have set them up. Now all Underhill needs to do is make sure no one is around to challenge the accusations they’ve leveled against Scoria.”

      “Or maybe they’re trying to rescue the sidhe the ifrits took prisoner,” I responded evenly. “The one the Nassirs are torturing for information the same way you accused Walsh’s agents of torturing Stasya.”

      Arianne jabbed a shaking finger at me. “No. You’ve bought their lies, and now that they believe their campaign against my friends has worked, they’ll kill them both. Don’t you see? Underhill operates in the grey. They don’t need proof they’re right, they only need to make sure there’s no proof they’re wrong. The Vanguard does not interfere with infighting. They will get away with it. And it’s all because of your meddling, your willingness to believe their lies!”

      “Blaming me has become somewhat of a hobby for you,” I said calmly. “Pray tell, how is this situation my fault? Did I take a woman out of her homeland to do my bidding, then come between her and the man she cared for? Did I drive her to abandon my company and join the competition?”

      Arianne frowned, confusion pulling her brows together. “What are you talking about?”

      “Did I drag her away from a fight club, bloody and half-unconscious—in front of witnesses—on the night she was killed?”

      Arianne dropped her arm, some of the anger leaking from her face. “Fight club. You’re talking about Stasya? You said… What do you mean join the competition?”

      A noise behind me could have been Jeff escaping his bonds, but I didn’t have time to listen and find out for sure, and I couldn’t look. I took a step toward Arianne.

      “I have a witness that saw Aaban take a badly wounded Stasya from the fight club at the Fortuna’s Stables racino the night she was killed. The witness said he looked angry.”

      “Aaban was at home with Charbel the night Stasya was killed,” Arianne insisted. “They swore to me.”

      “Demons lie,” I said simply. “Even a demon’s oath doesn’t mean the same thing as a fey’s or a witch’s. You know that.”

      “Don’t speak of them as if they have no honor,” Arianne snapped. “Your prejudice blinds you.”

      “Stasya was killed at the National Acme Building,” I continued. “I have a witness that says Jeff shot a baobhan sidhe named Nathan that night, to stop him going after Roger after he witnessed Stasya’s murder. I also have proof that Aaban was in contact with Nathan, trying to recruit him.”

      Arianne’s brows knitted together, and she blinked those glowing silver eyes. “I don’t understand.”

      “Aaban didn’t like the relationship developing between Charbel and Stasya. It caused friction between them. And I have to think that whatever Stasya’s nature, Aaban wouldn’t like her fighting to near incapacitation at a fight club before accomplishing the mission he’d chosen her specially for.”

      “Aaban understood,” Arianne argued. “The fighting, the relationship. He understood.”

      “Stasya didn’t think so. She defected to Underhill.”

      Arianne’s eyes widened. “She would never—”

      “Ian can’t lie,” I said quietly. “He can dance around the truth, he can twist the facts, but he can’t lie. He came right out and said Stasya was joining Underhill.”

      “No.”

      “I went to Jeff’s house,” I continued, gently but firmly. “There are pictures there threatening Ian and Barbara. Someone wants Jeff to claim it was Ian he saw at Acme.”

      “It was Ian!” Arianne shouted.

      “Why would Ian be there himself?” I demanded. “It would be a ridiculous risk! He can’t lie about that, not if he were asked a direct question.”

      Arianne lifted her chin. “Then it was his employees. Either way, he is responsible!”

      “The facts don’t support that.” I took a deep breath, forced myself to calm down. “Listen, I know it’s hard to believe. None of us want to think someone we care for, someone we respect and trust, could be capable of something like th—”

      Arianne surged forward, so fast I didn’t have time to get out of the way. She shoved me aside and faced Jeff where he still knelt with his face almost touching the ground. “He knows what really happened. He knows the truth.” She raised her hand, spreading her fingers as if she intended to grab bird and man together. “And he will tell me.”

      I didn’t notice the change in Jeff right away, but then I suppose that was the point. It wasn’t until he raised his face and I saw the delicate jawline, the smaller nose, the softer skin, that I registered what was different about him. The slender build, and the way his clothes didn’t fit as well as they had a minute ago. I stared at the woman who knelt where Jeff had been and my lips parted in shock. I’d heard of rangers changing their shape to look like an animal.

      This was the first sex change I’d witnessed.

      Arianne was taken by surprise too, and she didn’t recover in time to stop him. The handcuffs that had held his masculine wrists prisoner were useless for his smaller, feminine hands. Jeff held Arianne’s gaze as he slipped free of the handcuffs. Blackjack stabbed at Jeff’s temple with his thick bill, and Jeff hissed. A second later, he blinked out of the dreamworld, taking his companion with him.

      I didn’t get the chance to follow.

      Arianne’s power closed around me like a fist, crushing me until my knees bent, and I dropped to the ground. I felt the tendrils of her magic reach into my mind, the sensation all too familiar, and just as terrifying. I scrabbled for some sense of calm, tried to focus, but it was no use.

      The scuttling noise came straight from my nightmares, and a horrifying sense of deja vu turned my blood to ice and froze the breath in my lungs. I squeezed my eyes shut, refusing to look because I knew what I’d see. I could hear furry bodies moving on eight legs, hear the hiss around large fangs.

      “Not real, not real, not real…”

      Not again. She would not do this to me again.

      I reached inside myself for the piece of her energy that stayed with me, the scraps I’d absorbed when I’d defeated her dream shard earlier this year. That energy had turned yesterday’s attack into a two-way street, maybe it could help me now. I gathered that energy to me in a mass of amethyst colored light, let it swell around me like an enormous bubble, pushing back the nightmares crawling all around me. The magic solidified into a shield with an audible pop, and I risked a peek.

      Arianne stood outside the glittering shield, her pale purple and gold veined face twisted into a mocking sneer. “You are stronger now, witchling,” she admitted. “But you are in my realm now. And here, your magic means nothing.” She reached out a finger toward the shield. “Less than nothing.”

      The bubble didn’t pop. It exploded.

      Inward.

      Shards of energy stabbed at me, sliding into my flesh like a thousand slivers of heated metal. I didn’t have the breath to scream, so I fell to the ground in silence, eyes bulging, lips moving as I fought to breathe.

      Arianne grabbed my arm and hauled me to my feet as if I were a ragdoll. “Come with me.”

      She dragged me and I blinked away a curtain of pain to notice figments around me, slithering in the air like animated pieces of a cloud.

      “Do you see those shapes?” Arianne asked me, jerking on my arm until I faced the direction she wanted. “This is Roger’s mind. Look at what frightens him.”

      I whimpered and tried to stand, but my legs wouldn’t work. The slivers of the shield she’d destroyed still felt stuck in my body, like a thousand splinters as long as my finger. Arianne rolled her eyes and a second later, the sensation vanished, leaving behind only pain.

      I looked where she pointed. One shape was unmistakably centaur, the four equine legs and humanoid upper body impossible to miss. Thin ropes like chains held the beast in place, while a humanoid shape moved around it. Every once in a while, the humanoid figure would draw a hand down the centaur’s body, then move its hand to its mouth. Screams of outrage echoed in my head, horrible, terrifying screams that made me want to cover my ears. A few feet away from the first two figures was a third. Humanoid, but indistinguishable beyond that.

      “That,” Arianne said quietly, “is Stasya and your baobhan sidhe.” She pointed at the second humanoid. “And that is Ian Walsh.”

      “You know as well as I do that those images are too vague.” I winced, the act of speaking almost too painful to continue. “You can’t possibly see enough detail to identify any of them. That third figure is so blurry I can’t even swear if it’s a man or a woman.”

      “You can’t—”

      “And besides,” I continued, raising my voice. “These images would never hold up as evidence. Not when Roger is so near death, not when you have a connection to the accused. You have too much power, they know you could plant these images in Roger’s mind.” I shook my head. “This means nothing.”

      I forced my legs under myself. Pain threatened to curl me into a ball, but I gritted my teeth and force myself to stand so I could look Arianne in the eye. “If you want the truth, then you’re looking at your best chance to get it. Let me go. Let me find real evidence, real proof.”

      “Proof against Aaban and Charbel, you mean,” Arianne snarled.

      “I have no love for the sidhe.” I hesitated. I didn’t think Arianne knew about my contract with Flint. But if she didn’t, I wasn’t going to tell her. “I don’t like Ian, and I don’t trust him. I’m not done with this investigation. I will find the truth, and I won’t stop until I can prove what happened.”

      “You want me to let you go so you can keep gathering lies against my friends.”

      I narrowed my eyes and took a step closer to Arianne, my breath hitching as pain threatened to shatter my lungs. I lifted my chin. “For all your insults, I have to ask. Do you truly believe I would be content with a lie? Is it that you think I’m too easily fooled, or do you think I don’t care about the truth?”

      “I think you are painfully unaware of the ramifications of your actions,” Arianne said evenly. “You might mean well, but you leave devastation in your wake. And I don’t think you’ve even realized it yet.”

      Her words had a chilling ring of sincerity to them, but I shoved those thoughts away. It wouldn’t do me any good to let doubt poison my resolve. Not now.

      “I will let you go, Shade,” Arianne said softly. “But know this. I expect you to find the truth—whatever that may be. But if Aaban and Charbel die as a result of your investigation—if they are saddled with a crime they did not commit…” She leaned closer until her breath caressed my cheeks, and I had to steel myself against the pull of her bottomless silver eyes. “I will pull you back into this world. And you will never wake again.”

      I woke up with a gasp. My body spasmed, every nerve ending screaming. I rolled onto my side. The throbbing in my head threatened to shatter my skull, and for a long minute, I just lay there struggling to breathe.

      It was a bad sign that I didn’t hear Peasblossom screaming at me until she physically pried open one of my eyelids. I choked on a protest and tried to sit up, but my body wouldn’t listen. Peasblossom slid down my face and grabbed hold of my ear with both hands.

      “Are you okay? What happened? I told you that was a bad idea! Did you find Jeff? Is he alive? What did he say?”

      “Hurts,” I rasped. I closed my eyes, but that just made my head hurt worse, so I forced them back open.

      Peasblossom’s worried pink face appear two millimeters from my right eye. “You need to use a spell. Heal yourself.”

      I shook my head. “Arianne is beyond angry. Ian is moving in on the ifrits. I need to reserve my energy. I need to find out who’s lying.” I rolled onto my stomach, then dragged my knees under me to push myself off the floor. “We need…to talk…to Jeff.” It was getting harder to speak, so I stopped.

      “Arianne?” Peasblossom squeaked. “Did you say Arianne?” She landed on my shoulder, patting my neck as I circled back to the front door. “What if he’s still unconscious?”

      I shook my head as I forced myself to my feet. “Blackjack woke him up. If he left the dreamworld, then he’s awake.”

      “That raven flew off like a goblin out of an ambulance,” Peasblossom muttered. “It figures he’d save his own and leave you behind with that moody wench.”

      I’d forgotten about Liam until I found myself facing him. The werewolf was standing frozen in the living room just outside the kitchen. But he wasn’t looking at me. His attention was on the front door.

      “What’s wrong?” I asked.

      Liam didn’t get the chance to answer. There was a sharp knock, quickly followed by the click of the lock releasing itself. The front door swung open, and a woman stepped inside.

      Eyes a grey so pale they were nearly indistinguishable from the whites of her eyes took in the room, from Dr. Dannon lying on the couch to Liam at the bottom of the stairs, and me in the kitchen doorway. Her white hair brushed the shoulders of her black suit jacket, and her matching skirt fell to mid-thigh on her long legs. Dark red lips spread in a smile as if she were an expected guest among friends. But if the two bodyguards behind her were any indication, she wasn’t here for tea.

      “Hello. I am Illyana. I’m here to pick up Mr. Carter.”

      “What makes you think he’s here?” I asked, ignoring the wheezing quality of my voice.

      The woman’s expression didn’t change. “Please don’t waste time with silly games. You were seen leaving Borvo Springs.”

      They’d likely tracked my phone. Blood and bone, it was almost enough to make me swear off electronics.

      “Mr. Carter is resting,” Liam said calmly. “Perhaps he could call you when he’s feeling up to company?”

      The sorceress took another step into the room. “I’m afraid that’s not possible. Mr. Winters will see him now.”
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      Anton Winters.

      I glanced out the window, noting the sunlight. “Mr. Winters isn’t awake yet. Surely there’s still time to let Mr. Carter rest?”

      Scath appeared at my side, her presence beside me a welcome comfort. I put one hand out, scratching the top of the cat sith’s head as I composed my face into my best witchy look.

      Illyana gave me the look parents gave children right before they explained why they couldn’t have chocolate cake for breakfast. “Mr. Winters’ interest in speaking with Mr. Carter is long-standing. He has left strict instructions that as soon as Mr. Carter’s whereabouts became known, I should immediately go to retrieve him, giving him whatever healing attention is necessary to make him fit for an audience.” She tilted her head, studying Liam for a moment before meeting my eyes again. “You are Detective Sergeant Liam Osbourne, I presume?”

      Liam nodded.

      “He wishes to speak to both you and Ms. Renard as well, if you would be so kind as to grant him an audience?”

      My throat went dry. I didn’t believe for a second my presence was as voluntary as she made it sound. However I didn’t think Anton would be so bold as to demand the alpha of the Rocky River pack drop everything to obey his whim.

      “I would be happy to meet with Mr. Winters when he wakes. But you’ll understand that I can’t come with you now and wait around for dark?” I said, keeping my voice cool and professional. I looked at Liam.

      The werewolf kept his body angled toward the stairs, and I had the semi-hysterical thought that he was trying to make himself a smaller target. “I’ll consider the request. It will largely depend on what else demands my attention tonight.”

      “We’ll tell Mr. Carter you’re here,” I said, taking a step toward the stairs. My heart pounded as I imagined Jeff upstairs. Had he heard our newest guests arrive? Did he understand what was about to happen? I had to talk to him before—

      “That won’t be necessary.”

      Illyana’s voice was still friendly, but the energy rolling off the two guards as they shouldered past me was less so. They were both dressed in black jeans, black shirts, and black jackets. The one closest to us was a hulking man, as one would expect a body guard to be, and something about the faint green undertone of his skin made me think he had troll blood in him somewhere. The other guard was shorter than the first, but barrel-chested and meaty in a way that said he could throw me over the house if the urge struck him.

      Liam didn’t move, either to stop them or to get out of their way. I fought to curve my mouth into some semblance of a smile as Illyana followed the first guard up the stairs. The second guard remained with us.

      My body still ached from Arianne’s attack, and all I really wanted to do was lie down until the thought of moving my arms didn’t sound like such a chore. But showing weakness at this point would be a bad idea. So I stood as straight as I could manage and waited for the sorceress to return.

      If I’d had any doubts about the severity of Jeff’s injuries, the amount of time it took for the sorceress to heal him dismissed them. It was almost twenty minutes before Blackjack sailed down the stairs like the opposite of a white surrender flag. Beady black eyes watched me as he perched on top of a kitchen cabinet and waited for Illyana and her other werewolf guard to come down with Jeff.

