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      The Epilogues: Part I

      

      Hadley has worked her butt off to earn her title as Potentate of Atlanta. All that’s left for her is the gauntlet. A show of prowess for the citizens of Atlanta. A taste of what their new POA can do. She’s ready to dazzle them and bring home the prize.

      

      Until an old friend gets kidnapped. The price of his freedom? Her flunking the gauntlet.

      

      Either she gives up on her dream, or her friend.

      

      For Hadley, there’s only one choice.
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      Star Trek was a mistake as far as wedding themes go. I could admit that now, as I watched Midas get fitted with a pair of Vulcan ears that tapered to delicate points. His golden-blond hair had grown out over the last few months. I should have gone with Legolas from The Lord of the Rings movies over Spock.

      Mmm.

      Legolas.

      Talk about a missed opportunity.

      Still, he made Spock sexy. I wasn’t offended by how he filled out his Starfleet-inspired tux even a little.

      “Well?” Neely studied Midas from tip to toe with a critical eye. “What do you think, Mr. Groom?”

      Deep grooves furrowing his brow, Midas spun the question around on me. “What do you think?”

      Both men focused on me, eager for my reaction, but my tongue was tied in knots. Maybe my brain too.

      “Honey.” Neely dabbed the corners of my mouth with a linen napkin. “You’re drooling.”

      Neely Torres worked with me back in my days as a ghost tour guide in Savannah. Thanks to the charmed ring I wore that skewed my features toward Hadley and away from Amelie, he didn’t recognize me. I was grateful for that, mostly, but I was also a teeny-tiny bit sad I couldn’t hug him for old time’s sake without making it weird.

      He was on loan to me from Grier, who also met him through Haint Misbehavin’ Ghost Tours. These days, he worked for her full-time. From hair to nails to shoes, he designed the facades responsible for making her appear every inch the High Society Dame she had become. As well as a kickass potentate. And every facet in between.

      Lucky me, he was the man with a plan for my Trekkie wedding.

      “I can’t believe how this tux screams Beam me up, Scotty,” I answered them truthfully. “I thought it would come off as tacky or geeky or—”

      “Oh, girl.” A snort blasted out Neely’s nose. “It’s geeky as geeky gets, but I was aiming for geek chic.”

      Dressed in dark wash jeans, a French-blue button-down shirt, and loafers, he was the definition of chic. His chunky black glasses made him look ten years younger, like a kid fresh out of college. He was aging in reverse. Our very own Benjamin Button.

      “You nailed it.” I bit my bottom lip. “He’s gorgeous.” I cleared my throat. “The suit, I mean.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” Neely’s gaze slid to where his husband stood. “I know exactly what you meant.”

      Cruz wasn’t much of a people person, which made them an even more striking couple since Neely was downright effervescent.

      His husband, every bit as human as Neely, wasn’t much of a shield against a gwyllgi or a necromancer, but you would never know it from his vigilant stance or how his keen eyes swept the room before landing on Neely each and every time, as if he couldn’t help being drawn back to him.

      Here was a man aware that monsters existed, and that his husband had chosen to walk among them.

      “It’s comfortable.” Midas rolled his shoulders, testing his mobility. “Not the ears, but the suit.”

      “The ears make the suit.” I winked at Neely behind Midas’s back. “In fact, can we leave those on?”

      Midas caught my eye in the floor-length mirror, and a grin ticked in his cheek. “No.”

      “Aww.” I popped out my bottom lip. “Please?”

      “Save it for the wedding night.” Neely leaned closer to whisper in my ear. “The glue we’ll be using on the big day is hell to remove.”

      “I see why you’re so tight with Grier.” I linked my arm through his out of habit. “You’re an enabler.”

      “Part of it is my job,” he confessed while spreading his hands, “but the rest is my nature.”

      “Ten minutes,” Cruz said, checking his expensive-looking watch. “Then we have to go.”

      “Client dinner,” Neely explained. “Cruz has to schmooze.”

      His husband gave no sign of laughing at the joke, but his aura somehow lightened under Neely’s smile.

      The Bubbly Accountant and The Beast.

      An oversimplification of who they were, but I would so watch that movie.

      “I appreciate you squeezing us in on short notice.”

      “Midas was already on the books for his next fitting, so the timing was perfect.”

      In addition to decking out my entire bridal party, he was also dressing me for my other Big Day.

      “I’ve had two years to get ready for this.” I wiped my palms dry on my pants. “How am I not there yet?”

      Concern in every line of his face, Midas pivoted toward me, but Neely narrowed his eyes on the gwyllgi. I might have laughed at Midas being cowed by the squinty designer, but I was too jittery. I also couldn’t blame him for not wanting to risk the tux. It was a masterpiece. Almost as beautiful as what it contained.

      The ceremony to make me the official Potentate of Atlanta was in days.

      Days.

      Not weeks or months or years.

      Days.

      “We view big goals as distant and unobtainable for so long,” Neely soothed, keeping a warning eye on Midas, “it doesn’t feel real when we achieve them.”

      “I haven’t proven it obtainable yet.”

      “Linus believes you will, Grier too, and I would never bet against them.”

      Grier believed the best of people, but Linus tended toward caution. His faith humbled me.

      “You don’t count,” I informed Midas, who growled at the exclusion. “You’re too biased in my favor.”

      “You can do anything you set your mind to, Hadley.” His gaze bored into me. “That’s not bias, it’s fact.”

      Warm tingles spread through my chest at his absolute faith in me.

      “We need to hurry this along,” Cruz said, joining us, “or we’ll be late.”

      “Left to my own devices,” Neely conceded, “I never shut up when I go visiting.”

      “I—” I almost messed up and said I miss our long talks, but I recovered, “—enjoy our conversations.”

      “Me too.” He gave me one of his eye-crinkling grins. “Okay, back to business before Cruz tosses me over his shoulder and carries me out of here.” He wet his lips. “Not that I would complain, mind you.”

      Cruz bent down to kiss Neely’s jaw and whispered in his ear words I couldn’t hear.

      With a flush climbing Neely’s neck into his cheeks, he checked a calendar app on his phone.

      “I’ll be back in four weeks for your dress fitting.” He cleared his throat. “I’ll email you the date and the best times so you can work me into your schedule.”

      “Maybe the next time you’re in town,” Midas the grumpy mannequin said, “we can all do dinner.”

      “It feels like I’ve known Hadley forever.” Neely lit up the room with his smile. “I would love to spend more time with you two. So would Cruz. Right, honeybun?”

      Cruz made a noise partway between a grunt and a growl that Neely interpreted as agreement.

      “See?” He leaned his head on Cruz’s shoulder. “We’re practically best friends already.”

      The admission he gravitated toward me, this new me, melted my insides to goo and gave me hope we might reestablish our friendship given time.

      “Thanks again.” I walked the couple to the door. “You’re a lifesaver.”

      “Francis,” he called to his assistant, who sat in the kitchen beside two boxes of donuts I’d left on the counter for our guests. “Can you help our groom out of his clothes?”

      “I volunteer as tribute,” I yelled, shooting an arm into the air.

      “I don’t trust that look in your eyes.” Neely clucked his tongue. “You might tear the wrapper trying to get to the candy.” He waved Francis in. “I have to go, but you know the drill. Bag it, tag it, and bring it to the hotel.”

      Hand pressed to Neely’s lower back, Cruz guided his husband out the door then shut it behind them.

      I was surprised he didn’t lock it too, in case Neely tried to duck back in with one last anecdote.

      In the hall, I heard Neely’s mouth running a mile a minute until the elevator’s sliding doors muted him.

      Francis emerged with powdered sugar dusting his lips and, somehow, also a milk mustache.

      “I bet he forgot to mention he brought Mr. Kinase a tie to match your pantsuit for the coronation.”

      Coronation wasn’t the right word, but it was close enough, and it had a nice ring to it.

      “That was very thoughtful of him.” Neely’s attention to detail didn’t surprise me one bit. “You might want to wash up before you handle the suit.” I traced a finger around my mouth. “Always remember to erase the evidence.”

      The process of packing away the suit took a good twenty minutes, given all the donut breaks Francis took in between stages. I mean, I admired a man who knew what he wanted then went out and got it. Even if it was a half dozen powdered sugar bliss rings. And a half gallon of milk.

      A knock on the door brought my head around, and I excused myself to see who had come calling.

      “Bish.” I rushed into the hall and shut the door on my heels. “It’s bad luck to see the groom before his wedding day.”

      Bishop handed me a café mocha, which was piping hot, and frowned. “More superstitious Society mumbo-jumbo?”

      As far as gwyllgi were concerned, Midas and I were mated, and that was that. Let the HEA begin! The Society, however, was big on weddings. My family expected one, and Midas wanted me to have one. That meant I got to plan it.

      Bwahaha.

      Poor Midas.

      He was probably regretting his life choices right about now.

      Oh well.

      Things could be worse. For him, I mean. I could still pour him into tight leather pants and a tunic, slap on a flowing platinum-blond wig, and force him to carry a faux Bow of the Galadhrim during the ceremony.

      Mmm.

      Legolas.

      I jolted from my fantasies when Bishop snapped his fingers at the end of my nose.