      The ranger looked incredible, especially considering the state he’d been in when we’d arrived. He was wearing pale grey sweatpants with a plain white T-shirt, most likely borrowed from an emergency stash Dr. Dannon had lying around for patients like him. Even if I didn’t have a ‘before’ picture of his condition firmly in my mind, I’d have guessed just how much Illyana had healed him based on her appearance alone. Even her impressive poker face couldn’t hide the exhaustion in the slope of her shoulders, or the sluggishness of her movements. It had cost her to heal him that much so quickly.

      “Jeff,” I said, stepping forward. “I’m pleased you’re feeling better.”

      The ranger paused, studying me with an even sharper look than he had in the dreamworld. “Thank you.”

      His voice suggested he was still cross with me for putting his bird in danger. I bit my lip in frustration. He was never going to listen to me now. And Jeff didn’t look like a man being taken to meet Cleveland’s most notorious undead crime lord. He looked like a man who thought he was an important witness being given a police escort to the courthouse to give testimony.

      My pulse skipped a beat as I realized Jeff didn’t know about the pictures planted at his house. He didn’t know Stasya’s murderer was planning to pin at least some of the crime on him. Didn’t know someone was undermining his credibility.

      I moved before I’d made the conscious decision to do so, stepping into his path, holding eye contact as I inserted myself between him and Anton’s entourage. “Who planted those pictures at your house?”

      “Ms. Renard.” Illyana’s sharp tone betrayed none of the exhaustion I’d seen in her body language. “Please refrain from asking Mr. Carter any questions. Mr. Winters has given strict instructions he is to be the first to question this witness.”

      I held up a hand. “I understand completely. You don’t want to upset him with news about the threat to his girlfriend’s life.”

      Jeff blinked, and his mask slipped, just for a second. “Girlfriend?”

      “Mr. Carter, please don’t say anything.” Illyana put her hand on my shoulder, and I tensed. There was no magic in the touch—yet. But I could feel her energy humming beneath the surface. “Ms. Renard, please step back.”

      I did as she asked, but I didn’t look away from Jeff. For the first time the ranger was looking at me as if I might have valuable information.

      “You can’t blame us for thinking she’s your girlfriend,” Liam said, taking advantage of Illyana’s focus on me. He held up his cell phone, showing a copy of the pictures plastered all over Jeff’s bedroom door. “I do apologize if we were wrong.”

      Jeff stared at the phone. “Is that my house?”

      “Enough!” Illyana raised her hands, holding one toward me, and one toward Liam. “Get Mr. Carter in the SUV. We’re leaving. Now.”

      “We’ll follow you then,” I said. “We can chat while we wait for Mr. Winters.”

      Illyana shook her head as the green-skinned guard took Jeff’s arm and led the contemplative ranger out the door. Blackjack swept through the air to follow them out, staying with Jeff without perching on his shoulder. A cautious bird.

      “No. Mr. Winters will see you after sunset.” She gave me a curt nod, then turned on her heel. “Goodbye, Mother Renard. Detective Osbourne.”

      “Wait,” I said, taking a step after her.

      “What is it?”

      The exhaustion had crept back into her voice, and I suspected that part of her haste to leave was the desire to get back to her quarters and rest. Illyana was running on fumes.

      “I think you should know I have reason to believe Ian Walsh is setting Jeff up.” I nodded to Liam and he held out his cell phone to the sorceress. “We took those pictures today. I think someone planted them there to make it look like Jeff has romantic feelings for his best friend’s wife.”

      Illyana glanced at the screen, but only for a second. “You found the ranger. That is most impressive, Mother Renard. We’ve been looking for Mr. Carter for weeks now, with no luck. I myself searched the Borvo Springs for Blackjack several times. May I ask how you found him?”

      I gestured at Scath. “She found him.”

      Illyana stared at Scath with an intensity that made me think she was using her third eye. A second later, her eyes lit up like those of a marine biologist who’s spotted a creature the world had written off as extinct. “Ah, I see. Interesting that the bird chose to reveal himself to you.” She shook off that thought and looked at Liam. “Do you believe Mr. Carter is being set up, as Ms. Renard puts it?”

      “I think double talk is a beloved sidhe pastime,” Liam said. “Ian Walsh has been incredibly blunt in his answers, and his dissemination of information. It’s out of character enough to be suspicious.”

      “And do you have any proof? Any evidence to support your claim against Ian Walsh?”

      I shifted my weight to my other foot, then froze, trying not to fidget under the woman’s silvery stare. “Not yet.”

      “In that case, may I posit another theory?”

      I didn’t like the tone of her voice, but I nodded.

      “Suppose the demons attempted to take on Underhill, but found that not only did Ian Walsh’s company enjoy a close and respectful relationship with a human who holds great sway in the private military industry, but also had the financial and political backing of Mr. Winters himself. The demons enlist the help of a dream sorceress who uses her position and her hotel to prey on the minds of politicians—politicians like Mr. Temple.”

      I already didn’t like where this was going.

      “Together with the sorceress, the demons convince Mr. Temple to give them an opportunity to show him what they can do. They come up with a plan, even bringing over a centaur from Syria for the added strategic advantage she provides.” She met my eyes. “Did the demons tell you what her advantage was?”

      “They refused to discuss her mission,” I said hesitantly.

      Illyana gave me a wan smile. “Of course they did. Their mission involved relieving a certain eccentric of materials he’d managed to gain through illegal means. Materials that may have been useful to someone attempting to weaponize a virus which the owner of the new materials had stolen from his place of employment. This particular eccentric lives on a farm, out in the mountains of Wyoming. His security is proportional to his activities, as you can imagine.”

      “Wyoming?” Liam asked.

      “Wild horses,” I murmured. “Stasya wouldn’t leave footprints. And she could hide among wild horses without causing a stir.”

      “You’re more right than you know,” Illyana said. “Because Stasya was not a purebred centaur. Somewhere in her bloodline, there is sidhe.”

      Understanding dawned. “She had glamour.”

      Illyana swayed on her feet, caught herself, and grasped the back of the couch for balance. The second guard, the one with arms bigger than my thighs, shifted forward, not quite offering help, but putting himself close enough to offer it if needed.

      “Yes,” Illyana continued. “Stasya could hide among other horses, and you’d never see a trace of her human half. She could look completely and utterly equine.”

      “Sidhe blood,” I repeated. “Did Ian know?” I was sure he’d never mentioned it.

      “He did. And I believe that is why he was able to convince Stasya to leave Scoria Security and join him at Underhill.” Illyana shrugged. “Say what you like about the sidhe, but they call to their own. And I have yet to meet anyone with sidhe blood who didn’t yearn, at least in part somewhere deep inside their soul, to be part of that world.”

      For a split second, I could have sworn Illyana glanced at Scath when she said that last part. I bit my lip. If what Illyana said was true, then it was possible Stasya had defected.

      “In addition, we have recently been made aware of certain phone conversations between Aaban and Jeff.”

      Liam stepped forward, his blue eyes locking on Illyana. “Jeff talked to Aaban?”

      “Yes. Not only that, Borvo Springs has informed us that the dream sorceress Arianne Monet has been inside not just Roger’s mind, but Jeff’s as well. It seems this invasion occurred within the past hour. Isn’t that interesting?”

      Liam looked at me, a question in his eyes.

      “Arianne was in the dreamworld questioning Jeff,” I admitted, hating how it sounded. Whatever I’d said to Arianne, the fact of the matter was, I did think Ian was guilty. But the odds were not looking good.

      “Do I need to tell you what that means?” Illyana pressed.

      “It means Anton can’t use hypnotism to get the truth from Jeff. If the hospital can prove that Arianne was inside Jeff’s head, then his memories are suspect. Anyone could argue that Arianne planted the images in his head, manipulated them to suit her.”

      “And her allies,” Illyana added. “So I’ll ask you now, Ms. Renard. Who do you believe is responsible for the centaur’s death?”

      “Sounds like you’ve got everything short of a confession,” I said quietly.

      Illyana’s smile widened, and my heart fell. “Now that you mention it, we did encounter a pair of baobhan sidhe on our way here. They’ve confessed to their part in Roger’s unfortunate condition.”

      Liam straightened. “Did either of them say who they were working for?”

      “They are bound, as Roger was. Neither of them can say who gave them their orders. But Nathan did ask me to speak to you about his cell phone?”

      I gritted my teeth, but there was nothing I could do. I was sure Nathan had already told her. “There are calls between him and Aaban. But a couple of calls don’t prove anything.”

      “I would posit that in addition to everything else we’ve learned, it proves a great deal,” Illyana chastised. “Which you would admit if you didn’t have an understandable, if unfortunate, prejudice against the sidhe.”

      I stiffened, holding my breath as I waited for her to follow up on that little comment and mention a certain leannan sidhe. She held my gaze for a moment longer, then looked away. Just a warning then.

      I wanted to argue, to point out that if Ian were setting up Aaban, having the baobhan confess while leaving them unable to name their master was the perfect crime. As frightening as Anton was, Ian probably could have convinced the baobhan to confess, pointing out that the vampire wasn’t one to throw out the baby with the bathwater. Anton was infamous for letting people work off their sins in his employ. And I had no doubt the vampire could find a good use for baobhan sidhe. Ian could have promised them anything in exchange for serving under Anton for a time.

      Illyana released her grip on the couch. “I can see you have a great deal to think about, Ms. Renard. I trust we’ll see you later this evening?” She headed for the door, then paused. “I’ve taken the liberty of tidying up.” She slipped a small vial out of her suit jacket pocket and popped the cork. Liam’s nostrils flared, then he wrinkled his nose.

      “What’s that?” I asked warily.

      Illyana bent to spread some of the oil over Dr. Dannon’s forehead. “Just a little something to cloud the good doctor’s mind. He’ll be a little befuddled when he wakes up.” She straightened and replaced the vial in her pocket. “Don’t worry, he’ll be fine. It’s best he doesn’t worry about his missing patient. Mr. Winters will see to a more permanent solution later.”

      Liam stiffed and took a step toward her. Illyana’s beefy guard scowled and put himself between them.

      “A permanent solution so he doesn’t remember Jeff,” Illyana said dryly. “No one is going to harm Dr. Dannon, detective.” She swayed on her feet, then immediately stiffened, forcing a smile. “Now, if you’ll excuse us. We’ll see you later tonight?”

      I nodded dumbly, my mind still spinning over everything Illyana had said as they left.

      “Arianne has made a mess of things,” I muttered as soon as the door closed behind them. “If only I’d found Jeff before she did.”

      “So you don’t think it was Aaban?”

      I shook my head.

      “Why not?” Liam paused and glanced at the couch. Dr. Dannon stirred.

      “We need to get out of here,” I said, keeping my voice low.

      I made sure Peasblossom was tucked safely underneath my hair, and we slipped out of the house, closing the door quietly behind us.

      “So why do you still think it’s Ian?” Liam asked.

      I bit the inside of my cheek, trying to isolate the source of doubt eating at the back of my mind. “Well, for one thing, centaurs are not known for being fickle when it comes to battle. The centaurs I’ve known would rather die on the battlefield than switch sides. The more I think about it, the more I have a hard time believing that Stasya would defect.”

      “She’s part sidhe,” Liam reminded me. “In my experience, that trumps all else. Besides, you said Stavros mentioned a fight between Stasya and Charbel over Aaban’s disapproval of their relationship. It sounds like there was tension there. And nothing can destroy an otherwise healthy professional relationship like romance.”

      I paused and glanced up at him. “Strange. Nathan said something very similar.”

      Liam shrugged. “It’s true. I’ve seen it plenty of times. Two cops who think they can get together romantically and keep it from affecting their job. But it always does. Eventually, you have to make a choice between doing what’s right personally for the relationship and doing what’s right professionally. It’s never a pretty situation, and someone always gets hurt.”

      He looked at me then, and his gaze caught mine for a split second. He walked behind the truck before I could be sure, but for a second I thought maybe he might be referring to something more than the complication in Aaban, Charbel, and Stasya’s working relationship. Or Barbara and Jeff’s relationship. Or Barbara and Ian’s relationship. Or—

      “Gah, why are the relationships in this case so bloody complicated?” I moaned, leaning on the truck.

      Liam snorted, but didn’t address the question as he opened his door. “Ian told you Stasya switched sides, and sidhe can’t lie. Did he say it outright?”

      “He did.” I sighed and opened my own door so I could haul myself into the truck with all the dignity of a three legged hippo. “That’s what I told Arianne. He said it outright, no dodging, no fancy phrasing. Nothing.”

      “That’s weird,” Peasblossom spoke up from her position on my shoulder.

      I paused in the middle of putting my seatbelt on and looked at her. “That is weird, isn’t it?”

      “Honey!” Peasblossom shouted.

      I scowled. “I’ve asked you not to shout in my face. And this is no time for—”

      “Not for me—well, not yet—I mean Ian’s tea! At the restaurant, Barbara ordered it with extra honey—the way the gods intended—saying she knows that’s how he likes it. But when you met him at Goodfellows—”

      “He took it with milk, no honey,” I finished slowly. I stared at Peasblossom. “If it was just the tea, then I’d say he wasn’t in the mood for honey, but add that to his sudden affinity for straight talk…” I stared at Liam. “That wasn’t Ian I had lunch with.”

      “You mean he sent someone disguised as him to find out what you knew and feed you false information? So who has the magic to glamour themselves to look and sound like Ian, and also the ability to lie?” Liam asked.

      “Why would Ian contract work to an entertainer?” I said, repeating my earlier question. “I bet it was Stavros. The wizard from the racino. His involvement isn’t limited to drawing up the contract. He helped Ian lie afterward.” I slammed my hand on the door. “Okay, new theory. Ian’s mad Roger gave the contract to Aaban. He kidnaps Stasya to get information on Aaban’s job so he can sabotage it. Someone tips Roger off, he goes to Acme with Jeff and catches Underhill in the act. Nathan goes after Roger, but Jeff is there covering him, and Roger gets away. Ian’s either there, or his people call him. He realizes if Roger gets away, his chances of getting another government contract are nil, and that will make Anton very angry.”

      “Nathan catches Jeff, but he escapes, hurt bad, but still alive,” Liam added.

      “Ian sends Stavros disguised as himself to Roger’s house to shut him up. He can’t kill him, because he doesn’t know where Jeff is, and if Jeff rats him out, then he’s toast for Stasya’s murder and Roger’s.”

      “So he starts looking for Jeff while simultaneously setting up the ifrits to take the fall,” Liam continued.

      I leaned closer. “But why pick the ifrits?”

      Liam drummed his fingers on the steering wheel. “Convenience. Scoria is the enemy to Underhill, so he could argue that the ifrits are framing him. And they both employ a large variety of creatures, so they can make it look like Nathan was working for Aaban. And if Ian was collecting Stasya from the fight club, it makes sense he would have gone there disguised as Aaban. Stasya was in no shape to notice anything was wrong, and glamour is the sidhe’s entire wheelhouse.”

      “So he figures Aaban is already implicated in Stasya’s murder because people will report him as the last one seen with her,” I continued. “He sends the fire elemental dressed in the fire retardant clothes to make him look like an ifrit, which might have worked if Asher hadn’t gutted him.”

      “And they stole the bones because Ian wanted you to think Jeff was dead and not look for him, and if you’d found a pile of bones and Jeff’s weren’t among them, that would make you think he got away.”

      “So what about the pictures in Jeff’s house?” I asked.

      “Backup. Ian needs to discredit Jeff just in case he’s found before he can complete the setup. He makes it seem like Jeff has a thing for Barbara, maybe he’s jealous of Roger and worked with the ifrits to put him in danger. And all the pictures of Ian with Barbara could make it particularly incriminating since it looks like he was jealous of Ian too.”

      I slumped against the back of my seat, staring unseeing at the dashboard. “So how do we prove all this? We need hard evidence, something that can’t be explained away…” I sat up straight, moving so suddenly that Peasblossom yelped and fell off my shoulder into my lap. “The contract. We need to find the contract.”

      “You know where it is?”

      I nodded. “I think so. We need to get to the racino. The only way to prove Ian is involved is to get our hands on that contract. It will have his signature on it, because he’s the one Roger would have given the oath to. Ian is too much of a control freak to give anyone else the power to release him from the contract.”

      Liam’s eyebrows rose as he slipped the key into the ignition. “If he’s a control freak, you think he’d let the wizard keep it?”

      “Ian wouldn’t keep it on his premises, it’s the first place Anton Winters will look when he checks out Ian’s story.”

      “How are we going to find it? I don’t think Rosso is just going to let us inside to look around his files.”

      “The wizard likes to negotiate treaties between powerful people in the community. So we’re going to give him the opportunity to negotiate a deal.”

      Liam’s eyes narrowed as he pulled into the street. “A deal between who?”

      I smiled. “Between a powerful witch and a bossy alpha werewolf.”
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      “Authoritative and bossy aren’t the same thing.”

      I stared out the windshield, gaze locked on the racino. “That’s just something bossy people say.”

      Liam glanced at me out of the corner of his eye. “I’m the alpha of my pack. You expect me to hesitate before making decisions? Wait around to be told what to do?”

      I touched my head for the fifth time, resisting the urge to mess with the wig. I should have gone blonde. Red hair was going to make me stand out too much. “I think I started this case working solo, and now I have a personal space heater traveling with me everywhere I go.”

      Liam snorted. “You’re welcome. It’s the least I could do after you so graciously offered your help the first time we met.”

      If I wasn’t concentrating on the ball of nerves that my stomach had twisted itself into, I might have argued that forcing my way onto his case hadn’t been my idea, it had been my mentor’s. But most of my attention was focused on not throwing up in his truck.

      “Look, if Shade says you’re bossy, then you’re bossy,” Peasblossom spoke up, rolling over from her position on top of my head.

      “Thank you, Peasblossom,” I said.

      “You’re welcome. After all, if anyone would know when someone’s being bossy, it would be—”

      “That’s enough support for now, thank you, Peasblossom.” I reached up and groped for her, careful not to damage her wings. “Now get off my head, you’re going to make the wig crooked.”

      The pixie squirmed in my grasp, fighting to stay in place. “Hey! I’m not making it crooked, I was smoothing it down! I’m helping.” I held her in front of my face to see her scowling at me. “If you ask me, wearing a physical disguise beneath a magic disguise is ridiculous. If you can’t have faith in your magic, then you have no business going in there in the first place.”

      “Ian looked right through my spell,” I pointed out. “Chances are this wizard can do it too. At least this way he won’t recognize me right away.”

      “Did you do that makeup?” Liam asked.

      I glanced at him. “No, I had the girl at the makeup counter do it when we stopped at the store for the clothes. Why?”

      Liam shrugged. “It’s well done. But you look better without it.”

      I stared at him for a long second. “Was that a compliment?”

      “It smells funny, too.”

      I scowled. “Thanks.”

      “You two have an interesting relationship,” a man’s voice said from the backseat.

      Jeff’s voice.

      I spun around in my seat, then grabbed hold of the door as the truck veered violently to the right.

      “Liam!” I shouted, my voice choked.

      “Sorry.” He righted the truck, but the steering wheel groaned under the tightness of his grip, and the vein in his temple bulged.

      Jeff sat curled up in the footwell behind my seat. He didn’t even look uncomfortable. Scath lay on the seat, and I stared at Jeff’s hand as he smoothed it down her side. She didn’t seem to mind at all.

      “How did you get here?” I managed finally. “How did you get away from the guards?”

      “I’m a Ranger,” he said simply, as if that explained everything.

      “That’s not an answer.” Liam’s voice was tight, a combination of anger and nerves. “The vampire isn’t just any businessman, that building is a fortress. How did you get out?”

      “Skill.” He hesitated, then shrugged. “And Illyana spent most of her energy healing me. She wasn’t at her best. I got away before they got me in the building.”

      I glanced from him to Liam. “You didn’t smell him, did you?”

      Liam’s grip on the steering wheel tightened again, and the groan of rubber and metal didn’t bode well for the truck.

      “No, he didn’t,” Jeff said calmly. “And I’m sorry, I know that’s unnerving for you. But it was necessary. I had to know the truth. Who you were working for.”

      “So now you’re going to trust us?” I asked. “Now that you’ve broken into Liam’s truck and spied on us?”

      “I still don’t trust you,” Jeff corrected me. “I’ve simply chosen to be here instead of at the Winters building.” His face darkened. “I’ve been thinking about those pictures. I didn’t put them there. Barbara is a friend, but I’ve never considered her as anything more. And I would never do anything to hurt Roger. I want to know who planted that stuff in my place.”

      “Probably Ian Walsh,” I said grimly. “But we’re going to find out one way or the other soon.” I paused and looked back at Jeff. “Barbara told me Ian said you called him that night. He said you told him Roger was attacked.”

      “I never called Ian,” Jeff said grimly.

      “If Ian lied to Barbara about Jeff’s call, then that means it wasn’t Ian Barbara spoke to,” Liam pointed out. “It was probably Stavros.”

      Liam pulled into the parking garage and found a space. His aura writhed like a nest of fire ants, and it took more concentration than I wanted to admit to focus on Jeff. “What exactly did you see at Acme?” I asked.

      Jeff stared at me for a long minute. Finally, he sighed. “I didn’t look in the warehouse. Roger climbed the ladder to look inside, and I watched him from across the street. Whatever he saw, it turned him white, and he just about fell down the ladder.”

      He shifted, rising halfway out of the footwell to balance on his heels. “He ran for his car, and something came out of the warehouse after him. I didn’t realize who or what it was right away.”

      “The baobhan sidhe,” I guessed.

      Jeff winced. “Yeah. I shot him when he grabbed Roger. I stayed to make sure Roger reached the car, then took off. But I wasn’t quite fast enough.” His eyes grew haunted, as if remembering what had happened. “I don’t think I’d like to meet a baobhan sidhe again. Ever.”

      “It’s impressive you survived,” I said quietly.

      “Blackjack saved my life. I managed to get away and call Dr. Dannon. He’s got a reputation as a good man who doesn’t talk out of turn. I had to take a chance.” He shook his head. “I don’t remember anything after that until you showed up.”

      “So you never saw Ian Walsh.”

      “No, but I’d seen the baobhan before. I knew he worked for Underhill.”

      “There’s a chance he went turncoat,” Peasblossom told him. “He’s been talking to Aaban.”

      “Interesting.” Jeff considered that, then gestured at the racino. “So you’re going to go in there and pretend to be a fighting pair looking for a treaty? But really you want to find Roger’s contract and find out for sure whose name is on it?”

      “Eavesdropping a lot, were you?” I asked.

      “Yes.”

      I sighed. “Apparently, Stavros is very fond of making deals. He’s built a reputation for his contract negotiations, especially treaties. The more powerful the opposing sides, the more tempting for him to participate in drawing up the contract and making sure it’s binding.”

      “How can I help?” Jeff asked.

      I glanced at Liam. He was watching Jeff with a less than friendly expression.

      “Well, when we go in, we’re going to demand to see a sample contract. I’ll say I want to test his magic to make sure it’s good enough. I was going to make Peasblossom invisible, so she can steal the contract.”

      “You can’t come in, he’ll recognize you,” Liam said roughly.

      “Then I’ll wait out here as backup,” Jeff said calmly. “How long before you want me to come in?”

      “Give us an hour. Any more than that and check the fight club downstairs. Get in the elevator and press 27486. It’ll take you to the lowest level.” I looked toward the racino. “My guess is if we get caught trying to trick him, we’ll be working it off in the ring.” I hesitated, then added. “If you do end up in the fight club, ask around for a goblin named Kendrick or Asher. Tell them there’s a fight in it for them if they help you find us.”

      The mention of the goblins pushed Jeff’s eyebrows into his hairline. I got out of the truck before he could ask too many questions about it.

      “I don’t like him showing up like that,” Liam muttered as we crossed the parking lot.

      “I wish he’d actually seen Ian at Acme.” I clenched my hands into fists, resisting the urge to mess with the wig again. “If this doesn’t work, it’d be nice to know he could be a better witness.”

      “I guess we better hope this works,” Liam said, opening the door to the casino. “After you.”

      It was seven o’ clock, and the casino was already hot with activity. It was easy to tell the recent arrivals from the morning people who hadn’t made it home yet. The latter had that look of exhausted desperation, as if the bright lights kept them melted to their seats, unable to blink for fear they’d miss the slot machines’ final fruit that meant a life of luxury. The recent arrivals scooted around them as if they were invisible, their wide eyes zeroing in on what seemed like easy money.

      It was hard not to study them and wonder which of these poor souls would be the one standing in front of the wizard at the end of the night, begging him to free them from the crippling debt they’d fallen into. With the current noise level I doubted anyone could hear their own thoughts, which might include a little voice in their head trying to tell them to quit before they were in too deep.

      And of course the free booze would do nicely to drown out any concerns that made it past the noise…

      “Ready?” I asked under my breath.

      “Yeah.” Liam glanced down at me, and something in his eyes sent a shiver down my spine. “Are you?”

      I didn’t answer. Instead, I called my magic—or rather, stopped holding it back. I let it pour up, flood my body until it hummed under my skin. I let out a breath, and with that breath, I let my power dance over my nerve endings, fill me up until I imagined I could exhale a colorful cloud of magical energies. Time to let them know the witch was coming.

      Beside me, Liam proved to me just how much he usually held back. His wolf leapt into his eyes, light blue warming to golden amber. I’d thought the heat rolling off him before was impressive, but now I could barely breathe. Our energies sizzled against each other as we stalked the length of the casino.

      It didn’t take long for the whispers to start. Otherworlders weren’t immune to gambling addiction, and Liam and I dragged more than one of them off their stools as we walked by, the force of our auras piquing their curiosity. By the time we reached the customer service desk, we had a considerable audience.

      “I want to speak to Stavros.” I let my voice echo with power, pushing purple energy into my tone. The short blonde woman behind the desk wasn’t human, I guessed some sort of half-fey, but she wasn’t so strong that she didn’t feel the compulsion in my words. She’d already lifted the phone when she caught herself.

      “I’m sorry, do you have an appointment?”

      Liam stepped closer to the desk, and the girl leaned away from him, wide eyes fixed on his burning gaze. “Tell him the alpha of the Rocky River pack is here to see him. You can take us to him now, or I’ll hunt him down myself.”

      The girl groped for the phone again, and pressed a button. “Mr. Stavros? The alpha of the Rocky River pack—”

      “Tell him Mother Briar is here to see him,” I spoke up, talking over her. “I’m not playing second fiddle to a dog.”

      The girl’s eyes bugged out of her head, and she stared at Liam. Liam growled at me, and the sound drew the eyes of several onlookers as it vibrated my internal organs.

      “Um, Mr. Stavros, Mother— I mean, two— I mean…” She stopped, holding perfectly still as she listened to whatever Stavros was saying to her. She nodded, relief pouring over her face. “Okay. Yes, sir, thank you, sir. Right away, sir.”

      She hung up the phone and her shoulders drooped. “He’ll see you now. If you’ll just follow Edwin?”

      One of the casino employees stood waiting. He had brown skin with faint red undertones and hair cut close to his head. Pieces of silver stuck out of the flesh around his left eye like a grotesque second set of eyelashes, crossing over his cheek to almost touch his nose. The skin around the metal bits was red and mottled. Real silver. It had to hurt like hell, and yet there was no trace of pain on the man’s face.

      “Come with me.” He had a smooth voice that contrasted sharply with the harshness of his metal studded profile. He gestured for us to follow him, and led us around a corner and down a long hallway.

      “What happened to your eye?” Liam asked.

      I hid my surprise behind a glare of annoyance, as if even the sound of his voice irritated me. Our escort glanced back at Liam.

      “Bomb.”

      He didn’t seem inclined to say more.

      “My pack specializes in rehab for silver injuries. We can help you heal that. If you want.”

      “Unusual to offer help to someone outside your pack. You take a risk that my alpha will not approve of your interference.”

      Liam’s gaze didn’t waver. “You don’t have an alpha.”

      Tension hummed between them, and I shifted back a little as both men’s auras flared warmer, the energies flowing forward, testing one another.

      The wolf didn’t say anything more, and a minute later, he led us into a room at the end of a hallway. Stavros’ office was full of antique furniture, but the mix of styles told me he was going for extravagance and expense rather than matching a single era. The wizard sat behind a desk that would have been ostentatious even for Anton Winters, and he watched us enter with unabashed interest.

      “Good evening, Mother Briar, Mr. Osbourne.” He rubbed the dark mustache that covered his lip with his finger and thumb as he studied Liam. “I hope you’ll forgive me for greeting you in alphabetical order? It seems the fairest way since there’s some…tension.”

      He said tension the way a five year old said “birthday present.” I didn’t like the light in his eyes. I hadn’t known brown eyes could be so cold.

      “I’m told you are passable at magically binding contracts,” I said, letting my disdain show in my voice. “We require a treaty.”

      “Yes,” Liam snapped. “Something that will keep her off our land.”

      “You cannot claim the entire park. My coven needs space for rituals!” I glared at Stavros. “And it must be carefully worded to keep these mongrels from trying to breed with my coven.”

      That pushed the wizard’s eyebrows into his receding hairline. “I see.”

      “No, you don’t, but it doesn’t matter.” I sneered at Liam. “He and his wolves are constantly sniffing around where they aren’t wanted. Most of my coven members are intelligent enough to send them running with their tails between their legs. But this last week one of them managed to lure one of our newer, more foolish members under the sheets.”

      “I think I met the witch in question,” Stavros mused. “She was here earlier today.” His smile broadened. “With Mr. Osbourne, if I remember correctly.”