      “Mostly, I don’t want you to embarrass him.” I glared at him. “Laugh all you want, after the ceremony.”

      “I heard that,” Midas called through the door, reminding us that gwyllgi hearing was excellent.

      Jerking my head toward the elevator, I invited Bishop to take a ride. “How’s our night shaping up?”

      The fitting only cost me two hours, and it was well worth it for the ears alone.

      “I’m not sure what shape I would call it.” Scratching his cheek, he rolled a shoulder. “Pear-shaped?”

      We stepped into the car, and I mashed the button for the lobby. “That’s bad, right?”

      “The obstacle course was found trashed after sundown.” He watched my reflection in the silvery panels. “The hurdles have been busted, the ropes cut, the balancing beam sawed in two— You get the picture.”

      Before I modeled Neely’s latest on stage to take my final bows, I first had to supply entertainment in the form of running a magical gauntlet to prove my worthiness prior to the official vote that sealed the deal.

      The exact nature of my exhibition, which was more a showcase of my skills than proof of worthiness, had remained a closely guarded secret. Until last month. When Linus tore open a sealed envelope that held the details within.

      Yep.

      I got thirty whole days to prepare.

      The gauntlet focused on my ability to neutralize supernaturals common to Atlanta. To “win” I had to start at Point A and reach Point B with a pulse. Easy, right?

      Lost limbs made you look like a newb, but they didn’t disqualify you. From what I could tell, not much counted as a no-no once you got inside the gauntlet. But with amputation spanning an entire page in the rule book, I had concerns. I could only imagine how many apprentices had lost body parts for the purpose of amusing the Grande Dame, who presided over the transference of power, and the other faction heads.

      A chill skittered down my spine recalling the last spectacle the Grande Dame officiated on my behalf. The murder trial in Savannah kicked off by outing me as a dybbuk and a killer then ended with my disownment when my parents turned their backs on me.

      Yeah.

      I was super excited to be at her mercy again.

      “Someone wants me to fail.” I twirled a finger. “Do they think wrecking my practice field will stop me?”

      Do your job well, and you were bound to make enemies.

      I did my job very well, and I had the enemies to prove it.

      “No one who’s met you would think that, no.” He hesitated. “There’s also an additional complication.”

      “Life was going smoothly there for about a minute, so I figured my boat was about to get rocked.”

      “A woman named Sue Billiard arrived in the city today. I had Reece run a background check. She was the Potentate of Phoenix, but she stepped down after she got pregnant. With quintuplets. That was thirteen years ago.”

      “Five babies at one time?” I crossed my legs in sympathy, even though I was sure quints were a one-way ticket to a C-section. “No wonder she quit her day job.”

      “That’s not the best part.”

      “What is the best part?” I read his expression. “There is no best part, is there?”

      “Not even close.” He sucked on his teeth. “She wants her old job back. Here. In Atlanta.”

      The wind got knocked out of my sails so fast I coughed until Bish hit me on the back.

      “Why Atlanta?” I wheezed as my lungs inflated. “There must be other cities, ones without apprentices.”

      Sue Billiard had massive lady balls to swagger into town at the last minute and attempt a coup.

      And no, that was not a pun on her last name. Just a statement of fact.

      “Her husband Sean is a selkie. She must think Lake Lanier would suit him as a swimming pool.”

      The manmade lake was formed by the completion of Buford Dam on the Chattahoochee River, and it sat an hour northeast of Atlanta. It was the largest lake in the state. It was also the deadliest.

      “A selkie,” I mused, “just what every cursed lake needs.”

      The lake had earned its cursed title for its high number of fatalities, and the twenty cemeteries displaced during its creation. Underwater ghost towns, complete with roads, homes, and businesses left to the flood dotted the lake’s bottom. Farms too. Years ago, drought even exposed stadium seating for a racetrack that was ditched in favor of progress.

      Nostalgia for the good ol’ days had me thinking I might share a few ghost stories with Grier, gauge her interest in expanding her business north for select nighttime ghost tours on dark water.

      Haint Behavin’: The Pontoon Boat Edition.

      Frak.

      I was compartmentalizing again, shoving aside my fear in favor of whimsy.

      But…a contender. For my title. For my city. For my future.

      The full scope of this complication sucker-punched me, and I shut my eyes to stop the room spinning.

      “I didn’t know this could happen,” I admitted, voice tight. “I thought it was me or no one.”

      “This is a unique situation. She’s trained, she’s served, and she’s available. She can apply to any city with a vacancy.”

      Hands balling at my sides, I growled, “Atlanta isn’t vacant.”

      “Cities are most vulnerable during the days leading up to a vote.”

      Atlanta’s paranormal communities had had a rough year, thanks to the witchborn fae crisis. I had to look at myself, my actions, and ask if I could have saved more lives or minimized the property damage. Had I done this to myself? Put the citizens in a position where another potentate—any other potentate—looked better than me?

      Not enough. Not enough. Not enough.

      Pressing mute on that familiar nagging mantra, I diverted my attention to forming a plan of action.

      Beat Sue.

      Simple.

      Effective.

      I liked it.

      “I can’t believe she waited so long to announce her candidacy.”

      “Her goal is to throw you off your stride,” Bishop warned. “You can’t let her get in your head.”

      “Too late.” I thumped my skull on the wall. “She booked an extended stay in the paranoia suite.”

      We hit the lobby, and I couldn’t decide if I wanted to go for a run or find a nice closet to scream in.

      “This is the last thing I need right now.” I hated the whine in my voice. “The wedding is in six months.”

      “The wedding, no offense, isn’t life or death.” He hit a button to shut the doors. “This final test can be.”

      “She’s going to target me.” This painted a bull’s-eye between my shoulders. “I bet she’s got good aim.”

      “The gauntlet is no holds barred, but she touches a hair on your head outside it, and she’s disqualified.” He sounded happy about that. “She’ll also be banned for life from applying to the position in any city. Same goes for you. That’s plenty of deterrent to keep you both honest.” He cocked an eyebrow. “Not that I worry about you minding your manners.”

      “I’ve worked too hard for this to let someone steal it out from under me on a technicality. I would let her eat my liver, if she asked. I would even hand her a knife and fork. Maybe salt and pepper.”

      “You spend too much time with gwyllgi.” He eyed me oddly. “Necromancers don’t eat one another’s livers.”

      Hmm.

      He might have a point about the gwyllgi, but I dared him to judge me after eating his way through one of their famous cookouts. Who in their right mind wouldn’t hang with them for all-you-can-eat brisket?

      A buzz in my pocket alerted me to a call, and I answered, figuring it was Midas checking in. “Hey.”

      “Hadley…”

      “I’m sorry.” I put the call on speaker and caught Bishop’s eye. Fae ears were sharp. “I can’t hear you.”

      “This is…Cruz…Torres.”

      A lump formed in my throat, and I had to swallow before I could talk through it.

      “Mr. Torres.” I kept my tone calm while I shook inside at his thready voice. “Are you okay?”

      “They took him.” His breath hissed from between his teeth. “Neely.”

      “Who took your husband?” I waited but only heard his labored breathing. “Mr. Torres?”

      “Vampires,” he panted. “They were…”

      The uptick in my pulse summoned Ambrose, but after he saw no immediate threat, he retreated back into the shadows.

      “Where are you?” I smacked the button for the top floor with my palm. “Can you tell me your location?”

      The line remained open, sirens and traffic blaring in the background, but he didn’t answer.

      “Hold on, Cruz.” I did my best to comfort him. “Help is coming. For both of you.”

      Bishop already had his phone in hand, waiting for my orders. We had to move fast, and he knew it.

      “Call Grier.” I kept my cell to my ear. “Find out if she can track the Torres’s cell phones.”

      The OPA embedded software into the phones issued to its members to make tracking easier in the event of an emergency. Since Linus had implemented the idea in Atlanta, I could only hope he had encouraged Grier to do the same in her city, with her people. But it was a recent safety measure, one we hadn’t fully embraced on personal-use cells yet.

      Storming across the hall as soon as the elevator released me, I bulled into the apartment and filled in Midas.

      “Phone, please.” I waited for him to hand his over then dialed Reece. “Get me eyes on Cruz Torres.”

      Between the cameras mounted by the OPA and the feeds we mooched from the city, we had eyes in the sky across Atlanta. The coordinates from Cruz’s phone would tell Reece where to look, when we got them, but he was also playing with facial recognition software that might hurry things along.

      “Will do.” He clicked keys in the background. “The more info you can get me, the faster I can work.”

      Bishop was on the phone with Grier at my elbow, and he shot me a thumbs-up to say it was a go.

      “I’m on it.” I ended the call and returned my attention to my phone. “Mr. Torres?”

      The line was dead. The call had ended while I rushed to get help. Not a good sign.

      Grier might be my former best friend, but she was the Potentate of Savannah and Dame Woolworth. Neely and Cruz were both in her employ, not to mention her close friends, and they were visiting Atlanta under my auspices. Now Neely was missing, and Cruz’s condition was unknown.

      “Frak.” I braced my palms on the kitchen counter. “This is bad.”