      I did my best to look outraged, hoping the blush in my face would look like anger. I turned to Liam with my magic crackling over my skin. “You are a dog.”

      Liam drew himself up to his full height. “You’re just mad because she’s brave enough to find out what you’ve been missing.”

      His aura flared out against mine, and a fresh flood of adrenaline rose on an unexpected spike of arousal. “Rein in your aura,” I snarled. “An alpha should have more control than that.”

      “My aura is exactly as I want it to be.”

      I clenched my hands into fists. “It is out of control. I can feel it snapping at me.”

      Liam took a step closer, invading my personal space until his breath tickled my cheek when he spoke. My blood roared in my ears, so loud I almost missed his next words.

      “I think you like it,” he whispered.

      The heat in my face pooled somewhere south of my waist pouch, and I spun to face the wizard before I or Liam could think too hard on it.

      “Well, I can certainly help you with a treaty.” Stavros’ eyes glittered and his smile widened to show perfect white teeth. “For a price.”

      “I’m prepared to pay, but only if you have the skills your reputation boasts. Show me a sample of your work.”

      Stavros’ gaze darted between me and Liam, and I could almost see him turning over all the possibilities. “Of course.”

      He opened the bottom drawer of his desk with a key and a short phrase in a language I couldn’t quite make out. The drawer opened and he selected a file. “Here. This one is a matter of public record, so there’s no harm in giving you a peek.”

      I looked it over, taking my time to peruse the words, feeling out the magic. I held a hand over the paper. “Revelare.”

      Silver light exploded, and I stared at the contract, studying the colors and spells that had gone into it. It was an impressive piece of work.

      Peasblossom slipped down the back of my shirt to the floor, making her way toward the desk drawer. The invisibility spell I’d given her would expand to cover the file as she touched it, so all I had to do was keep Stavros from closing the drawer before she got it out.

      Liam leaned over, and his aura pushed hard enough against me that it sank through the layers of my magic. My breath halted in my lungs, and for a moment I couldn’t breathe.

      “And she won’t be able to break this?” he demanded, looking at Stavros.

      Stavros was watching me, noting my reaction. Liam’s breath had tickled my neck, adding a layer of goosebumps to the mounting heat pooling in my lower body.

      “Contracts, like any spell, can be broken with a fairly simple counter-spell,” he said slowly. “But for an extra fee, I will keep the contract here in my possession, as an added precaution.”

      I must have stood there fighting to breathe longer than I thought. Suddenly I felt my invisible familiar clinging to my leg, along with the weight of a file. Relief pulled my shoulders down, and I straightened my spine.

      “Stop breathing on me!” I snarled, shoving Liam’s chest. “I cannot abide you crowding my personal space like a dog in heat!”

      Liam barely moved when I shoved him, his lupine gaze boring into my eyes. Instinct flooded my veins with adrenaline, and just for a second, reality blurred. Our surroundings spiraled away, and the world narrowed down to me and Liam. A question echoed in my mind, as sudden as it was unwelcome.

      If I ran, what would happen?

      “I will draw up your contract, free of charge,” Stavros said, his voice holding a rasp that hadn’t been there before. “In return, you two will fight.”

      I tried to look at him, but couldn’t tear my gaze from Liam’s eyes. The wizard’s voice sounded too far away. “Fight?” I echoed, my voice breathy.

      “Not a war, nothing like that. In the ring. A simple fight. One night only.”

      “No.” I whirled around and stomped toward the door. “No. I am finished. This is war, wolf.”
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      I didn’t wait for Liam. I didn’t have to since I could feel him right behind me. His aura preceded him, pressing against my back like an oncoming storm, filling my head with echos of his voice.

      “I think you like it.”

      I shivered again, hard enough that I stumbled. It wasn’t much, just a missed step, but it was enough for Liam to close the distance between us without running to catch up.

      We’d had a lot of onlookers on our way in. This time, everyone paid attention. Silence rolled over the casino, and the voices trickled away as everyone stopped to stare. I had no idea what my aura felt like to everyone else right now. All I knew was that I had to get outside, had to clear my head.

      Now.

      Peasblossom squeaked as I bent down and scooped her off of my leg. We passed into the shadows of the parking garage, and I paused to take the contract from the pixie. As soon as she let go, the contract lost its shield of invisibility and I quickly scanned the signatures scrawled at the bottom.

      “Ian Walsh.”

      Liam stopped behind me, and his breath stirred the hairs on the back of my neck. He was breathing harder than he’d been before. Strange, since he hadn’t been running.

      “That can’t be his real name.”

      I shook my head, clearing my throat before I spoke again. “Most likely either an Anglicized version of his name, or a legal alias.”

      I unzipped my pouch. “Bizbee, could you file this away please? Keep it safe?”

      “Your hands are shaking,” Bizbee said, his little face pinching with a frown. “Are ye all right?”

      I ripped the wig off my head and tried to muster up a smile. “I’m fine. Just anxious to get that contract to Anton.”

      “Sunset isn’t for another hour,” Liam pointed out.

      His voice was gruffer than usual, and the sound rubbed against my skin in a not unpleasant way. I shivered and walked faster.

      When I got in the truck, Jeff opened his mouth, then immediately closed it when Liam got in a split second later. We both closed our doors a little too hard, the slam loud in the small space.

      “So…” he said warily. “How’d it go?”

      I jerked the wig off my head and stuffed it into my waist pouch. “I got the contract. We need to get it to Anton.”

      Jeff studied me, as if waiting for me to say more. His gaze flicked to Liam. “Success then. Any…problems?”

      “No,” Liam said shortly.

      Peasblossom’s invisibility dropped and she hopped onto the seat to share a look with Jeff. The raven ruffled its feathers on Jeff’s shoulder. “Blackjack,” the bird said helpfully.

      Liam pulled out of the parking garage, heading for the Winters building. His energy wasn’t calming down. It pulsed against me, making it harder to breathe. I wanted to lean into that energy. See what it felt like if I pressed my hand to his skin.

      I didn’t realize I’d given in to the urge until my fingertips brushed his forearm. The energy spiked under my touch, and I wrapped my hand around his arm, feeling it pulse against my palm.

      Liam’s muscles flexed under my touch, and he took his eyes off the road long enough for me to catch a glimpse of the heat in his eyes. My breath caught in my throat.

      “I sense I’m interrupting something,” Jeff said calmly. “But I think you should know, we’re being followed.”

      I tore my hand from Liam’s arm, fear chasing away the pleasant hum drowning my thoughts. I looked out the back window, but didn’t see anything beyond ordinary Cleveland traffic. “Who?”

      “The blue van. The very large blue van.” Jeff slid down lower in his seat. “It’s been following us since we left.”

      “I can make a few turns, find out if it’s really following us,” Liam said.

      His voice still held more of a rasp than normal, and he wouldn’t look at me.

      “Don’t bother,” Jeff said. “I know a tail when I see one. And unless I miss my guess, that van is part of the sideshow.”

      “Stavros noticed the missing contract.” My stomach bottomed out.

      “Maybe, maybe not. It could be that you two put on a more tempting show than Stavros was willing to walk away from.” He shrugged. “Or he noticed the missing contract.”

      “There’s going to be a lot of collateral damage if they attack us in the middle of the city,” Liam growled. “We need to get somewhere with fewer people.”

      “I know the place. Peasblossom, grab the GPS and put in the address for the Acme building.”

      “Right!”

      I looked at Scath still reclining in the backseat. Her side where she’d been burned in Arianne’s office had completely healed, and she looked at me with the same serious, stoic look she always wore. “I hope you’re ready for some exercise.” I handed Jeff my phone. “Call Anton. The private number you used earlier. I need to leave a message telling him that Ian is the one who bound Roger.”

      Jeff dialed the number and handed me the phone. “Won’t do you any good. If we die, Ian will be able to spin his own tale. It’s what he does.”

      Vera’s sleepy voice answered. “Anton’s phone, this is Vera. Who is this?”

      “Shade Ren—”

      The phone dropped its signal. Of more concern, was the fact that the trucks electronics gave up the ghost as well.

      Liam cursed and gripped the wheel, guiding the truck toward the Acme building’s parking lot. Fortunately, we were close, and he made it off the street, though not so far as to allow us the luxury of choosing our position strategically.

      “What happened?” I demanded.

      “Electromagnetic pulse.” Jeff gestured toward my cell. “And a jammer.”

      Liam pulled his shirt over his head and unfastened his jeans, rolling his neck from side to side. “Jeff, how injured are you?”

      “Fit as a fiddle. Illyana knows her healing.”

      “They’re getting out,” Peasblossom said loudly. “I see seven, no, eight people. The wizard is here, and he’s got two women on either side of him wearing lots of sequins. Oh! And there’s a giant! Yikes. Wolfman, knew that was coming. It’s the fellow with the metal sticking out of his face. Another woman, can’t tell what she is. Eep!”

      She fluttered into the front seat and I held out my palm for her to land in. “That’s a dragonkin! They have a dragonkin!”

      “That would be the fire breather,” I said grimly. I touched the top of Peasblossom’s head and gave her a spell. “Save this for an emergency,” I told her. I didn’t bother to whisper, Liam would hear me anyway. “Not for me. This is for whoever needs it most, understand?”

      Peasblossom crossed her arms and stuck her chin out. “I know what you want.”

      That was not the same thing as agreeing to obey orders, but I let it go. I didn’t have time to convince her.

      We got out of the truck, and I couldn’t shake the feeling we’d fallen into an old western. There was no point in hiding, or using the truck for cover, we’d only let them focus their attention on a smaller area. So we came around the vehicle, ready for the attack we knew was coming.

      Stavros stood in the center of his line of cronies, but remained behind them. His mere five-foot-six stature didn’t make him any less intimidating.

      His eyes flicked from me to Liam and back, and a broad smile spread over his face. “It has been a long time since I’ve enjoyed a performance like the one you and your lupine friend here put on for me. You’re the first to get the better of me in well over a decade. I hope you can take some comfort in that.”

      “Is this the part where you tell us if we give you back the contract, you’ll let us live?” Jeff drawled.

      Stavros shook his head, the smile still on his face. “Oh, no. No, you stole from me, and for that you’ll have to pay. It’s a matter of precedent, you understand. No one can steal from me and get away with it. However, I will make you a deal.” He pointed to me and Liam. “You two fight to the death. The winner can walk away.” He tilted his head, and added with less enthusiasm to Jeff, “Same deal for you and the cat.”

      “What is she?” asked the elegantly attired woman standing to the far right. She studied Scath with large eyes heavily outlined with kohl, and her sleek penciled eyebrows arched with interest.

      I glanced at the woman, my eye drawn first to her teal colored dress with a plunging neckline and a matching choker. Gold beads dangled from a small circlet on top of her head, with identical gold pieces hanging from her earlobes. Her straight brown hair was pulled back in a high ponytail, and fell to brush the center of her back.

      “She’s someone who dislikes people who stand in our way,” I said shortly.

      The woman never took her eyes off Scath. Which is why it came as a shock when I found myself lifted off the ground and hurled through the air.

      The world spun around me, and I lost all sense of direction. I had a split second to focus the magic I’d held ready, shouting the spell just before my body slammed into the ground.

      “Effingo!”

      The impact with the dirt knocked the air from my lungs, stealing whatever breath I might have used to cry out, but the spell was already rolling. Colors coalesced in the air around me, and four illusions that looked exactly like me sprang up like cartoon daisies. The strong man who’d climbed out of Stavros’ van had been waiting for me to come close enough to grab, but my spell caught him off guard. He recovered quickly, swinging one meaty fist through the air.

      He chose wrong, and his fist passed through one of the illusory doubles, popping it. The strike had been far too close to my head for comfort, and I fought for the breath for another spell.

      “Glacio!” I choked, throwing a hand toward him.

      A layer of ice frosted over the ground, and the giant shouted as he lost his footing and hit the parking lot—hard.

      “They’re illusions!” the telekinetic screamed, gold bangles bobbing madly about her head. “The real witch is—”

      “No one asked you!” Peasblossom screeched.

      I looked up in time to see a pink blur dive for her, driving a scream from the telekinetic as Peasblossom’s tiny cocktail sword found a home in the curve of her left butt cheek.

      Pain throbbed in my back, but I forced myself to sit up. The two women standing on either side of Stavros turned their attention to Jeff. One of them raised the whip she held at her side, while the other one melted toward the ground like a tower of cheap candle wax in direct sunlight. I barely registered the four massive paws, long sinewy tail, and thick mane of a lion before the hiss of the whip through the air spurred me to shout a warning at Jeff.

      The ranger raised his arm in time to block the bite of the whip, the piece of leather wrapping around his forearm. The woman grunted and pulled, trying to free her weapon. Blackjack dove out of the air, slashing her face with his claws, drawing thick trails of blood and leaving her screaming and clutching her face.

      I hadn’t seen Jeff draw his gun, so his shot startled me. The shapeshifter finished taking the form of a lion, only to take a bullet in her front flank. She roared and hit the ground with a dull thud. Concentration broken, she lost her feline form, melting back into her human self.

      I forced myself to my hands and knees, trying to make my throbbing joints obey my commands and shuffling a step farther from the struggling giant.

      To my right, Liam had his own problems, outflanked by the firebreather and Edwin. Smoke curled from the fire breather’s nose with each exhale, and his reptilian eyes dilated with anticipation. The werewolf flexed claw-tipped fingers. If he had any kind feelings toward Liam for his offer of help earlier, there was no sign of it now.

      Liam hadn’t shifted yet. Instead he drew his gun in one smooth motion and shot the werewolf. Edwin dove forward, too fast. The bullet missed him, and the breath left Liam’s body on a grunt as the wolf tackled him to the ground. The fire breather reached down and closed his fingers around Liam’s wrist, holding his gun hand still as he drew in a breath. When he exhaled, a spurt of flame licked at the gun, heating the metal still clasped in Liam’s hand. Liam snarled and dropped his weapon.

      Scath roared and charged forward, leaping at the fire breather. I saw a billow of red and orange flame and smelled burning fur before they both hit the ground.

      I shoved myself to my feet only to stumble back when a blade slashed downward in front of me. Another of my duplicates disappeared, and I stared as a sword-wielding man turned to look me in the eye. Feline irises narrowed to slits, and he sniffed the air. A smile curled his mouth, revealing a flash of too-sharp teeth.

      I let my mouth fill with saliva, pushed my magic into it, and spit at him. A tacky ball of blue goo shot toward the cat shifter, spreading into a sticky blue net. He dove out of the way, but the edge of the spell caught him, tangling his ankles together. He didn’t fall, but he stumbled and dropped one of his swords.

      “Give up now,” Stavros called out. “You cannot beat them.” He raised his hands in the air, looking for all the world like a ringmaster summoning the audience’s attention. “We have been together for too long. We are not just a handful of rabble, but an organized troupe of performers, assassins, and thieves. Hundreds have fallen before you, and hundreds will fall afterward. We are the Sanctum, and we cannot be beaten.”