      And it was about to get worse.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Two

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      One miserably long hour later, I had dented the wall leading into HQ’s kitchen by banging my head against it. Okay, fine. The wall was reinforced. All I had done was smudge it with sweat. In fact, I’m pretty sure it was mocking me. I, however, had earned a beauty of a headache to act as the cherry on top of my frustration sundae.

      “I’ve got a visual,” Reece announced from behind his shadowy screen at HQ. “Incoming.”

      Shoving away from the wall, I invaded Bishop’s personal space at his command center.

      “Where is he?” I kept watch on the lower screens while Reece patched through a live feed. “Goddess.”

      The white room with its muted gray tile floors was chockful of beeping, flashing medical equipment.

      “It could be worse.” Bishop shooed me. “A human hospital isn’t the most terrible place for a human.”

      Hand on his chair, I drummed my fingers until he swatted at me. “How do we have this?”

      “We tracked Cruz’s phone to Gershwin Memorial,” Reece mumbled. “We have paid informants at all the hospitals, so I contacted an RN on the payroll. He recorded this footage on his phone then texted it to me for verification.”

      The reason it had taken an eternity to locate Cruz was the area where Neely vanished. They had been on their way to an upscale restaurant to meet with Cruz’s client when a ubiquitous black SUV screeched up to the curb at Marx’s on the Corner.

      Two men hopped out. One aimed straight for Cruz, knocking him unconscious. The other went straight for Neely, scooping him over his shoulder as if he were light as a feather and ducking back in the SUV with his prize.

      From the video Reece sourced, there was no doubt that Neely had been the target. None whatsoever. The question was…why? His ties to Grier? His much thinner ties to me? Or, least likely, given Neely was universally loved by all who knew him, a personal vendetta?

      The good news/bad news was the abduction happened in full view of many well-off patrons. That meant the police got called on the spot. But, since Cruz was a human, the Low Society sentinels embedded within the Atlanta Police Department didn’t think to notify us. Which meant the EMTs loaded Cruz into an ambulance and carted him off to the nearest hospital rather than returning him to the Faraday where Abbott could treat him while under gwyllgi guard.

      Concussed witness, missing spouse, trampled evidence.

      This whole situation was FUBAR.

      Frakked Up Beyond All Reason.

      At least we had a smidgen of good news to share with Grier.

      Hating to nag, I forced myself to bug Reece again. “Any luck with Neely’s cell?”

      “Still no signal.” He grunted as more keys clicked on his screen. “Odds are good they destroyed it.”

      Older vampires were often ignorant of modern technology, but new ones tended to be more tech savvy.

      Just our luck, these had known enough to smash our quickest means of tracking Neely.

      Hoping Midas had good news for me, I dialed him before updating Grier. “Hi, handsome.”

      “Aww,” Ford replied. “You say the sweetest things.”

      “Um.” I double-checked the number. “Where’s Midas?”

      “Bathroom.”

      “Oookay.” I gave him a second, but he chose not to enlighten me. “Why do you have his phone?”

      “Midas had to handle some business.” He pitched his voice low. “In the bathroom.”

      There were lines that Midas and I didn’t cross, and two of them involved toilet paper.

      “We’re not married yet.” I mentally backed away from this conversation. “He can call me back later.”

      “Hang on.” He grunted and then a vehicle door shut. “Midas is interrogating a witness.”

      “In the bathroom?” I pinched the bridge of my nose. “I don’t follow.”

      “We’re at Marx’s.” The radio station playing country music in the background pegged him as being in his truck. “We got a tip from a gwyllgi EMT that a teenager filmed the whole thing. He was talking over the recording, like he was giving a live report. He even tried to interview witnesses.”

      “Public exposure is the last thing we need right now.”

      The footage wouldn’t be damning in and of itself. Humans wouldn’t watch it, point a trembling finger at the screen, and shout, “Vampires are real.” But word of Neely’s affiliations would get around to the para community, and that was what promised to cause a stir.

      “Sorry, darlin’.” Ford turned down the music. “I wish I had better news.”

      “Goddess, that sounded selfish.” I crushed my eyes shut for a count of five. “Neely is missing, and I—”

      “—am stressed to the breaking point,” he soothed. “Don’t beat yourself up over a knee-jerk response.”

      No chance of that, but his support helped me think clearer. “This could be a good thing.”

      “We might have footage of the vampires responsible,” Ford agreed. “Assuming Mr. Torres was correct.”

      “He’s had enough experience with the supernatural to make an educated guess.”

      Superhuman strength, a flash of fang, hissing, snarling, snapping, could all point toward vampires.

      Humans, being prey animals, had a sixth sense about them not so different from necromancers.

      “Any news on that front?”

      “That’s why I was calling.” I was happy to change topics. “We’ve located Mr. Torres. He’s at Gershwin Memorial Hospital. I’m not comfortable leaving him there, so we’re transferring him into Abbott’s care.”

      The Faraday was now owned by the Atlanta gwyllgi pack, and the OPA had contracted out the use of one of its offices for me to host meetings with the heads of various factions within the city, since HQ was off-limits to non-OPA staff. We also brought on Abbott, who up to that point had been patching us up for free, like a sucker, and whom I trusted more than I ever thought possible, given he was a doctor and therefore suspect.

      Highly suspect.

      Even if he did stock my favorite lollipops for the rare occasions when I was a good little patient.

      “Midas ought to finish up soon.” Ford slurped on a drink. “I’ll pass your message when he gets out.”

      “Yeah.” I was still iffy on why the interrogation required a toilet. “Thanks.”

      With that call behind me, I texted Abbott a heads-up that we were coming in hot then booked a Swyft.

      A mixture of relief and dread swept through me while I dialed Grier as Bishop and I exited HQ.

      “Have you found Cruz?”

      Her words smushed together so tight, I had to separate them in my head before forming an answer. “Yes.”

      “Thank the goddess,” she breathed. “How is he?”

      “Stable,” Bishop said, loud enough for her to hear. “That’s all we know at this point.”

      “We’re transferring him from Gershwin to the Faraday, into Abbott’s care.”

      “Good.” Her voice wobbled. “That’s good.”

      Bishop flagged down our driver, and we climbed in his car. A nice one. With passenger snacks and water bottles. Sadly, I was too jittery to partake. That didn’t stop me from admiring a bag of mini-Oreo cookies from afar.

      With a few swipes from my modified pen, I drew a sigil on my hand, ensuring my conversation with Grier remained private. It meant excluding Bishop, but we couldn’t risk the information we discussed leaking to the public.

      “We’ve got a possible lead on the persons responsible for kidnapping Neely.”

      Fingers crossed the video didn’t prove me a liar after we watched it.

      “Thank the goddess some more and again.”

      “I’ll touch base as soon as we have anything.”

      “Thanks.” Her exhale was shaky in my ear. “It’s hard sitting on my hands.”

      “You’re not coming?” I heard the shock in my voice. “I thought…”

      “I trust you to handle this.” Her surety shone through. “You’re days from your swearing in. It’s a critical time for you. You need to be seen as having this under control. I can’t upset your apple cart.”

      Relief transformed my knees to jelly, and I was grateful to be sitting when they started wobbling.

      “I won’t make you look weak,” she said, determination in every syllable. “You’ve worked too hard.”

      Her arrival in my city would do exactly that. It would shout my incompetence.

      “Thank you.” I took a breath and unintended words rushed out. “I’m doing everything I can.”

      “He’s your friend too.” She forgot to use the past tense. “You’ll find him. For both of us. For all of us.”

      Neely truly was a treasure. More than his husband and friends would miss him if…

      There was no room for ifs. I was going to find him, and he would be okay. That was that.

      “I won’t rest until I do,” I promised. “He’s my top priority.”

      “Will you bring in the Atlanta Alliance?”

      The Atlanta Alliance was my brainchild, but giving birth to it was threatening to rip me a new one.

      The original idea had been for each faction to elect a representative to give them a voice, but that hope quickly flew out the window after every pack, clan, pride, etc., decided they required their own seat at the table. Meaning the AA was now more than twice its intended size and growing. Painfully.

      I had been too idealistic. I saw now that it had been overly optimistic of me to expect wargs, vampires, gwyllgi, and everyone else to unify under one representative with no guarantees of their impartiality.

      Lesson learned. No more brainchildren for me. I was brainchildbirthed out for the foreseeable future.

      “They’re not ready. Nowhere near it. They still think they’ll get cooties sitting next to one another.”

      “Hadley,” she said softly. “You got this.”

      Staring out the window, I cringed from my pinched reflection. “How can you comfort me right now?”

      “Linus isn’t the only one around here rooting for you.” Her heart was in her voice. “We’re friends too.”

      “Yeah.” I smiled to hear her say so, given all we had been through. “We are.”

      No longer two girls whose bond was forged in a time of innocence and youth, we were women who shared similar goals and outlooks, who had each seen enough of the ugly side of life to appreciate an honest friendship for what it was worth.

      “We’re here.” Bishop rolled his hand. “Wrap it up.”

      He couldn’t hear me, but I heard him fine. Grier must have too.

      “I’ll let you go.” She paused. “Just keep me in the loop.”

      “Will do.”

      Delegate, delegate, delegate.

      That was the lesson Linus and Bishop kept hammering into my head.