      I recognized magic when I heard it. Stavros’ words echoed with power, and as I glanced around at our opponents, I realized what he was doing.

      Our attackers got their second wind first.

      The telekinetic sucked in a deep breath, the tense lines of her face smoothing as she regained her calm, seeming to ignore the many pricks of Peasblossom’s blade as the pixie taunted her to keep her attention off me. Thus far, the telekinetic had managed to save herself from being bled to death with a telekinetic shield, but now she dropped it.

      Peasblossom saw her chance, and dove for the psychic’s throat. I didn’t have time to scream a warning. The telekinetic flung out a hand, zeroed in on Peasblossom’s mind, and closed the pixie in a ball of telekinetic energy.

      “No!” I screamed, watching in horror as the woman cupped the ball in her hands, not releasing it until she held the pixie in her fists. Peasblossom thrashed, and the telekinetic hissed as if she’d bit her, but still didn’t let go. Her wings. She’ll crush her wings.

      I didn’t have time to get to my familiar. The strong man recovered his breath, rolling off the ice onto his feet and seizing my waist. My distraction over my familiar’s peril cost me, and the giant tightened his arms around me, sealing me in a bear hug.

      I closed my eyes, shoving the panic down and focusing on my power. I thought of cold, chill, ice. I imagined the man’s lips turning blue, his teeth chattering, his skin losing its warmth. I didn’t have the breath to speak, so I shoved my magic at him along with the images, the sensations in my mind.

      The strong man stumbled, and his grip loosened, but only slightly. He regained his footing all too soon, and though his embrace no longer felt like iron bands, it was still more than enough to keep me from wriggling free.

      The shapeshifter who’d been forced from her lion form got to her feet, her hand pressed against the wound in her shoulder. Stavros’ rallying spell hadn’t healed her, but it had given her the boost she needed to shrug off the pain and keep fighting. She limped to the telekinetic and took Peasblossom from her, squeezing the pixie tight with the hand of her good arm. Peasblossom wailed, and the sound was a sharp knife to my gut.

      The other shapeshifter abandoned her whip and, with more grace than her counterpart, took the form of an eagle. She rose into the air and chased the raven away from the fight.

      The telekinetic leveled her gaze on me, her magic brushing my mind. Before I could draw the breath for a spell, Jeff aimed his gun at her, forcing her attention to him. 	The elegant woman swept out her arm, and a wave of force slammed Jeff into the side of the building. His head struck the brick hard, and he fell to the ground, catching himself on his hands and knees. He swayed and blood trickled down his temples. He’d dropped his gun when he hit the wall, and the weapon had been swallowed by the debris littering the area.

      Another movement caught my eye. Edwin had Liam on the ground and was straddling his waist. I could see the blistered flesh of Liam’s hand where his gun had scalded him, the sweat pouring down his face. Liam arched his back to throw his opponent off of him, but the wolfman had benefited from the wizard’s help as well. Despite the struggle, he wasn’t winded, wasn’t slowed by his injuries. He slashed downward before Liam could roll him off, and I screamed as his claws opened Liam’s throat.

      Scath leapt off the fire breather, drawn by either the scent of Liam’s blood or my scream, I didn’t know. She roared, a sound that made my ribs vibrate, and gave even Stavros pause. Then she was on Edwin, claws and teeth tearing into him. The shifter didn’t make a sound as he toppled backward under the massive cat.

      The firebreather rolled over onto his side. He was bloody, but still breathing, and as Scath pinned down the werewolf, he let loose another spout of fire that caught Scath’s fur. The stench of burning fur and flesh rolled over the battle ground, and my stomach heaved.

      “Get the contract!” Stavros shouted.

      The catperson clucked his tongue in shame as he freed himself from my spell and stood, sheathing his swords. The giant tightened his grip as the swordsman stalked toward me with his slitted feline eyes staring into mine, daring me to move as he unzipped the pouch at my waist.

      A second later the mocking glint left his eyes, replaced by agony as he screamed and reared back.

      The sizzle of melting flesh drew my eyes to his hand, and I stared. Acid.

      I looked down, but I couldn’t see my pouch past the thick arms of the giant holding me.

      “There’s more where that came from, ye great furball!” Bizbee shouted. “Keep yer bluidy hands to yerself!”

      Bizbee. I sagged in relief. “You won’t get it,” I choked. “You might as well call them off.”

      Stavros gave me a scolding look, shaking his head as he drew closer. “Tell the creature to hand over the contract. You can’t win.”

      “And you can’t get the contract.” My voice was hoarse, and stars glittered at the edges of my foggy vision, but I smiled anyway. “You could dig forever in that pouch and never find it. And all that with a warrior waiting to melt your flesh off your bones.”

      Stavros smiled, and there was nothing pleasant in the expression. “You aren’t paying attention, my dear.” He gestured around him. “Look around you. You’ve lost. And even as we speak, Ian is gathering his army, surrounding the ifrits. Soon they’ll be dead, and the investigation will perish with them.”

      He strode up to me, leaning in until his face was only an inch from mine. “Give me the contract. Or watch all of your friends die.”
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      I stared at the battlefield. Peasblossom was still being crushed in the shapeshifter’s tight fist. Liam lay on the ground, gurgling and fighting to breathe. His skin rippled, darkening with fur as he tried to shift before he choked on his own blood, tried to heal the damage before he went too long without breath. The change wasn’t coming as smoothly as it should have.

      Jeff knelt by the wall, scanning the scene around him. He turned his head to the side, and I caught a glimpse of the patch of blood matting his hair where he’d struck the brick wall. His arm moved, and I realized he was searching the debris for his lost weapon.

      Something spiraled through the air above. I looked up in time to see the eagle dive for Blackjack. A shot rang out. The eagle jerked, then fell, landing on the roof with a muffled thud. Jeff had found his gun.

      Edwin was in half-man half-beast form, and he and Scath were still wrestling, still trading swipes with their claws. The werewolf was slowing down now though. At least Scath would live to see the end of the fight. She’d probably take a few more down with her. But even she couldn’t fight them all. Not with the wizard still fresh as a daisy, holding back to buff his team.

      I held onto the magic I’d gathered, hesitating. The contract wasn’t worth the lives of my friends. But I wasn’t so foolish as to believe that Stavros would let us live.

      Go down fighting it is. I gathered my magic for one final attack. If I could take out the wizard, even just for a minute, they might have a chance. If the giant didn’t crush me first.

      “Am I too late to join the party?”

      Asher’s raspy voice snapped my head up. I stared wide-eyed at the goblin standing on top of Stavros’ van. He still wore shredded grey sweatpants and a black tank top that showed more flesh than it covered. Patches of dried blood dotted his face, arms, and stomach but I didn’t know if that was from a recent fight, or if he simply hadn’t bothered to bathe since his tangle with the fire elemental.

      Stavros narrowed his eyes. “Who are you?”

      Asher’s attention was all for me, and he ignored the wizard completely as he leapt down and sauntered closer to where the giant still held me pinned to his chest. He’d eased up enough to let me breathe, but Asher’s approach made him tighten his grip again.

      If Asher noticed my distress, he didn’t comment. “A wizard, a giant, a catfolk, a dragonkin, a telekinetic, a werewolf, and two shapeshifters.” He let out a slow breath, and there was a hitch of excitement in the sound. “I knew you would be fun, Shade.”

      If he knew the players, that meant he’d been watching. Watching and waiting. I fought the urge to look around for what I knew was coming, keeping all thoughts from my face.

      Let the wizard be surprised.

      “You’re a goblin.” Stavros snorted. “Go away. I’ll be bringing all of them back to the racino, you can fight them when it’s your turn.”

      Asher held my gaze, as if we were the only two people in the world. “It’s my turn now.”

      “Trent, gut him,” Stavros snapped. “And throw his body to the tsuchinokos.”

      The catfolk bared his teeth in a grin and drew his swords.

      Asher’s smile widened to reveal his canines protruding from his lower jaw, and just the first hint of his forked tongue. “You know the thing about goblins?”

      Stavros rubbed his temples. “Yes, I know. You like pain. Happy to be of service.”

      “Oh, yes, there is that. But more than that, we’ve been compared to cockroaches on many, many occasions. Do you know why?”

      “Because you’re hard to kill,” Stavros said, his tone bored. “But not impossible, so if you don’t mind, Trent?”

      “Hard to kill, yes. And also because for every one you see…there’s ten you don’t.”

      “Look out!” the telekinetic screamed.

      It was too late. Goblins flowed out from behind the van, and from behind the half-eaten wall that had marked off a shipping dock. One of them dove for the telekinetic, but she swung her arm out, batting him away with a wall of telekinetic force. She spun to do the same to the next one, but a shot rang out. Her shoulder jerked, and blood trickled down her arm onto her teal dress as she fell to one knee on the ground. I stared as Jeff shoved himself to his feet, gun raised, ready to find another target.

      Two demons flanked the injured shapeshifter who’d tried to become a lioness, and she swiveled her head from side to side, her eyes bulging. She dropped Peasblossom to cover her injured shoulder as she ran away from the goblins—

      Straight for the shipping entrance to the Acme building and the waiting tsuchinokos.

      The goblins gave chase, and all three disappeared inside.

      “Peasblossom,” I choked.

      Fire roared, and a goblin screamed. The smell of more burning flesh singed my nostrils, but I didn’t look away from where Peasblossom had fallen. A second later the flame stopped, and the fire breather screamed under a mass of goblins.

      The strongman closed his arms tighter and curled his body over mine, protecting himself as he fought to send me into unconsciousness quickly. Grey fog ate my vision, and I sagged toward the ground. A black shape bolted past my line of vision, heading for Peasblossom. Scath.

      Scath will save her, I thought.

      Everything happened at once. I was vaguely aware of the catfolk slashing at an oncoming goblin, driving one of his blades into his stomach and out the other side. He withdrew the blade as the goblin’s mouth opened and closed, pivoting to stab another as he tried to close in. The goblin he’d stabbed first grinned as blood leaked out the corner of his mouth. He winked at me, and I realized it was Kendrick. When he raised his arm, I saw he held a thick two-by-four. He swung it at the catfolk before the sword swallower could spin around again, and the crack of wood against bone made my stomach roll.

      I teetered on the edge of unconsciousness, the whole world reduced to some bad dream. Asher’s tongue stirred my hair as it wrapped around the giant’s neck, constricting. The big man had to decide whether to keep holding me or release me and keep himself from being strangled. He didn’t make his choice in time.

      I hit the ground like a bag of laundry, lying there as my lungs fought for breath, my brain resisting the pull of blessed unconsciousness.

      The next thing I knew, I was being cradled in someone’s lap, overwhelmed with the most horrible feeling of deja vu. Asher’s raspy voice whispered something in my ear, and he nuzzled my neck. The first hint of a forked tongue against my skin made me jerk away, and I rolled off his lap onto the ground.

      The deep chuckle that rumbled from the goblin was less comforting than the whisper. I blinked, trying to clear the fog from my vision. Only the fog wasn’t just in my vision.

      “The wizard ran like a coward,” Asher said, a hint of annoyance in his voice. “The big talkers always do.”

      “Did I pass out?”

      “Yes. I’m afraid the fun is over. Mostly. Maybe.”

      I didn’t like the disappointment in his voice, or the deliberation. He sounded like someone who was upset the party was over, but was thinking about starting another one right away. I must have been unconscious for longer than it had felt like, because the wizard’s fog was already fading, revealing the results of the battle.

      Peasblossom was my first concern. I scanned my surroundings, looking for Scath. I found the great beast padding toward me, something tiny and pink cradled gently in her mouth. She looked into my eyes as she approached, carefully laying the pixie in my open palm.

      Tears burned my eyes. “Peasblossom?”

      The little pink body stirred. My stomach bottomed out as I noticed her wings. They’d been crushed, torn like tissue paper. “Oh, Peasblossom. Your wings.”

      The pixie whimpered. “Spell,” she whispered. A tear slid down her cheek. “Used up.”

      “Of course you used that spell for you, look at your…” I swallowed hard. The thought that the little pixie could feel bad about using a healing spell on herself after this broke my heart. It would take more than that to heal her wings, though. I cradled her against my chest. “Sana.”

      Blue energy pooled in my palm, washing against the pixie as she huddled in a little ball of pain. Tears blurred my vision. A second spell would help with her pain, heal internal injuries, but it would take something much stronger than I was capable of to fix her wings. Something stronger, and time. “Bizbee?” I called, pulling open the pouch.

      The grig’s face poked out of the shadows, and his gaze immediately locked on Peasblossom. He held out his arms, a stern look overcoming his fuzzy features. “Give her to me, lass. I’ll take good care of her.”

      My throat tightened as I handed Peasblossom to the serious grig, then I took in the damage.

      The telekinetic lay on the ground with her wrists and ankles bound by the shapeshifter’s whip. Jeff stood over her, his gun raised in warning at two goblins kneeling on the ground. They were eyeing the telekinetic as if they’d had their entertainment and were ready for dinner.

      The fire breather lay on the ground, unmoving. It looked like most of his internal organs had been ripped out, but I couldn’t see enough of them on the ground. Eaten, probably.

      Bile splashed the back of my throat and I shook my head. A few yards away, a large silver wolf stood over a tawny brown wolf. The brown wolf wasn’t moving, but the rapid rise and fall of his sides told me he was alive, just hurt. Something glinted around his eye. Silver shrapnel. The fur on Liam’s back was standing straight up, and he bared his teeth at the goblins. Relief washed over me. Liam was okay. And, apparently, angry.

      The catfolk, Trent, lay on the ground. The two goblins who had attacked him knelt by his body, each one holding a sword. I looked away before I could see more.

      I moved away from the unconscious body of the giant that had held me. Asher watched me move, his body still vibrating with barely restrained energy. He wasn’t done.

      “It’s hard to keep a fight like this a secret,” he said softly. “I found you, but too many followed me. That’s the danger of a lot of brothers, you see. I’m the one that found the fight. But now it’s over and all I had for myself was the giant. And he was holding you, so I couldn’t truly lose myself in the battle.”

      There was something in his voice. A yearning. His blood was up, he’d been ready for a fight, ready for pain. And he hadn’t gotten it.

      Yet.

      “I’m not done,” he whispered.

      “It seems to me,” I said, my voice a rasp, “that you have an army. So what you need to fight, to really fight so everyone is satisfied…is an army.”

      Asher’s eyes lit up and he grabbed my biceps, dragging me closer to him. “Don’t tease me, Shade. What army?”

      I swallowed, trying not to throw up as my brain registered the wet, sucking sounds coming from beside me, where the sword-bearing goblins still toyed with their spoils of war.

      “As we speak, there is a sidhe army closing in on two ifrits. If you hurry you can even the odds.” I was bluffing, sort of. Arianne had said Underhill was surrounding the ifrits at their home, but they wouldn’t attack until they had “proof” the ifrits were guilty. Or until the proof that Underhill was guilty was destroyed. I had to imagine Ian knew about the missing contract by now, so I had no idea if his men would be attacking now or not.