      With that in mind, I got out of the car and wiped the sigil off on my thigh as I texted Anca.

      >Can you forward all information, past and future, to Grier on my behalf, please?

      >>Consider it done.

      >Don’t tell the others, but you’re my favorite blank screen.

      >>Milo will be crushed.

      >By his ego? Yeah. Probably. One day.

      A call interrupted our roasting of Milo, a pity, but I got twitchy at the caller ID. “Hello?”

      “You don’t sound happy to hear from me.” A frown deepened Midas’s voice. “Everything okay?”

      Phew.

      “I was scared it was Ford,” I admitted. “He made it sound like you were in gastrointestinal distress.”

      Though I couldn’t say I had ever heard of a gwyllgi suffering worse than mild indigestion from overeating. Their metabolisms were too fast for much to phase them.

      “I’m never trusting him with my phone again,” Midas decided, “or letting him talk to you.”

      While I hung back to talk, Bishop hit the receptionists’ desk and worked his mojo on a flustered woman.

      Deadly he might be, but he was also handsome beyond the scope of mortal men. I tended to forget that. He didn’t. As most fae did, he wielded his beauty as a weapon to get what he wanted with a smile.

      “I’ve got a better idea.” An evil idea, perfect for revenge. “Let me bake Ford Ex-Lax brownies.”

      “That’s cruel and unusual punishment.” A chuckle slipped free of him. “Do it.”

      With gwyllgi metabolism, I would be lucky to give him gas. But I was willing to put in the effort.

      “Care to enlighten me on your bathroom shenanigans then?”

      “The police corralled everyone until they finished taking statements. For once, that worked in our favor. I was able to find the teenager. I roped a sentinel in an APD uniform into informing the boy the footage had to be confiscated due to the ongoing investigation.” He sighed heavily. “The boy ran. His parents got involved. Patrons panicked, thinking the assailants had circled back, and people scattered like ants.”

      A quick check on Bishop revealed a doctor striding toward him. “How does the bathroom factor in?”

      “I don’t have authority humans would recognize, so the sentinel claimed I was an APD consultant. The restaurant was packed with witnesses, so once the teen was caught, I escorted him to the men’s room for a private conversation. It was as far as his parents were willing to let him go without them, or a badge.” He sounded both annoyed by and approving of their caution. “I paid him five hundred dollars for the story and another thousand for the phone.”

      “You keep that kind of cash on you?”

      “Only when we go out on kidnapping cases. We’ve had more success on those with bribes.”

      This approach was markedly different than any the pack had used up to this point. Then it hit me.

      “Neely is human.” I thought it through. “You think money will get us answers faster.”

      “When human mates or children of gwyllgi go missing, there’s no time for posturing or politics. They’re too fragile. We have to act fast, and money greases wheels quicker than threats or interrogations.”

      “Who in their right mind would steal a gwyllgi’s mate or child and expect to survive it?”

      “The culprits are usually human relatives, either concerned about a family member’s secretive lifestyle, if they’ve newly married into the pack, or the children’s wellbeing. Our young experience uncontrolled shifting at certain ages and are required to remain isolated on pack lands during that time.”

      Close-knit families would freak if their loved ones fell off the radar. Those cases deserved sympathy.

      “There are malicious incidents too,” Midas admitted, a growl in his voice, “but those are rarer.”

      No imagination was required to picture a gwyllgi shoving cash down an informant’s throat until they choked on it when packmates’ lives were at risk. Or them making a withdrawal, the hard way, if it was discovered the informant was involved in any way.

      “Cruz said vampires took Neely,” I recalled. “Will your method work on them?”

      “I doubt it,” he admitted. “Chances are good we’re dealing with mercenaries.”

      Everybody and their momma hired vampires to do their dirty work. It was a whole thing.

      Kind of made me wonder why the Society didn’t require background checks on potential candidates.

      Oh.

      That’s right.

      They were in it for the money.

      “Marx’s is a human establishment,” he continued. “We figured better safe than sorry.”

      Most clans were financially sound, thanks to the longevity of their members, but every system let people slip through the cracks. Mercenaries tended to hide in those crevices. The deeper and darker, the better.

      They also worked for favors more often than cash. Big favors. High Society-sized favors.

      “Your forethought paid off.” I noticed Bishop waving me over to him and the chatty doctor. “Gotta go.”

      “I’ll deposit the phone in the nearest OPA drop box.”

      “Thank you muchly.”

      As if I hadn’t heaped enough onto Milo’s plate, I texted him to check the box nearest the restaurant for a surprise. The past three weeks, he had been helping me cover routine patrol so I could train and work cases that required my immediate oversight. I owed him big for bending over backwards for me.

      The doctor held up a finger to Bishop then shoved through the ICU doors to the ward beyond.

      “Reece ought to have the footage to analyze within the next half hour,” I told Bishop as I joined him. “Teens whose parents can afford to eat in places like that will have the newest phones. The video and sound quality ought to be excellent.”

      “A kid with an ear for news and a blog for a platform ought to have a good eye too.”

      “We can hope.” I reeled my thoughts back from Neely to focus on Cruz. “Where are we with this?”

      “The good doctor is about to sign off on the transfer to a private hospital. We’ve got an all-para EMT team standing by to transport Cruz to the Faraday. We should have him secured within the hour.”

      Torn on whether to press my luck, I decided to ask, “Can we see him before then?”

      “Dr. Carpenter says Cruz has been asking for you. I don’t think we could avoid seeing him, frankly.”

      “He’s tough, and I don’t mean for a human.”

      “Maybe he’s got a distant warg relative,” Bishop mused. “That would explain his temper and his devotion to his mate.”

      Humans didn’t mate, which Bishop knew, so he was attempting to distract me. I let him. Happily.

      “Hmm.” I played along. “I’ll have to ask Neely if Cruz goes furry during the full moon.”

      Please let me have the chance.

      Or not, now that I thought about it.

      There were things I didn’t need to know about Cruz Torres. His body hair density was one of them.

      The doctor reappeared, launching chills down my nape, and indicated we should follow.

      “Ms. Whitaker,” the vampire said when we fell in step with him. “It’s nice to finally meet you.”

      “I appreciate you taking such good care of my friend.”

      Cruz wasn’t technically my friend, but he was as friendly toward me as he got, which was close enough.

      “Not at all.” He smiled, displaying straight white teeth. “I mated a warg, and she talks of nothing but the changes you’ve implemented in the city to improve the quality of life for shifters. It is I who am in your debt.”

      Surprise must have shown on my face. Wargs ran hot, but vampires ran cold. Theirs was a rare pairing.

      “Human friends set us up on a blind date,” he explained. “They didn’t know what we were or why it was a bold idea.” His voice softened. “Allie and I hit it off, but I doubt I would have followed up had she not started appearing at the hospital each night during my dinner break. She had set her cap at me, you see, and she gave me no choice but to love her back.”

      “You have my sympathies,” I teased. “I was allowed few choices with my mate as well.”

      Luckily, Midas and I were both stubborn and willing to fight for one another. It sounded like Allie had been ready to go as many rounds as it took for her man too.

      “You must get asked this all the time—” he rubbed his nape, “—but would you take a photo with me?”

      Vampires didn’t fangirl or fanboy over much of anything, but I could tell this meant a lot to him. Probably because his mate would flip over it. And I didn’t know what to do with that.

      I wasn’t a celebrity to pose with. Not even the potentate yet. I was just me.

      “Sure.” I pulled on my tour guide persona—handiest summer job ever—to produce the perfect smile. “A quick photo op never hurt.”

      Bishop snapped the picture on the doctor’s cell while I cheesed it up for the camera.

      “Let me show you to Mr. Torres’s room. I want to be on video chat with Allie when she sees this.”

      He guided us to a small room with a glass front wall I hadn’t noticed then left, already dialing his mate.

      “They’re printing Team Hadley shirts, you know.” Bishop held the door for me. “The trial is a spectator sport.”

      Until he mentioned it, I hadn’t framed the doctor’s interest in that light. He might be getting an earful from his wife thanks to the public nature of the gauntlet. But merch? I did not want to see my mug on a mug, commemorative shirts, or hats.

      “Ugh” was the best response I had to that. “Can it be over already?”

      Our chatter had roused Cruz, who opened his bloodshot eyes at our approach. “Have you found him?”

      His face was purple and swollen, but one of his knees looked like it had swallowed a watermelon.

      “Not yet.” I kept a respectful distance. “Can you tell us what happened?”

      “You ought to have video.” His snarl would do a warg proud. “There were traffic cameras six feet away.”

      “We would like to hear a firsthand account of the events.” I strove for calm. “You might have noticed something the cameras didn’t pick up on. There was no audio. Did they say anything to you?”

      “The first man out told his partner ‘there he is’ and aimed straight for my husband. The second man was on me before I could reach Neely.” He gestured to himself. “He made sure I couldn’t come after them then whispered, ‘Hadley would be smart to reconsider her career choices.’”

      No wonder he had been so hot to see me prior to his transfer. This was my fault, and he wanted me to know it.

      A lead weight settled on my chest that made it difficult to get enough air. As much as I wanted to duck into the hall for a breather, it would be a reprieve from Cruz’s accusing stare I didn’t deserve.

      The ransom demand I had been expecting to receive for Neely had just fallen into my lap.

      Someone wanted me out of the running, probably the same someone who wrecked the obstacle course, but the threat gave us no real instruction, which must mean they would reach out with directions later.

      “This is not Hadley’s fault.” Bishop stepped up to the foot of the bed. “Stop looking at her like you just scraped her off the bottom of your shoe.”

      “It’s fine.” I touched Bishop’s arm. “Mr. Torres has a right to be upset.”

      “Sure,” Bishop agreed too easily. “He’s also got the right to not blame you.”

      This time, I bypassed the gentle approach and pinched Bishop hard enough he turned his mad on me.

      “Can you think of anything else?” I wedged myself between them. “Anything at all?”

      “It happened so fast.” A glossy sheen to Cruz’s eyes promised tears. “I couldn’t save him.”

      “This isn’t your fault either.” I sank every ounce of conviction into my vow. “We’re going to find him.”

      “I want to rest now.” He leaned back and shut his eyes. “I’ll get a message to you if I remember more.”

      “You did the right thing.” I had to offer him some hope. “Calling me when you did might make all the difference.”

      A nurse bustled in and fiddled with his IV. Before long, a relieved sigh parted his lips as he drifted off.

      “He’ll rest easier during transfer this way.” She caught herself and winced. “You were done talking?”

      “Yeah.” I waved aside her concern. “We’re done here.”

      A sentinel I recognized as a member of the Atlanta Police Department greeted us at the door on our way out.

      “I’m Chad Faulk.” He stuck out his hand. “I’ve been assigned to Mr. Torres for the next eight hours.”

      “I appreciate the APD’s assistance.” I shook with him and clasped his shoulder. “Mr. Torres is a close personal friend of mine. His safety and health are of the utmost importance to me.”

      “Understood.” He posted himself outside the door. “I have orders to use Reece as a point of contact.”

      The familiarity in his tone perked my ears. “You know Reece?”

      “He’s a friend of the family.” He winked. “Dated my mom for a while.”

      “Whoa.” I rocked back on my heels. “Really?”

      “No.” A snort shot out of him. “I’m a tech geek. He’s a tech geek. We met in a forum online.”

      “That how you ended up here?” Bishop waded in. “We didn’t expect an escort for Cruz to the Faraday.”

      “Check with Reece.” Faulk raised his hands. “He’ll vouch for me.”

      “We’ll do that.” I left Bishop to watch Faulk and stepped down the hall to dial Reece. “Hey.”

      “Faulk is an obnoxious chatterbox,” he said without preamble, “but he’s brilliant and a decent marksman.”

      “You could have given us a heads-up he was going to meet us at the hospital.”

      But it gave me the warm fuzzies that Reece had called in a favor for my friend.

      “I should have,” he agreed but didn’t carry it any further. “I have the blogger’s phone.”

      Midas must have dropped it close for Reece to be working on it so quickly.

      The promise of a mystery to unravel would also explain why he forgot to text me about Faulk.

      “Let me know when you crack it.”

      “Midas bought the password off the owner.” Reece sounded glum. “I’ll have the files to you in ten.”

      He ended the call with a huff, probably annoyed he had less work to do but still eager to get back to it.

      “Faulk checks out,” I told Bishop, booking us a Swyft. “We’re clear to leave.”

      “All right.” He swept his gaze over Faulk. “You up to this?”

      “I want to join the OPA someday.” He switched off his teasing demeanor. “For now, this is as close as I can get.” He locked gazes with me. “I won’t let you down.”

      Wondering if this was a subtle hint from Reece, I nodded. “I’ll keep you in mind.”

      Our ride took its sweet time arriving, but Atlanta traffic was extra gnarly this time of night.

      “Do you think it’s a coincidence?” I balanced on the edge of the curb. “Sue’s arrival then this?”

      “Nothing in this life is coincidence.”

      Neely was my most pressing concern, Cruz too. She ranked a distant third. “You think she’s part of it?”

      “Wouldn’t that be nice?”

      It would solve a lot of problems if I could unmask her as the villain Scooby-Doo style in under thirty minutes. Then I could save the day, rescue Neely, and set Cruz firmly on the road to recovery.

      Sadly, real life didn’t work that way. For one thing, villains would suffocate wearing latex masks in the Georgia summer heat.

      “That doesn’t mean we can’t visit her at her hotel.” A wicked glint lit his eyes. “Shake her up a bit.”

      “Nah.” I dismissed it for the sole reason it would have felt good. “We need to follow real leads, not invent them.”

      “Are you sure?” He stared down his nose at me. “I’m creative.”

      Laughter was not the correct response when I could tell he meant it, but it still felt good.

      Our driver arrived, his car perfumed with cigarette smoke, and we asked him to take us to Marx’s.

      “There was a kidnapping there earlier tonight,” he warned us. “The whole place is swarming with cops.”

      “I appreciate the warning.”

      With a shrug that conveyed it was our money to waste, he lit up then set out for our destination.

      We rode with the windows down, and the night air stroked its hands through my hair in a gesture I could pretend was the city soothing me. Minus the end result of a billion knots I would spend hours tonight untangling.

      A block away from our destination, we gave up on the traffic, paid our tab, and braved the light drizzle. A barricade had been set up on the sidewalk outside Marx’s to keep out the curious, and there we met a familiar face.

      “I wondered when you’d grace us with your presence.” Lizzy cocked an eyebrow. “Your man just left.”

      Lizzy Frommel was the pack’s liaison with the Atlanta Police Department. She was a lawyer, but she was also an enforcer. Kind of like Rambo but with a law degree. She represented gwyllgi in police custody and made arrangements with the undercover sentinels to ensure justice was served outside human law.

      Honestly, I had hoped to run into Midas. I could use a hug right about now. But Lizzy was a nice surprise.

      “Well shoot.” I snapped my fingers. “I’ll have to be faster next time.”

      Her laughter was cut and dry, as she tended to be. It suited her.

      Curious how she ended up posted out in the rain, I glanced around in search of friendlies. “Does someone suspect pack involvement?”

      “I was having dinner across the street.” She pointed out a pizza place. “That’s the only reason I’m here.”

      “Ah.” I could sympathize. At least pizza reheated well. “Show us where the kidnapping took place?”

      She escorted us to the curb in front of the entrance where the line formed at the dinner rush. I turned a slow circle, getting a feel for the area. The restaurant sat on a corner lot, which gave the kidnappers two streets to play with when they made their exit. There was no hint on the sidewalk that a man had gotten beaten for attempting to protect his husband, and there was no evidence on the busy roads either.

      Our best hope was the video the blogger had taken, plus whatever Reece cobbled together from the various security feeds in the area. Still, I sent Ambrose out to search the area for any residual magics.

      “Has the kidnapper made contact?” Lizzy stood beside me. “Typically, they want ransom in these cases.”

      With Neely’s ties to the Woolworth and Lawson families, he was worth a small fortune in the wrong hands, but the kidnappers had bigger ambitions.

      A sentinel called Lizzy over, and she went with a grunt that spared me from stretching the truth.

      The revelation Neely had been taken because of me, because of the gauntlet, hadn’t sunken in yet.

      And yeah, I had no doubt the kidnappers’ stellar timing stemmed from my impending promotion.

      “There’s nothing to see here.” I sensed when Bishop moved behind me. “I knew there wouldn’t be.”

      Midas had already come and gone and given his report. This had been a waste of time we didn’t have.

      The strike to my temple as Ambrose confirmed vampire involvement but nothing else reaffirmed it.

      “You wanted to see it for yourself.” He stepped up to my side. “Get a feel for it.”

      “I guess.” I surveyed the area one last time then checked my phone. “Reece has the video ready.”

      “You want to head back to HQ or to the Faraday?”

      “HQ.” I booked yet another Swyft. “The team needs to put its heads together.”

      Unless the kidnappers knew I was Amelie Pritchard in another life, doubtful, I couldn’t see them choosing Neely based on any connection to me. Our acquaintance was too new under Hadley.

      To zero in on a high-value target with deep ties to my current boss and his potentate fiancée took guts. I wasn’t the potentate yet. To snatch Neely on Atlanta’s soil promised the perpetrators disembowelment via scythe.

      Not enough. Not enough. Not enough.

      For Neely’s sake, I would have to be.
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      Midas sat on the bench seat of Ford’s pickup, drumming his fingers on his thigh while Ford ordered them lunch from a fast-food chain heavy on the burgers and grease.

      “Cruz was right.” He’d scented it for himself at Marx’s. “Vampires took Neely.”

      “Hired or sent to do their master’s bidding?” Ford accepted four bags of food with a flirty smile from the woman at the window he pretended not to notice. “I heard Grier’s had vampire trouble in the past.”

      “That trouble is dead and ash,” Midas promised. “She made certain of it.”

      “Good for her.” Ford passed him two bags and kept the rest. “Taking a page out of Hadley’s book.”

      That Ford held Hadley up as the standard for empowered women reminded Midas why Ford was his best friend.

      “How did the fitting go?” Ford shoveled fries in his mouth. “Hadley banned me from attendance.”