      Asher frowned. “Why is there a sidhe army moving in the city?”

      “You’ve heard of Underhill?”

      The two goblins beside me stopped what they were doing and rose to stand in my peripheral vision. “Underhill is attacking Scoria Security? Did their forces go to Suite Dreams, or the ifrits’ home?”

      It shouldn’t have surprised me that the goblins knew both companies, or that they knew where to find the ifrits. They probably kept an eager eye on both of them on the off chance they could partake in the fallout.

      “Yes. The ifrits are probably at home, outnumbered, while Underhill has had time to prepare and plan this attack to the last detail. You better hurry.”

      The goblins were already running. Only Asher lingered, holding my arms as if not quite prepared to let me go yet.

      A familiar aura burned against my spine, and Liam’s voice spoke from less than a foot behind me. “Problem?”

      I didn’t look away from Asher. “No. No problem. I was just telling Asher that I’m sure I’ll see him later. And I look forward to seeing him in action again.”

      Asher’s eyes dilated and he grinned, baring too-sharp teeth and more of his tongue than I’d have liked to see. “Oh, I will see you again, Shade Renard. I look forward to it.” Finally he let go of me.

      Asher left more slowly than his brethren, giving the battlefield one last, longing glance. I waited until I couldn’t see him anymore, then let my shoulders sag. When I thought I could speak without my voice breaking, I turned. The telekinetic was still alive, as was the werewolf and the giant. The fire breather and catfolk weren’t so lucky. I looked at the Acme building. Somehow I doubted the shapeshifter had survived. If her goblin pursuers hadn’t caught her, the tsuchinokos would have finished her off. I made a mental note to come back later and give her bones a proper burial.

      I turned to face Liam. “I—”

      My mouth snapped shut, my lips fused together by the sudden rush of heat to my face. Liam was naked. Something I should have expected since the last time I’d seen him, he’d been a wolf. I tried to look him in the eye, failed, then tried again. “We should call 4944. Can we turn off the jammer?”

      Liam graciously didn’t acknowledge my embarrassment. “Already did. EMS should be here soon.” He nodded toward the wolf. “I’m taking him back with me. He’s strong, strong enough to be an alpha if he wanted to. I don’t know what the circumstances were of his employment with Stavros, but I need to know if rehabilitation is an option.”

      “I didn’t know your pack specialized in silver injuries,” I said, remembering his earlier offer to the werewolf.

      For a moment I thought he wouldn’t answer, just change the subject or possibly tell me it wasn’t any of my business. But after a pause he nodded. “My pack runs a rehab center. We take in wolves from other packs, wolves without a pack. We help the recently turned, the injured, and those with other…problems.”

      It was a significant revelation that made me all too aware that I was still holding back. Now would be the perfect time to tell him about Flint, about our contract. Tell him now.

      I opened my mouth.

      “I’m going to get out of here,” Jeff said, coming up behind me.

      Frustration tightened my jaw as my mouth snapped shut and I turned. The ranger scanned the horizon, eyes darting around, planning an escape. “I need to lay low for a while.”

      “Winters will stop looking for you once he finds out his pet soldier is the one who compromised his precious asset,” Liam said.

      “If you give me a way to contact you, I’ll let you know after I’ve spoken to him,” I offered.

      Jeff shook his head. “I’ll know.” He nodded at each of us in turn and strode off.

      “I’m going to see to Edwin. Do you still want me to come with you to the vampire’s office?”

      I shook my head. “No. I’m going to let the EMS see to Peasblossom first. Mr. Winters won’t wake until after sunset anyway.” I gestured at Scath. “Besides, I have her.”

      “I’ll call you,” Liam said.

      I watched him walk away, promising myself I’d find a time to tell him about my contracts with Anton Winters and Flint.

      True to form, the ambulance didn’t take long. The woman who climbed out of the back had sloping, pointed ears, and a delicate face. Her skin was a deep brown that made her eyes stand out in the growing shadows. I lifted the flap of my pouch and gestured for Bizbee to lay Peasblossom in my hand, my heart clenching when she whimpered in pain. The EMT’s gaze fell on Peasblossom curled up in my palm, and her spine straightened, a look of professionalism schooling her features.

      “I will take her,” she said gently.

      Her voice had a melodic tone that soothed the sudden spike of panic I felt at the thought of handing over my familiar. The EMT held out her hands, waiting for me to let her take the pixie.

      I swiped angrily at my tears as she carried her to the ambulance to begin checking the damage to Peasblossom’s wings. Now was not the time for a breakdown. Peasblossom was fine. I could have a breakdown later.

      I checked my phone while I waited for the ambulance, hoping for a distraction. I needed to call Anton anyway. Sure enough, I had a signal again.

      And nine missed calls from Flint.

      “Ugh,” I muttered.

      Flint had been very clear that ignoring his calls was forbidden, and returning said calls was my highest priority. No doubt he’d managed to work himself into a fury now that I’d missed nine in a row. I braced myself for a temper tantrum as I dialed his number.

      “Do you have the contract?”

      I blinked. That was not the greeting I’d expected.

      Peasblossom whimpered, and my heart leapt into my throat. I was halfway to the ambulance when I realized Flint was talking.

      “Shade? Shade!”

      “What?” I snapped.

      “I said do you have the contract?”

      “Yes. I have it. I’m about to take it to—”

      “Bring it to me. Now. At the apartment.”

      The EMT sang softly under her breath. Peasblossom lay on a blanket the size of a napkin, curled into a fetal position as the EMT stroked her fingers through the air just over her broken wings. She looked so tiny. Like a pink speck. Had she gotten smaller?

      “Shade?!”

      “What?” I yelled into the phone.

      The EMT working on Peasblossom tensed, but didn’t stop singing and didn’t take her attention from Peasblossom. The other EMTs loading the surviving carnies into the second ambulance stared.

      I scowled and turned my back to them. “I’m here, and I heard you. Bring the contract to the apartment.”

      “Now,” Flint said evenly.

      I held the phone away from my ear long enough to glare at it, then put it back to my ear. “Peasblossom’s wings were broken in the fight. The EMT is working on her. I’ll be there as soon as she’s done.”

      “Are you defying me?”

      “Defying you?” I echoed. My free hand curled into a fist. “Are you saying you want me to leave now—without my familiar?” I gritted my teeth. “And here you’ve always been so clear that you want your property to be at peak performance.”

      “As if a lame pixie could possibly add to your performance.”

      It was through sheer force of will alone that I resisted the urge to hurl the phone as far away from me as I could, oath or no oath. My pulse pounded so loud in my ears, I almost missed what he said next.

      “Where are you?”

      “At the National Acme Building. I’ll be there in—”

      “I’m sending a cab. Watch for it.”

      He ended the call.

      I stared at the phone, my hand shaking and my mouth opening and closing without managing to form any words. Even for Flint, that had been cold.

      It took over twenty minutes for the EMT to finish with Peasblossom. Mostly, she helped with the pain. Her wings were too delicate and too small for a brace, and for the most part, only time would heal them all the way. The sort of magic that regrew that many bones all in one sitting were beyond even the Otherworld EMTs.

      My chest tightened as she handed me a sleepy Peasblossom.

      “How are you feeling?” I asked, heading for the cab that had pulled up five minutes ago.

      “My wings hurt,” Peasblossom said in a tiny voice.

      I stopped and frowned. “The healer said you were okay. Didn’t she do a proper job?” I raised my voice a little, infusing it with hope. “Is this something a few honey packets could fix?”

      Peasblossom smiled sleepily. “Maybe a few.”

      I smiled and climbed into the waiting cab. “Good. You help yourself. Bizbee, encourage her to keep it under five packets.”

      “I’ll not be withholding good food when the lass needs to recoup her strength,” the grig chastised me. He grabbed the zipper and closed the pouch. “Ye just mind yers,” he said, his voice muffled.

      As always seemed to be the case, I didn’t feel the full weight of exhaustion until I sat still for ten minutes. The cab’s interior was just warm enough to weigh down my eyelids and soak into my sore muscles. By the time I was walking up the stairs to my apartment, I was ready to have a honey packet and head to bed myself.

      I fumbled with my keys, already entertaining images of hurling the contract at Flint and making myself a giant cup of tea. Let him deal with the vampire. Let him be Barbara’s hero as he strode triumphantly into the hospital room to wake her husband. That’s all he cared about anyway. Connections.

      A tiny voice inside my head chastised me, reminding me that there was no guarantee Flint would break the contract. For all I knew, he wanted the contract so he could control Roger. Or Barbara. Really, what did he care if Roger died? After all, he’d said she could run things herself if—

      I stopped, biting my lip as I looked at the door. It sounded like something Flint would do. Let Roger die and form a partnership with Barbara. Conveniently put himself in an influential position.

      He never said I couldn’t tell anyone about the contract.

      I took out my phone and sent a quick text to Anton Winters. There. Now he knew I’d found the contract, and he knew it had been Ian all along. Let Flint worry about it now.

      The unfamiliar smell of the apartment tried to suffocate me when I crossed the threshold, but I pushed it away. Maybe now that the case was over, Flint would let me go home. I glared at a mixture of knickknacks and art around my living space that had not been there before. Some were things Flint had brought in to make the place look like my home, some he’d obviously put here because he liked them. Like the sensual art, and ridiculous sculptures that didn’t look like anything.

      It wasn’t until I was halfway into the room that I realized Scath was staring at the bedroom door.

      I stilled. “Flint?”

      A man stepped out of the room. Not Flint.

      Ian Walsh.
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      Panic ripped my magic to the surface, and the word for a spell burned on my mouth, but I wasn’t fast enough. Ian had a weapon raised—pointed at Scath. The feline snarled, but even she wasn’t fast enough this time.

      The gun went off and the air filled with the hiss of tiny metal slivers. Scath screamed, a bloodcurdling feline sound, and collapsed on the floor. Blood pooled underneath her, smeared into a large red stain as she thrashed. Bile rose in my throat, and I hit my knees, vomiting what little was in my stomach, barely missing the cat sith. Her dark fur made it hard to see what had been done to her. When I did see, my blood ran cold and I fought the urge to vomit again.

      Iron slivers. He’d shot her with some sort of buckshot, only they weren’t steel balls, they were iron splinters. Scath was covered in them, and the iron ate at her flesh, hissing as they burned. The more I stared, the more I felt her pain, my imagination supplying all the gory detail for me to experience it as if I were the one being poisoned with the dark metal. I put my hands on her side, letting her blood coat my palms as I pressed my magic into her, stabilized her in a desperate effort to keep her heart beating.

      Ian kept the weapon trained on me. But when he spoke, he sounded as if we were old friends who’d just run into one another by chance getting a cup of tea.

      “I’ve heard rumors about you,” he said conversationally. “I must admit, I dismissed them at first. I hope you’ll take no offense, but when I heard that Mother Hazel’s apprentice had decided to try her hand at crime-fighting of all things, I thought that surely it must be a joke.” He tilted his head. “But here you are. Deeper into my affairs then I ever thought possible. How is that?”

      Scath stopped screaming. Her breathing was labored, and she slumped on the floor, conserving her energy. She couldn’t heal, not with the iron in her flesh like that. Too much iron.

      “You didn’t have to do that,” I said numbly, wiping my mouth with the hem of my shirt. “She’ll die.”

      “Gods willing, yes,” Ian agreed. “But of course I had to do it. This beast has saved your life before, I have no reason to think she wouldn’t do it again. And how am I to be sure you’ll take my threat seriously, if I know that somewhere in the back of your mind, you think the beast is going to save you?”

      “If you think I’m going to hand over the contract now, then you’re out of your mind.” Anger heated my voice until every word burned my lips. My magic thrashed inside me like a living thing, ready and eager to lash out. The exhaustion that had been so overwhelming a moment ago was nothing more than a memory. In that moment, I thought of Flint, thought of all his lessons. Fighting wasn’t just about strength. It was about scaring your opponent. Getting in their head.

      “I already contacted Anton.” I thought of what Anton would do to Ian for his attempted deception, and I let it show in my eyes. “He knows you’re the one who bound Roger, and he knows you lied. He knows you went out of your way to frame Aaban.”

      “It’s a shame that Arianne forced you to tell him such lies,” Ian said, following the sad announcement with a soft tsking sound. “But then, it’s understandable. After all, the sorceress is mad with grief, determined not to believe that the men she trusted killed her centaur friend. And her powers and hatred for you is well known.”

      “Anton won’t believe that.”

      “I think he will.” He gestured at me with the gun. “The contract, please.”

      I shook my head. “You’ll kill me anyway. I see no reason to give you what you want.”

      “You know, movies have really poisoned the well,” Ian muttered. “There was a time if you told someone you’d let them live and killed them anyway, there was no one around to ruin your good name.”

      “Not that you would lie,” I reminded him. “You have a wizard for that.”

      “I used to.”

      I stared at him. “You killed Stavros too.”

      Ian shrugged. “He did fail me rather spectacularly.”

      So the wizard was dead. Pity the magic of the contract didn’t die with him. “I’m not working alone. It’s only a matter of time before someone shows up.”

      “If you’re referring to your werewolf partner, then he’s still overseeing the fallen wolf. My agent informs me that he’s taken him to one of the pack safe houses.” Ian frowned. “He’ll regret that decision. Edwin is a broken man, in more ways than one.”

      Something shifted behind his eyes. “And if you’re speaking of Flint, then let me assure you he is otherwise engaged. The man is annoying in his tenacity, but sadly predictable in far too many ways.”

      I stood up and glanced out the window, noting the growing shadows. “It’s almost sunset. Anton should be calling me any minute.”

      “Then you’d better hand over the contract so we can be finished.”

      “No.”

      Ian sighed. “Let me clarify something for you. I don’t need the contract. I have one for the vampire, one with someone else’s name on it. And Roger is going to die soon. With his death, the contract will be nothing but a sheet of paper, with no magic to test. The contract you possess is merely a precaution.”

      I shook my head, my palm tingling with the spell as it coalesced in my mind. I had to stop him. If I could hurt him, just bad enough to buy some time for the vampire to—

      Ian pulled the trigger. I didn’t see the projectiles, but I felt every one of them. A hundred cuts, so fine, and so sharp that they didn’t hurt right away. They didn’t hurt until they bled. The pain and shock stole my breath and for a moment I just stood there, bleeding. Feeling the warm liquid from my own body wet my cheeks, drip down my scalp, soak into my clothes.

      Ian tapped a finger on the trigger. “This weapon of yours is quite remarkable. Though if you’ll forgive the observation, hiding it under the bed was a novice mistake. It was the second place I looked.” He hefted the gun thoughtfully. “So much iron. I’ll admit, it makes my teeth hurt to hold it. Even with the titanium casing.”

      I stared at him, confusion slowing my thoughts. “That’s not—”

      “Let’s not waste time trading insults.” He looked down the barrel as he aimed for my heart. “I have another shot. Why don’t we avoid the unpleasantness and you just hand over the contract? If you don’t, I’ll take it anyway. And don’t think your little grig will catch me by surprise the way he did poor Trent. I’ll dump it out.”

      I shook my head, trying to breathe through the pain. Blood dripped down my lip and I spit it out. “You can’t be that stupid. Do you have any idea what I have in this thing? The potions? The weapons?” I snorted, then winced. “You’d blow yourself up or worse. Even I don’t know what all is in this thing.”

      The zipper moved to the side an inch, and a sheet of paper poked out the gap. I frowned and took the paper, smearing it with my blood. “An inventory?”

      “Partial inventory,” Bizbee corrected me. “It’s only been a day.”

      I read the list. My gaze locked on one of the oils, and my heart lifted. Flint. Bless your bossy, control freak, power hungry heart.

      “Bizbee, are you sure about this list?”

      “Are ye questioning me powers of organization?”

      He made it sound like a grave insult, but I didn’t have time to smooth his feathers. I looked at Ian and smiled, the expression slick with the blood dripping from a cut on my forehead. I wiped more blood out of my eyes, not even caring that I must look like a slime covered swamp troll crawling out from under a bridge.

      The sidhe’s eyes narrowed. “What?”

      “I’m going to be magnanimous and give you a head start,” I said, unable to contain my pleasure. “Run now, and maybe the vampire won’t catch you right away.”

      “Do tell.”

      “Bizbee,” I said. “Get the anti-spell oil. And the contract. If Ian tries anything, rub the oil on the contract.”

      Ian frowned. “You would destroy the binding. The contract would become mere paper, pathetically easy for me to label as a fake with no magic to tie it to Roger. You do realize that aligns rather nicely with my goal?”

      “You’re bluffing.” I smiled, feeling the blood from my split lip smearing my teeth. “You need to hold onto the contract until Roger dies.”

      I tilted my head, and the pain of the cuts suddenly didn’t matter at all. Part of it was shock, but part of it was absolute pleasure. I knelt and put my hands on Scath as if I could will my strength into her, share the pleasure of the thoughts swirling in my head. “Or do you have no problem with the fact that breaking that contract would release Roger from his binding? No problem with him being in a hospital surrounded by Anton’s guards? It wouldn’t conflict with your goals if the hospital staff realized the binding broke and woke Roger up?” I tapped my lip with one bloody finger. “I wonder what he’ll have to say.”

      Ian’s eyes paled, shifting from light blue to a glittering diamond. I watched him run through his options. But he didn’t have any. His life as he knew it was over. Anton would find out about his involvement, either when I handed it over to him, or when Bizbee destroyed it. Ian could kill me, but he’d never stop Bizbee in time. Right now, all he could do was bargain for time to get away before the vampire turned on him.

      “What do you want?”

      I nodded at Scath. “Can you heal her?”

      Ian shook his head. “No. With the iron in her body, no one can heal her.” He didn’t even look at her. “There’s too many tiny pieces. Even if I removed them, I could never get them out in time. She’ll be dead within the hour.”

      There was something in his tone that pushed my temper higher than I’d ever thought it could go. A grim satisfaction that even if I robbed him of his victory, I would suffer this loss. I could barely breathe let alone speak. “Give me the gun.”

      Ian took a step back. “I have no desire to end up like your pet. Barter for something else. Or I’ll end your life here as well, and take my chances with the vampire.”

      “Get out,” I said softly, my voice all but lost to the heat of the fire burning inside me. “Get out of my apartment, get out of my city. Get off my continent, and if at all possible, get off my planet, out of my world. I don’t ever want to see your face or hear your name again. I want to forget you exist.” I sucked in a deep breath, pressing my hands harder against Scath. “Get out now, and I’ll give you two hours before I dissolve the contract.”

      “Two hours?” Ian took a threatening step toward me, raising the gun. “You expect me to abandon everything I’ve built and run away? You’re giving me two hours head start on Anton Winters?”

      “It’s more than you deserve. And I have to think that a careful man like you would have been prepared for an eventuality like this. You must have a backup plan, an escape plan. And I can’t imagine it would take you much time to put it into action. With two hours, you might even be able to take some of your stuff with you. Maybe you won’t have to start from scratch.”

      Ian backed toward the door. “This isn’t over. I’ll see you again, Shade Renard.”

      I looked down at Scath, lying on the floor covered in blood and bits of metal. Death by iron was slow and painful. I’d stabilized her, so she’d last longer than an hour—but not by much. Ian was right. Healing from all those tiny iron slivers was all but impossible.

      “Oh, you’ll see me again,” I agreed quietly. “That’s a promise.”

      Ian slammed the door closed behind him, and that was all it took. Tears poured from my eyes, and I stared at the iron slivers in Scath’s body that made her look like a macabre porcupine. I picked out the slivers that I could grasp, slippery as they were, and a hysterical scream built in my throat. I couldn’t pull them all out. I couldn’t reach them all. She was going to die.

      I pulled out another sliver, then another. Too slow. There had to be a faster way.

      The door opened. Fury pulsed inside me, hot as molten lava, ready to find a target, any target, and make them pay for this loss. I registered Flint’s shocked expression a split second before I let go of the spell that would have turned him into a lightning rod. I closed my fingers into a fist, not letting the spell loose, but not dissolving it either. It was his fault too. He was the one who put me on this case, who put me in the path of that monster.

      Flint read my expression with his usual skill. I watched the realization dawn on him, watched a flicker of fear cross his hazel eyes as he realized I hovered on the edge of a very serious decision.

      “How can I help?” he asked quietly.

      I opened my mouth to say there was nothing he could do. Nothing but die a slow, horrible death like the one Scath faced. Then an idea struck, as sudden as the lightning spell I’d planned for my master.

      “Get a blanket out of the bedroom and wrap her up,” I said. “We need to get her to the Chiron.”

      I must have sounded as scary as I felt, because he did as I asked without question. In the blink of an eye he was standing beside me with the comforter in hand. “If you can put her to sleep, then this will be easier,” he said, wrapping Scath in the blanket.

      My hands were shaking, and the urge to throw up made my mouth water. I crawled around so I could look in Scath’s eyes, every movement a sharp reminder that she wasn’t the only one who’d been turned into a pin cushion. But the iron wouldn’t kill me.

      “Somnum,” I whispered.

      Scath’s green eyes locked on mine, but there was no flame. Her eyes were covered in a milky film. For a second, I was afraid she hadn’t heard me, was afraid the spell wouldn’t work. When her eyes fluttered closed, my heart leapt into my throat and I bit back a cry of protest. Sleep, don’t die.

      “There’s a healing potion for you in the fridge. Drink it, and let’s go.”

      It grated on me that he was still giving orders, but there wasn’t time to argue. He lifted Scath into his arms, and some of the iron must have poked through, because his lips tightened into a thin white line. I stumbled to my feet and to the fridge. There was no time to reflect on the potions and what had made Flint buy them after lecturing me on how I overused them. I had to take advantage of the moment. I grabbed all the potions I could hold and shoved them into the waist pouch.

      “Bizbee—”

      “This one.” One of the potions popped out of the pouch and I took it, ripping the cork off as I bolted for the door and drinking it down in one gulp.

      Magic rose inside me, and I froze just outside my apartment door as magic much stronger than I’d anticipated surged up through my body. Iron made tiny metallic pings against the polished wood floor as the slivers were forced from my body. I wasn’t fey, I could heal even with iron in my body. Energy filled me to the brim and suddenly I felt like I could vault over the stair and land on the floor below with no ill effect. The potions in the fridge weren’t the basic healing potions I usually made. Flint had shelled out money for the good stuff.

      It wasn’t until I caught one of my neighbors staring at me with her eyes bulging and her mouth hanging open that I realized I was still covered in blood. I snapped my fingers and the blood vanished. The woman blinked, then frowned. I didn’t stay to watch her convince herself that she was seeing things, instead running after Flint.

      I almost cried in relief when I saw the Ford Focus sitting beside his midlife crisis mobile in the parking lot. His mechanic had been fast, and now we wouldn’t have to worry about stuffing Scath into his tiny backseat. I crawled into the car after he tucked her in, and I kept one hand on her side as he drove to the gym. Her breathing was choppy despite the sleep spell, the smell of her blood overwhelming in the car’s interior. The drive passed in a blur, and by the time we entered the gym, the euphoria of the healing spell had worn off and I was back to fighting not to vomit.

      “Activate the circles, they’ll keep her from dying while I get the iron out. Bizbee, have a healing potion ready to help her after the slivers are gone.”

      I tripped and fell into the circle, reaching out to slap a hand down on the outermost ring as soon as Flint carried Scath inside. My magic triggered the gym’s spells, and the circles of power hummed as Flint laid Scath on the floor and slowly unwrapped the comforter. He looked down at his arms and the few spots of his own blood that had been drawn by the iron that made it through the blanket.

      “The spell I need is difficult,” I said. I met his eyes. “Help me.”

      It wasn’t a request. Usually, he would have pointed that out, maybe made me say please. But again, he seemed to sense how close to the edge I was.

      “Pulling that iron out will tear her to shreds,” he warned. “The cure could kill her faster than the iron.”

      “The circle will keep her alive,” I said calmly. “If you act fast. Just help me like you did before.”

      I knelt beside Scath, and waited for Flint to settle his hands on my shoulders. Just like the last time he’d done this, I felt his energy pour over me like bathwater, warm and just this side of too hot. My magic responded to his energy, flowing upward with a quiet strength that was both familiar and foreign. I braced myself for what would happen next and concentrated on the spell.

      “Magneticus.”

      It was every bit as horrible as I’d expected. Gold energy poured out of my hands, coating them and turning them into gloves of pure, brilliant light surrounded by equally bright gold orbs. I gritted my teeth and lifted my hands, the electromagnetic buzz filling my ears and making my teeth hurt.

      The iron slivers trembled and began to worm their way out of Scath’s body. I smelled the distinct aroma of perforated intestines, heard the squish of flesh tearing. I closed my eyes, unable to bear watching it, until a cry from Scath forced me to open them again. She screamed, and the sound stabbed through my body, more painful than the shot from Ian’s borrowed gun.

      Blood poured over the circles, stopping at the first copper ring. Scath tried to scream again, but the sound came out a wet gasp. Blood in her lungs.

      “Bizbee,” I croaked.

      The grig popped out of the waist pouch, and I stared, wide-eyed as he bravely scurried over my lap, over the floor, and straight up to Scath’s open jaws. With a fiercely determined yank, he pulled the cork free and heaved the mouth of the bottle to the cat sith’s lips.

      I didn’t breathe until the last drop of potion slid down her throat, until I felt the surge of energy as the potion worked its magic. I’d hoped for a miracle, hoped that Scath would spring up, good as new.

      But that wasn’t how iron poisoning worked.

      “She’ll live.”

      I jumped at Flint’s voice and blinked, confused by the lack of bloodstains. Then I realized that the ritual circles had already taken care of it, eliminating the spilled blood the way they always did after the training session was over. Scath’s body was all smooth black fur, and her breathing was labored but strong. I stroked a hand down her side, blinking back tears.

      “The iron poisoning will make her weak for awhile,” Flint continued softly. “But she will live.”

      I nodded, unable to speak yet.

      “We’re okay,” came a tiny voice.

      I sobbed, then pressed my lips together to hold back another one. I looked down at my waist pouch to see Peasblossom looking up at me, her tiny pink face tired and worried. Her poor wings hung down her back. Useless. Broken.

      “We’re okay,” she said again.

      I tried to nod. I tried to tell her she was right, we were okay.

      But we weren’t. Peasblossom’s wings were destroyed. Scath had nearly died, could still die if the poison lingered too long. And me? I was angry. So. Very. Angry.

      “Shade, are you all right?”

      Any other time it would have given me pleasure to hear that uncertain tone in Flint’s voice. Now it was just irritating.

      I called Anton’s number, glancing out the windows of the Chiron’s doors. Night had fallen. Good.

      “Mother Renard. What a pleasure to hear from you again.” The vampire’s voice was as crystal clear as if he’d been up for hours, as opposed to recently reviving from the dead. “I received your messages. I understand you still believe Aaban is not—”

      “Can your sorceress teleport?” I interrupted.

      “Of course. May I ask—”

      “Have her teleport to the Chiron on the east side. You know the one?”

      “I do.”

      He didn’t try to ask me why again, but I heard the question in the silence that followed.

      “Have her come here immediately. I have proof Ian was the one who bound Roger.”

      There was a long pause, silent in the way that only happened when the person on the other end of the line didn’t need to breathe. “That is a very serious accusation.”

      I opened my mouth, but before I could respond, I heard Illyana’s voice behind me.

      “I hope you can prove it.”

      I whirled to find the sorceress standing behind me. Her pale eyes took in the entire scene before her in one sweep, Scath lying in the circle, Flint outside it with blood drying where the iron had pricked his arms, and me probably looking like a serial killer from a B-rated movie.

      I unzipped the pouch. “Contract.”

      The paper, rolled up and neatly labeled with a blue Post-it that said “Evidence,” popped out, held by a tiny fist. I took the contract and shoved it at Illyana.

      The sorceress accepted the paper. I didn’t have to see the magic to know she was testing it, making certain that it was the real thing. Her jaw tightened.

      “He knows I have it,” I told her, still holding the phone so Anton could hear me too. “He thinks he has two hours head start. If you hurry, you’ll catch him.”

      Anton barked something in Dacian, too fast for me to catch. I didn’t need to know exactly what he said. I could guess.

      “I want the contract,” he bit out.

      Illyana nodded. She spun a finger in the air, then drew it downward in a sharp slash. In the blink of an eye she was gone.

      “Run, Ian,” I whispered, staring out the door, wishing I could be there when they caught him. “The monsters are coming for you now.”
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      “I still don’t feel good, I need more honey.”

      I looked at Peasblossom where she had draped herself over the pillow beside Scath’s head. The big feline was taking up most of the bed in the apartment, and she would have to lie there for the next few days at least. Even with her wounds closed, the iron poisoning lingered, sapping her strength. The pixie periodically reached out to stroke her muzzle.

      It was on the tip of my tongue to tell Peasblossom no, but then my eyes strayed to her wings again. Her limp wings that hung down her back like melted plastic. They looked better than they had yesterday, but she wouldn’t be flying any time soon. The damage had been extensive, and healing them now would be the equivalent of re-growing an arm. She’d be seeing a healer a few times a week for at least a month, and that was just to make sure they healed properly and didn’t have to be re-broken to correct a misaligned fusion.

      I swallowed hard at the thought. “Fine. I’ll get you another one. But this is it, I mean it.”

      Peasblossom gave me a bright smile and scooted closer to Scath. The feline let out a long breath in a sort of sigh as the pixie started telling her why she should eat more honey too.