      Midas bit into a burger, grease dripping over his chin. He wiped it off with an already soggy napkin. “Thank God.”

      “Hey, now.” Ford acted hurt. “I wanted to be there for moral support. That’s what friends do.”

      “You wanted to sneak a picture to post in the pack’s group chat.”

      Ford choked, part laughter and part agreement, and his eyes ran with tears. “Spock.”

      Midas let him laugh. Ford was his best man. With Hadley as Captain James T. Kirk, that meant Ford drew Bones, aka Leonard McCoy.

      Hadley had been saving up “I’m not a doctor, I’m a…” one-liners to pelt him with during his fitting.

      Midas couldn’t wait for Ford’s turn in the hot seat. Too bad he didn’t get itchy ears too.

      “How will you feel when pictures of Lisbeth in her Uhura uniform go viral?”

      That shut Ford up quick, and a growl slipped free. “Those dresses are indecent.”

      The hemline made Midas glad his mate would be in a full-length gown for the ceremony. He doubted Hadley would appreciate it if he mauled the first person to notice her legs, and those communications officer dresses bared a lot of thigh.

      Lettuce stuck to Ford’s lip when he asked, “What’s next on the agenda?”

      The obstacle course had to be cleaned up, but plenty of packmates had already volunteered to help with that. But, if Hadley didn’t need him, he and Ford would probably go handle it themselves.

      Per his mother’s unofficial orders, Midas was at Hadley’s disposal until Neely was found.

      “Good question.” Midas polished off his food. “Let me check with Hadley first.”

      “Whitaker,” she answered in a distracted voice. “How can I help you?”

      “That’s exactly what I was wondering.”

      “Oh.” She grunted with impressive range. “Midas.” Her exhale blasted the receiver. “Hey.”

      Raised voices around her fell silent while she caught her breath.

      “I didn’t check the caller ID,” she explained. “My phone’s been ringing off the hook for hours.”

      “Are you okay?” He strained to hear more of the background conversation. “Are you lifting something?”

      “A new monitor.” She huffed, still winded. “Goddess, that weighed a frakking ton.”

      “Did Bishop need a new monitor?” Midas had his doubts. “Or was he sleep shopping again?”

      “Believe it or not,” Bishop answered without shame over his eavesdropping, “equipment does burn out over time, especially monitors that run twenty-four-seven.”

      “While he finishes up—” Hadley cut into his tirade about how nothing lasted anymore, “—I’ll head into the kitchen, and we can talk.”

      One of Midas’s favorite things about their relationship was how their bond deepened over time. She could tell when he called just because, or when he was on business, or when he needed to hear her voice. It was a gift, to know someone and be known by someone on that level.

      “Ford and I are finishing up lunch. If you don’t need us, we’re heading to clean up the obstacle course.”

      A door opened and shut, probably the microwave, then curses rang out as she sipped a scalding drink.

      “I can spare you guys for a bit,” she teased. “That was on my to-do list, so thank you.”

      Seconds passed while she blew on her drink, but he read into her silence and knew she was stalling.

      “Cruz blames me for Neely’s kidnapping.” She pushed out the admission in a ragged voice. “The vampire who took Neely left a message for me. He told Cruz I ought to reconsider my career choices.”

      “This isn’t your fault.” Midas wished he could tell her so face-to-face. “You know that, right?”

      “My brain and my heart are locked in an eternal struggle on the topic.”

      “You’ve encountered no opposition to your instatement as potentate up until now.”

      “Until the obstacle course, no. Then Sue came to town. She might be the domino that topples the rest.”

      The sequence of events bothered him more as he lined them up in a row. “Do we have eyes on her?”

      “Bishop has been watching her like a hawk since he read her petition for inclusion.”

      “Good.”

      “Better safe than sorry is the official OPA motto.”

      Midas suspected their motto was actually better to one-click than regret what might have been…

      …charged to your credit card.

      More voices, her teammates, yelled in the background while Bishop cursed a blue streak.

      Ears burning, Midas pieced together what he overheard. “Have you watched the footage from Marx’s?”

      “We’re setting up to do that now. Reece’s monitor has been acting wonky, and of course it chose tonight, right now, to die. We should be ready in the next few minutes. Want me to send you a copy?”

      “Yes.” Midas leaned against the door. “Maybe we’ll get lucky and recognize the vampires responsible.”

      “Here’s hoping,” she agreed. “We need this solved fast.”

      “Will you pull in the Atlanta Alliance to help?”

      “There’s a vampire on the board who might prove helpful, the Clan Morton ambassador, but…”

      “You don’t trust him.” Midas read between the lines. “Or you don’t trust him with this information.”

      Clan Morton hadn’t given Hadley as much trouble as Clan Jefferies or Clan Van de Berg, but trouble was relative when it came to vampires who ran their clans like mafia dons.

      “The three vampire clans most eager to join the AA are using their ambassadors as puppets, which is the exact thing we didn’t want. The ambassadors take anything I give them back to their masters, and their masters choose whether to help or hinder. There’s no vote, no discussion, no representation.”

      “The masters have appointed proxies rather than true ambassadors.”

      “Until we establish trust between the clans, let alone the factions, we can’t afford to be seen as showing favoritism. We’ll have to put faith in them going forward in order for the AA to work, but I can’t gamble with Neely’s life. There’s too much at stake, and yes, that was a vampire joke. Feel free to laugh.”

      A chuckle slipped free of him before he caught it, which would only encourage her.

      “You can always withdraw your invitation if the clans spend more time backbiting than governing.”

      “I want the AA to stand on its own. That will never happen if I rush in every time there’s a squabble. I’m going to leave it up to the others to decide if the vampires are a worthy addition or merely a distraction from the issues at hand.”

      “The others will follow your lead,” he realized. “You don’t want to influence them against the vampires.”

      Whatever their reason for joining, she believed they ought to have a voice, and she wanted them heard.

      “Nailed it in one.” She blew out a long breath. “Linus makes this look easy.”

      “He also transforms into the next best thing to a Grim Reaper and claims heads to calm his nerves.”

      “There is that.” She snickered. “He makes that look easy too.”

      But it weighed on him, Midas knew. Linus did what he had to do, but that didn’t make it simple for him. He was a gentleman and an academic. His role as potentate surprised anyone who hadn’t watched him fight, who had never seen the dark side of his nature that had made him a kindred spirit to Hadley.

      “Dawn is an hour away.” He put no emphasis on the statement. “Will I see you at home?”

      The fitting had eaten up the start of their night and investigating Neely’s kidnapping consumed the rest.

      A scuffle broke out on her end, but it didn’t sound serious.

      “Yeah,” Bishop, who had stolen her phone, answered for her. “You will.”

      “You’re not the boss of me,” she yelled from several feet away. “I’m the boss of you.”

      “You’re going home,” he ordered her, “and you’re going to bed.”

      “You can send me to my room, but you can’t make me go to sleep.” She hesitated. “Actually, you can’t even send me to my room. I’m an adult. And whatever your kinks, you’re not my daddy.”

      “We’re going to watch the video,” Bishop addressed Midas again. “Then I’m sticking her in a Swyft.”

      “Thanks.” Midas and Bishop didn’t often see eye to eye, but they both loved Hadley, and they each worried for her and what these latest developments meant so close to her trial. “I appreciate it.”

      Bishop ended the call, and Midas pocketed his phone.

      “Time to go.” He glanced over at Ford. “Let’s hit the obstacle course quick.” He set a timer on his phone. “Hadley will be home in an hour, and I need to get things ready.”

      With the footage hot in her hands, she wouldn’t be happy watching once with her team then crawling into bed for a full day’s sleep. That was why, when Reece shot him a link to the clip, he ignored it. When Hadley got home, he planned on watching it with her on the big TV in the living room. That way, he might distract her long enough to get food down her before exhaustion collapsed her on the couch.

      Before Hadley, he thought his role as beta of the pack was difficult. Now he knew better.

      And with a bone-deep certainty, he knew he never wanted to be alpha if he could help it.
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      The video played on a loop in my memory on the ride home, and I let my head fall back against the seat. I stared at the roof, which was marked with a big orange stain in the shape of a cow with three legs, and decided I had to buy a car one day. Convenience was nice and all, but if the Swyft bills didn’t kill me, the cooties might.

      “You all right back there, ma’am?”

      “Long day at work.” I forced myself upright. “How’s your night going?”

      “I can’t complain.” He smiled at me in the rearview mirror. “You’re the potentate, right?”

      “I’m his apprentice—” I tugged my tour guide persona in place, smile included, “—until after the trial.”

      “I forgot that was coming up,” he admitted, sheepish. “I don’t much follow politics.”

      “I try not to, but politics seem to follow me.”

      The Faraday loomed outside my window, and I poured myself onto the sidewalk in a puddle.

      “You look like crap,” Hank called from his spot by the front door. “You gonna make it in on your own?”

      “Yeah.” I thanked my driver and set out for the entrance. “I have hours to go before I sleep.”

      “Figured.” His jaw slid back and forth. “I heard what happened to the obstacle course.”

      Since the pack had loaned me the property and volunteered free labor to assemble the course, I wasn’t surprised to discover Hank had heard about it. The whole pack would be gossiping about it.