      I walked into the kitchen just as the apartment door swung open. Flint strode in, oozing satisfaction and good cheer. As always, he was dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, neither of which looked expensive and both of which still managed to give the impression they’d been tailor-made for him.

      I scowled at him. “What do you want now?”

      He arched an eyebrow and sauntered in to plant one hip on the counter. “Are you sure that’s how you want to talk to me?”

      I jerked open the cupboard and grabbed the bottle of honey. “My familiar is lying in there with damaged wings. She may not fly again for a month. Scath is recovering from severe iron poisoning.” I slammed the cupboard and stared at him. “And thanks to you, there’s a goblin who’s taken an unsettling interest in following me around.”

      “Asher saved your life. Twice.”

      I stepped forward, crowding his personal space. “Look me in the eye and tell me Asher won’t kill me if he thinks that fight would be worth it.”

      Flint took the honey from me and slid his arms around my waist, returning my invasion of his space. I couldn’t stop myself from tensing at the unwanted closeness, but I didn’t jerk away.

      “Shade,” Flint said, a hint of amusement in his voice. “Asher would only kill you if he believed the fight with you would be better than the bloodsport he could get joining your battles with all the enemies you make. Which, at this time, include a dream sorceress, a herd of kelpies, and several leannan sidhe.” Flint’s smile widened. “Asher would be a fool not to see how much more dangerous it is to be with you than against you.”

      “So I should stop leaving my enemies alive, that’s what you’re telling me?”

      Flint arched an eyebrow. “Interesting that’s where your mind went, but truth be told, yes. It would behoove you to stop adding to your list of enemies and start trimming it down. It would also help if you would concentrate more on building a better list of allies.”

      I stiffened. “I’m not accepting your patronage. Nothing has changed in that regard.”

      “We’ll discuss that again when you’re feeling more reasonable. But that’s not what I meant.” He lowered his voice, the change so slight I almost missed it. “Wasn’t it nice having a partner who helped you gain information without killing anyone? Someone who helped your investigation without adding to the list of people who want to kill you?”

      He was talking about Liam. Comparing him to Andy. My jaw ached, and I had to consciously unclench my teeth before I could respond. “Did you have something to do with Liam sticking with me for the duration of the case?” I tried to keep my voice even, but it was difficult with the emotions tightening my chest until it was hard to breathe. It was hard to imagine the alpha working for or with the leannan sidhe in any capacity, but I had wondered what had made him so keen to be part of my case.

      Flint grinned. “No, I had nothing to do with that. A happy coincidence that your wizard friend called him.” His brow furrowed. “I’m not sure why it surprises you. You told me you helped him with a case.”

      “Not because he wanted my help,” I pointed out. “In fact, he didn’t want my help at all.”

      “All the more reason he’d want to even things out by helping you with a case.”

      “I never thought he owed me,” I argued.

      “In my experience, people in positions of power prefer to err on the side of caution in such situations. Perhaps he wanted to help you now before your list of enemies grew—again—and he had to face the possibility that you might ask for his help later, with the insinuation that he owed you for your earlier help.”

      The suggestion twisted my stomach. Liam had nearly been killed too. If he’d almost died out of some misplaced belief that he owed me…

      I pulled away before Flint could read the expression on my face. I grabbed the honey from him before searching for a small dish. “How’s Roger?”

      “Recovering. Anton himself is overseeing his rehabilitation program. I believe he’s decided not to wipe his memory, but rather to introduce Roger formally to the Otherworld.”

      I stared at him, a small ceramic ramiken in one hand. “Really?”

      Flint nodded. “It’s a reasonable undertaking. I believe Roger and Barbara have both proven they have strong minds.” He tapped a finger on the counter. “A lesser man would have died instantly when that contract reacted. The fact that he was able to tell you anything at all is impressive.”

      “It’s going to be a lot harder to convince them to hire an Otherworld company,” I pointed out. “They don’t strike me as the type to be led. And they’re certainly not going to be brimming over with trust for Otherworlders after the introduction they had.”

      “True, but now that Underhill has gone under,” his grin widened at his pun, “Anton has to start over anyway. I dare say the vampire will find a way to benefit from Roger and Barbara’s influence regardless.”

      I put down the honey-filled ramiken. Flint was still smiling, and there was something unnerving about it. More so than usual.

      “What are you so happy about?” I demanded, exasperated.

      “You told Ian you would give him a two-hour head start, then you sicced the vampire on him anyway.” Flint chuckled. “It was so very mercenary of you. I’m proud of you, Shade, so very proud. Finally, you’ve managed to walk away from a case without a new enemy. I knew you had it in you.”

      A ball of ice settled in my stomach, heavy and searing in its cold. Mercenary. The word echoed in my mind. It was what I’d feared I would become after I signed the contract with Flint. It’s what I was afraid each new order might bring, the reason I clung so desperately to the idea that he couldn’t order me to kill. I’d always worried he’d find a way around that. I looked to the bedroom where Peasblossom waited for her honey on the bed.

      The bed.

      “He said he found it under the bed.”

      Flint walked to the fridge and opened the door. “Who said what was under the bed?”

      I stared at the back of his head. “Ian. He was holding that…gun.” The word came out hoarse, heavy as it was with the memory of what Ian had done with it. “He said he found it under my bed. He thought it was mine. But it wasn’t mine. Did you put it there?”

      Flint straightened with a can of Coke in each hand. “Yes.”

      Shock pressed me back against the counter, trying to process the idea of my sidhe master giving me a weapon that could have killed him. He raised an eyebrow and held out one of the sodas.

      “Don’t look so surprised. I know you wouldn’t use it on me—even if our contract didn’t expressly forbid you from offering me physical harm. And you were going up against a sidhe who—”

      “But you didn’t tell me about it.” I made no move to take the offered drink. “You just left it there.”

      “You have a pixie and a cat sith, one of them—”

      “You wanted me to kill him.”

      Flint put my soda beside me on the counter, then cracked open his own. “You did kill him, in a way. You must know the vampire takes a very dim view of betrayal, what else do you think happened to him?”

      My thoughts flowed faster and faster, the pieces of the puzzle falling into place. “That’s why you’re smiling. You think I’m your mercenary now. You think you pushed me past that hard limit. All those lectures about leaving my enemies alive. You think you’ve won. That you’ve changed me.”

      Flint winked at me over the can. “Your enemy is dead. That wouldn’t have happened before.”

      An eerie feeling of calm settled over me. The anger and fury were there, bubbling beneath the surface. But on the outside, I felt cool and calm. Perfectly controlled. The emotion drained from my face, leaving me pleasantly light-headed. I snagged the can of Coke off the counter, cracked it open, and took a long sip. With the carbonation still burning down my throat, I took a step toward Flint.

      “I think you’re suffering from a grave misconception about Ian’s fate.”

      The corner of Flint’s mouth twitched in amusement. “Am I?”

      I nodded and took another sip of Coke. “Yes. You think you’ve pushed me over a line. You think I killed Ian by proxy, when last month I would have honored my deal with him in spirit, instead of using the letter of our bargain to betray him. To sign his death warrant.”

      Flint matched my movements, taking a sip of his own soda in an almost mocking fashion. “You disagree?”

      “Oh, my, yes.” I took another step. “You see, my values are as they have always been. I don’t seek the death of those who hurt me. I seek to stop people from hurting those I care about. Ian Walsh shot Scath. Because of him, Peasblossom could have lost her wings permanently. He put them in mortal danger. He used them. Manipulated me.”

      A flicker of some emotion I couldn’t recognize flashed through Flint’s eyes, but he didn’t look away.

      “I don’t like people who use other people. People who kill for power. People who think of others as pawns to be moved about a giant chessboard. People like that deserve to get their karmic due as quickly as possible, and I am always happy to help those consequences find their mark whenever I can. As soon as I can.”

      Another step. Flint wasn’t smiling anymore.

      “Ian thought he had time,” I said softly. “He thought I would hold myself to a level of honor he hadn’t earned, just because he’d already written me off as a goody- goody who didn’t want to get her hands dirty. He’s not the first to make that mistake.”

      My last step put Flint and I so close, a hard breath would have pressed our chests together. But for once, he didn’t lean in. Didn’t try to put his arms around me.

      “You’re not smiling anymore, Flint,” I whispered. “Is it possible that you finally understand? Will you be happy when your choices catch up to you?”

      For a long minute, neither of us said a word. Flint stared into my eyes, his gaze boring into mine as if he were searching for some sign that I was bluffing. Some sign that this was all an act to help me save face. Part of me waited for him to demand more information, to force me to explain what I’d meant when I’d said Ian hadn’t been the first to make that mistake.

      But he didn’t.

      And he didn’t find what he wanted in my eyes, either. Just for good measure, I let my brain entertain images of what I could have done to Flint if I’d convinced Ian to leave the gun. I pictured him on the floor in Scath’s place, lying in a pool of blood gasping for breath. Blood foaming on his lips. I imagined my pleasure over watching him die. Flint’s face didn’t move, but he was paler than he’d been a second ago.

      He wouldn’t be leaving iron weapons lying around anytime soon.

      “You’ve earned a break,” he said finally. “I’ll be going out of town for a week on a personal matter. While I’m gone, feel free to rest up.” He stepped away from me and finished his Coke in one long swallow. He crushed the can in his grip when he was finished. “Brew a few potions, keep practicing your fighting skills. You’ll need to be in peak condition when I come back.”

      “What about Andy?”

      He turned toward the door. “Yes, fine. Visit your FBI agent. I will return in a week, and I’ll have another job for you then.”

      I watched him walk to the door, something nagging at the back of my mind. “Flint?”

      “Yes?”

      “The anonymous tip that sent Roger and Jeff to Acme. The tip that started this whole mess. Someone knew Underhill was planning to take Stasya.”

      Flint tilted his head. “And?”

      “Whoever called in that tip could have saved Stasya’s life. But they chose not to. They chose to let this entire situation play out.”

      Tension squeezed Flint’s shoulders. “Do you have something to say, Shade?”

      “Was it you?”

      He didn’t turn. “Does it matter?”

      “No. I already know what kind of person you are. Manipulative. Dismissive of the lives of others. Willing to see someone die if it helps you get what you want.” I shrugged. “I guess I already know the answer.” I drummed my fingers on my can. “It’s all about choices, isn’t it?”

      This time he did look over his shoulder. I stared at him over the rim of my Coke as I took another sip.

      “Ten more months,” I murmured.

      Flint didn’t react, his facial expression didn’t change. “Call Agent Bradford, Shade. Take care of your pixie and your cat. I’ll see you next week.”

    

  


  
    
      
        Sign up for my mailing list to be the first to see the cover of Blood Trails, #6!

      

    

  


  
    
      
        My Next Book Release: CLICK HERE

      

      I hope that you enjoyed reading this book as much as I enjoyed writing it. If you did, please spare a moment to leave a review. Nothing helps other ravenous readers find a good series like a passionate review from readers like you.

      
        THE BLOOD TRAILS SERIES is a fusion of fantasy and mystery that combines a classic private investigator/whodunnit with the sarcasm and magic that’s made the Urban Fantasy genre so famous.

      

      
        THE BLOOD PRINCE SERIES  is a sensual paranormal romance series that twists beloved fairy tales into original tales of love, adventure, and…well, blood. You’ll laugh, you’ll cry, and ultimately, you’ll need to sink your teeth into the next book as you follow a desperate desire to find out just what the werewolf, the vampire, the demon, the angel, and the god are really up to…

      

      
        THE BLOOD REALM SERIES is a spin-off /continuation of the Blood Prince series. Though these books can be read in any order, to get the most out of the epilogues, I always recommend following the suggested reading order HERE.

        

        All of my books are written in the same universe (yes, even the Urban Fantasy, which is contemporary, not historical like the Blood Prince/Blood Realm series—and you’ll have to read Deadline to find out how I managed that…). Be ready for crossovers and cameos!
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        OTHER BOOKS BY JENNIFER BLACKSTREAM

        

        Urban Fantasy

        

        Blood Trails Series

        Deadline

        Monster

        Taken

        Corruption

        Mercenary

        

        Paranormal Romance

        

        Blood Prince Series

        Before Midnight

        One Bite

        Golden Stair

        Divine Scales

        Beautiful Salvation

        Bonus Novel: The Pirate’s Witch

        

        Blood Realm Series:

        All for a Rose

        Blue Voodoo

        The Archer

        Bear With Me

        Stolen Wish

        

        Join my mailing list to be alerted when new titles are released.

        

        Short stories are not listed here, but can be found on my website here.

      

    

  


  
    
      
        Did you find a typo?

      

       

      Typos are the jack-in-the-boxes of the reading world. There you are, reading an amazing story, when suddenly—BAM! A typo rips you right out of the groove. At Skeleton Key Publishing, our editors do their best to correct the typos that slink by our authors, but sometimes they escape and go on their ruinous rampage.

      So here’s the deal. If you found any typos, go to my website and report it. Every month we will put the names of everyone who reported a typo into a hat and pick one out. That person will then be offered a $25 gift certificate to an online retailer.

      That’s right…you can win a gift certificate just for reporting a typo. If you find more than three typos, send us a copy of your receipt and we’ll send you an updated version of the book.

      Thank you for helping us improve the reading experience for later readers.

      

      - The Skeleton Crew

    

  


  
    
      
        Ahoy, ebook pirates!

      

       

      All right, so here's the deal. Certain online retailers have affiliate programs whereby people can earn referral fees for sending people to shop on their site. It's sort of like a "finder's fee" negotiated by a burly sea captain. Or perhaps a roguish treasure hunter. Maybe a dragon-shifter with a head for business... I digress. Basically, when you click on a referral link, the online retailer pays the associate (in this case, me) a very small percentage of whatever you spend during that session. So if you click that link and buy, say, LEGO Super Heroes Super Hero Airport Battle for $75.70, then the retailer takes your $75.70 and gives me somewhere around $2.

      Now, some of you are reading this because you got your hands on a pirated copy of one of my books. I'm not going to lecture you, or shame you, or beg you to stop. I spent an hour last night begging my daughter to go to sleep, so I'm all groveled out for at least the next 12 hours. All I'm going to say is this: If you got any enjoyment out of my work, please consider clicking on the link below the next time you need to buy something from one of these very popular online retailers I’m sure you already shop at. You won't be spending a penny more than you would have anyway, and I'll get a little compensation for all the time and effort I put into writing the book so I can continue to write more books.

      Clicking the link is not an acknowledgement that you pirated one of my books. Even if you are a wonderful person who paid for this book, if you'd like to use this link to help me earn enough money for the next Lego set with a superhero in it (even though we all know my son's going to build it, then discard the majority in favor of playing with only the little people) then you can click the link too.

      The link can be found here: http://www.jenniferblackstream.com/ahoy-ebook-pirates/

      If for some reason you can't bring yourself to click the link, consider leaving a review for the book. Reviews help too.

      All right, back to writing. Thank you for reading,

      Jennifer Blackstream
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