      “That’s the least of my problems.” I walked through the door he held open. “See you tomorrow.”

      The ride to the top floor left me dragging, but I pulled myself together before the car slowed to a stop.

      The elevator doors slid apart to reveal Midas waiting for me on the threshold to our apartment, and my heart squeezed. The scent of takeout cranked the rumble in my stomach to a roar. He heard and smiled.

      I was spoiled. And loved. But mostly spoiled.

      I truly didn’t deserve Midas.

      “Hank called, didn’t he?” I faked a grumble. “Why can’t gwyllgi keep their noses in their own business?”

      Rather than answer, Midas crossed to me. His arms came around me in a cage that supported rather than restrained, and I leaned into him. Breathing him in, I decided I could stand here for the rest of my life and be okay with giving up the potentate gig if he kept holding me.

      “Cue the footage.” He tipped my head back and brushed his lips over mine. “The TV’s ready.”

      “You know me so well.” I rolled onto my tiptoes and kissed him back. “What’s that I smell?”

      “Grilled chicken, lamb, and falafel gyros with hummus, baba ganoush, and pita chips.”

      “You’re an angel sent from heaven.” I inhaled the rich spices. “Admit it.”

      “I’m no angel.” He nipped my jaw. “I only want my mate to stay in fighting shape for what’s ahead.”

      The reminder killed my appetite, but he was right. I hadn’t eaten today that I could recall. I skipped the obstacle course, obviously. I hadn’t run either. It was crunch time, but I wasn’t sure that mattered now.

      While Midas fixed us plates, I grabbed a quick shower that barely wet my hair. Eager to watch the video, I sped through my bedtime routine and emerged in a cloud of steam dressed in my favorite stolen shirt. He glanced up when I sashayed past, and crimson sparked in his eyes. I wasn’t wearing underwear, and he knew it. I never did when I modeled this Midas-sized tent.

      But he let the moment go and set our food on the coffee table so we could watch the big screen together.

      The phone and TV were used to playing nice, so it only took seconds to get the footage rolling.

      The blogger started out reviewing the food at the restaurant, probably out of boredom. Or maybe to irk his parents, who hadn’t spoken a word to him up to that point. I fast forwarded to where he started racing his escargot across his plate. Screams from outside launched him out of his chair, phone in hand.

      “This is Tommy Larkin, and I’m at Marx’s on the Corner.” He panted as he ran to the window overlooking the street. “A black SUV jumped the curb, running into the line of people waiting to get a table.” He zoomed in. “Two guys are getting out, both dressed in black. Damn. This is real. This is happening.” He kept his hand steady, but excitement peppered his words. “They just grabbed some guy and stuck him in the SUV. Shit. They’re beating his boyfriend up, and like no one is stopping them. They’re just standing there.” He kept recording as he ran out the door and yelled, “What the hell, man?”

      The vampire who’d beaten Cruz pointed a warning finger at Tommy then hopped in the SUV.

      “Did you guys see that?” The kid swallowed audibly then turned the camera toward himself. “Fuck.”

      When he turned the camera back around, the crowd had unfrozen. A dozen or more patrons swarmed Cruz, and every person in the shot had their phone in hand. I hoped they were calling 911, but they might have been filming clips for social media. Like Tommy.

      “We’ve got a clear shot of Pointer,” I murmured. “We ought to be able to ID him.”

      “The guy who took Neely kept his head down. He was smart about it.”

      I jumped at the sound of Midas’s voice behind me. I hadn’t noticed when I stood and crossed to the TV. I hadn’t registered bringing my food with me, but the plate in my hands was empty. I passed it to Midas, and he fought off a smile at having tricked me into caring for myself. He was sneaky like that.

      “Where did I put my phone?” I turned a circle. “I want to watch it again.”

      “One more time, then you’re going to bed.”

      Bristling at his tone, I felt my hackles rising to do a gwyllgi proud. “I can’t—”

      “—run yourself into the ground?” He tilted his head. “You’re no good to Neely if you’re too tired to think.”

      He set the plate on his empty one then brought me my phone.

      “I have to find him, Midas. I have to, or Grier will hate me forever. Then Linus will hate me out of solidarity. Cruz already hates pretty much everyone, but losing Linus? What will I do?”

      “Linus won’t hate you.” Midas rubbed my back. “He’s your friend, independent of Grier.”

      “Couples don’t work like that.” I shook my head. “You know they don’t.”

      “You’re working yourself up over nothing.” He cupped my face. “Grier won’t hate you either.”

      As Amelie, I had betrayed her trust over and over. I didn’t want to go there as Hadley.

      “Besides, you’re doing this for Neely. He’s your friend, and you care about him.”

      A tiny voice that sounded too much like Mother whispered in my head I was in this for myself now too.

      If I didn’t find Neely before the gauntlet, I had a tough call to make, one that would change the course of both our lives.

      Neely or Atlanta. Atlanta or Neely.

      Either choice cost the other everything.

      I had to get to the bottom of this before the kidnappers forced the decision on me.

      “I need to replay this.” I got it back to the start. “Are you staying or going on?”

      “I can’t trust you to come to bed, so I’ll stay here.”

      With his warm presence at my back, I began the video again, fingers crossed for an epiphany.

      This time, I watched from the second the blogger arrived at the restaurant to be sure I missed nothing.

      “Wait.” Midas took my phone halfway through. “I need to hear that again.”

      “His thoughts on terrapin soup?”

      “No.” He rewound it to seconds before the soup course. “This.”

      Holding my breath, I strained my ears but heard nothing aside from the buzz of a crowded restaurant.

      “Their reservation is at ten,” Midas repeated softly. “Cruz Torres is always punctual.”

      Unable to stop myself, I clutched at his arm like I might squeeze more information out of him.

      “Text the driver as soon as you spot them.” Midas cocked his head. “We have seconds to make this happen.”

      I hung on his every word as the blogger began another monologue I tuned out in favor of Midas.

      “Keep watch from the podium.” Midas tilted his head. “Don’t leave your post.”

      We stood there a few more minutes before he paused the recording.

      “Two employees were in on it,” he confirmed what I had been thinking. “Both male.”

      “I’ll text Reece a transcript, see if he can pick up anything else now that we know where to look.” I noted the time stamp on the video and sent that too. “Anca can dig up who was on duty at Marx’s. She can compile a list of employees for us to interview at dusk.”

      “Right after your run,” he reminded me. “You can’t let your training lapse.”

      The dogged way he refused to accept defeat of my dreams lent me the strength to play along.

      Fake it till you make it, right?

      “Your team will have everything ready by dusk,” he promised. “We’ll run, shower, and then hit Marx’s.”

      “Are you sure? You have your hands full with your own job. You don’t have to help me do mine.” I bit the inside of my cheek. “I didn’t mean for that to come out so sharp.”

      “You’re under a lot of pressure.” He kissed my forehead. “I won’t hold it against you.”

      In thanks, I burrowed into his chest and kissed the spot over his heart, grateful he was safe.

      Not everyone was so lucky with their loved ones tonight.

      “As to the rest,” he said dryly, “I believe you’ve met my mother.”

      For an alpha determined not to involve her pack in OPA business, she skirted a lot of lines.

      A lot.

      A whole lot.

      And I… Honestly? I loved her for it.

      “You guys would be working this case with or without me,” I mumbled against him. “Is that it?”

      “I wouldn’t phrase it like that, but yes.”

      “Give me thirty,” I negotiated. “Then I’ll go to bed as promised.”

      Midas withdrew and began shutting things down while I made my calls and sent my texts.

      Then, proving he knew me better than anyone, he sat on the couch and set a timer on his phone.

      Ready or not, in thirty minutes, I was spirited off to bed.
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      Sweat dripped into my eyes, and I gasped for air as I rounded the last corner and hit the home stretch. It wasn’t fair that I mated a gwyllgi with stamina for days. Okay, okay. Under the right circumstances, I enjoyed that part. A lot. Just not when he was in drill sergeant mode.

      “Hadley Whitaker,” a throaty voiced called. “Is that you?”

      I wasn’t ashamed of how fast I abandoned the finish line for a chance to catch my breath. “Yes.”

      “I thought so.” A tall woman with black hair and gray eyes smiled at me. “You look like your picture.”

      There were pictures of me circulating with my hair plastered to my scalp and sweaty pits? That was less than flattering. Accurate, but ugh. Talk about a branding fail. Maybe Neely could help me with that after we found him, and he recovered from his ordeal.

      Rubbing at the stitch pulling in my side, I dialed up my manners. “How can I help you?”

      Ambrose uncoiled from my shadow, slithered across the pavement, and tasted her magic.

      Necromancer.

      A powerful one at that.

      Midas had picked up on my shadow half’s cues too and moved into position to flank me.

      “I wanted to introduce myself.” She stuck out her hand. “I’m Sue Billiard.”

      The wind got knocked out of me for another reason entirely, and I was grateful to be filthy.

      “I would shake—” I wiped the sweat off my brow with the back of my wrist, “—but I’m gross right now.”

      “I’m mapping a route myself.” She lowered her arm. “I ran on the hotel treadmill, but it’s not the same as being out with the people and breathing fresh air.”

      The part of me that had spent too much time around gwyllgi wanted to growl it was my people and my fresh air, and she couldn’t have either. But it was rude to forbid guests from breathing while in your city.

      “I was hoping to get a tour of the Office of the Potentate,” she hedged. “Can I make an appointment?”

      An emotion too volatile to call rage simmered in my veins as my territorial instincts roared to the fore.

      Ambrose, curling around her ankle, canted his head in a way that asked if I wanted my problem solved. I won’t lie and say it wasn’t tempting to let him handicap her, but those were my darker instincts at play. I could imagine Ambrose whispering what he considered a helpful suggestion in my ear, and it scared me.

      Dybbuks who went rogue got dead.

      For all that he claimed to be on my side, he had worse impulse control than a toddler when he got snackish.

      “Not happening.”

      “Remy?” I whirled to find her strolling toward us. “Hey, you’re back.”

      She had gone on a buying trip upstate, but I wasn’t expecting her home until tomorrow.

      In fact, she had put me in charge of watering her roommate, Lillian, every other day while she was away.

      She flashed her needlelike teeth in a sharp grin that showed off the green elastics on her braces. Her spiked pixie cut highlighted the roundness in her cheeks, and the green streak in her hair glowed from a fresh dye job.

      I hoped she hadn’t worn the green leather pants, black tube top, and lime fishnet shawl to her meeting, but the suppliers might as well get used to the fact my right hand had a unique fashion sense.

      “I heard about the trouble at home.” She zeroed in on Sue. “Lady, I appreciate you want to get a feel for the city you’re attempting to poach. I understand you’d like to get a read on how things are done and who does them. But the OPA is for OPA staff only. No one gets into HQ unless you belong there.”

      “Remy,” I warned her. “There’s no cause for rudeness.”

      “Yes,” she corrected me. “There is.”

      The twitch in Midas’s cheek told me he agreed with Remy, which explained why he kept his mouth shut.

      “You’re too polite to set her straight, but you’ve broken your back for this city.” She slid her glare to me. “The job is yours. She’s got no right to show up at the eleventh hour and try to take it away from you.”

      “Remy.” I hardened my tone. “Go wait for me at my apartment.”

      “Yeah. Sure. Whatever.”

      Once she flounced away, I turned back to Sue and got ready to smooth things over with her.

      “Remy is my business partner,” I explained. “She lets her mouth run away with her sometimes.” I might as well put it out there. “I wasn’t aware I was in danger of losing my position except to my past mistakes. None of us expected a last-minute challenge, and it’s thrown us all for a loop.”

      “I understand.” She stared after Remy. “I don’t hold her speech against you.” Her lips twitched. “I’ve heard a variation on the theme from everyone I’ve met since I got into town.” She rolled a shoulder. “These people love you. They’re devoted to you. The shifters, in particular, are downright rabid in their support of you.”

      “Hadley has worked hard the last two years to earn her place.” Midas found his voice. “Atlanta is lucky to have her.”

      “Yes,” she agreed. “Atlanta is lucky.” She wet her lips. “I wanted to tell you to your face why I’m here and what I hope to accomplish. I waffled on whether to come until the last minute, which I’m sure came off as a power play, but it was just me floundering on whether I could pull off this whole thing.”

      “I have a meeting to get to,” I told her honestly. “There’s an important case that requires my attention.” I watched to see how she would take it, but she acted as if she had expected a brush-off. “You’re welcome to join us for a late dinner. We can talk then.”

      “Great.” Her face lit up as she clasped her hands. “I really appreciate your time.”

      “No problem.” I tipped my chin then set off at a jog toward the Faraday. “That was odd.”

      Midas, not a bead of sweat on him, power-walked beside me.

      Damn his long legs.

      His long, muscly legs.

      His long, muscly, soon-to-be-naked legs.

      “What do you think?”

      The long, muscly, soon-to-be-naked legs must have asked me a question. “About?”

      Midas caught me staring and cocked an eyebrow. “My opinion on Sue.”

      “Oh.” I did my best to appear earnest. “Yes.” I nodded. “That.”

      “You didn’t hear a word I said, did you?”

      “You gave your opinion on Sue.”

      Shaking his head, he slowed as we reached Hank. “Shall I recap?”

      “Please do.”

      “I didn’t smell a lie on her.” He began a series of stretches to cool down. “She came off as earnest.”

      “I got the same vibe.” I was reluctant to admit it, but there you go. “She wants to talk.”

      “Are you more worried or curious what she might have to say?”

      “Both.” I went through the motions with him. “I don’t like being ambushed outside my home.”

      Frak.

      I hadn’t meant to use the word ambush. It was so…confrontational…and she hadn’t been. Not really.

      “We’ll check with Hank.” Midas completed his routine then waited on me. “See if she approached him, or if she decided to loiter in the hopes she would get lucky and bump into you.”

      “Okay,” I exhaled, grateful to be done with my workout. “Let’s ask him.”

      Given how close we stood to the entrance, he had overheard this part of our conversation with ease.

      “She asked me if you were home,” Hank said, proving he had been listening in. “I said no.”

      “That’s it?” I gawked at him. “I thought you were the face of the Faraday or something.”

      “I’m the guy who guards the door.” He rolled a shoulder. “I don’t let the riffraff in, and that goes double for some Johnny-come-lately trying to steal a city out from under my beta’s mate.”

      A sympathetic pang shot through me for the rough time Sue was getting from my people, but I had trouble holding on to that flicker of empathy while a knot of emotion tightened my throat.

      “Thanks,” I said thickly. “Next time, be nice.”

      Hank appeared to give that consideration then shook his head. “Nah.”

      Midas, who was usually one for diplomacy, only smiled.

      Obviously, he was Team Hadley and didn’t care if the other team got booed while on the field.

      Heaving a sigh, I headed into the lobby and called the elevator as a text chimed.

      >>Got tired of waiting. Yawn. Going to my place.

      In other words, Remy knew she was in trouble and didn’t want to stick around for the lecture.

      More than likely, she skipped my apartment and went straight to hers to catch up with her friend.

      >See you tomorrow.

      I had more right than anyone to be angry about Sue, but instead of kicking my feet, yelling at the moon, and generally showing my tail, I was being forced to rein in my friends who were doing all of the above for me.

      As the thought occurred to me, I slanted a suspicious glance at Midas, who was a picture of innocence.

      Certain I was being handled with expert care, I couldn’t find it in me to fuss at him about managing me.

      Mostly because I was seconds away from a deliciously cold shower with a deliciously hot Midas.
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      Bishop didn’t show with my café mocha, which made me sad. And thirsty. But I soldiered on to HQ.

      “How did you get here so fast?” Bishop met me at the door with a scowl. “What time is it?”

      “I took a Swyft?” This location was our farthest point. “It’s mocha o’clock, not that I hold grudges.”

      Bishop grunted then led the way to his command center where he sat with another grunt.

      “Have you had your coffee this morning?” I poked his shoulder. “You’re grumpy.”

      “I didn’t sleep today.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “I was combing over the audio.”

      Between him and Reece, I could never keep up with who was doing what. They tag-teamed too often.

      “You can’t run yourself into the ground.” I ignored my double standards. “You’re no good to me if your brain explodes.”

      “Midas shouldn’t have let you watch Alien Brains Invade Our Dreams.” He rubbed his face. “Brains don’t just explode, no matter what that show taught you. And how did an alien brain take the place of the human one when there was a smoking crater left behind in the hosts’ skulls? It makes no sense.”

      Poor guy hadn’t watched enough creature features with me to grasp they didn’t have to make sense.

      “Probably because their brains had been exploded,” I said sagely. “Did you find anything new?”

      “Midas caught it all.” He leaned back. “Anca has a list of employees who worked that night. They only listed one host, and it was a woman.”

      “Are you coming with?” I took in his rumpled clothes and red-rimmed eyes. “Or you going to nap?”

      “I heard Sue Billiard tracked you down.”

      More like he was spying on me and caught the incident on film sans audio.

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      “You have a soft heart, kid. You see the good in everyone. Whatever sob story she sold you, it’s not the truth. Not all of it. Probably not even half of it. Anyone with a lick of sense would have avoided you altogether. You have to ask yourself why she searched you out in record time.”

      “She wants to talk.” I had almost forgotten in my eagerness to return to Marx’s. “We invited her to our place for dinner.”

      “Oh, to be a fly on that wall.” Bishop finger combed his unruly hair. “Bzz-bzz.”

      “You want an invitation?”

      It would look odd if Midas and I invited a third for our party if she arrived solo. I realized then I had assumed she would bring her husband, because I couldn’t imagine facing something as huge as the gauntlet without Midas by my side. With so many kids in the mix, I should have asked her.

      “Do I look like the social type? No. I want you to invite Remy. Between her observation skills and Midas’s senses, they can determine how honest Sue’s intentions are without having to resort to a confrontation.”

      “Remy is a bad idea.” I explained about their run-in. “Sue won’t be comfortable with her there.”

      “If Remy can’t eavesdrop without being discovered, then she might as well hang up her hat.”

      It was a testament to how many directions I was being pulled in that I didn’t put two and two together. Her ability to sneak in and out of anywhere had earned her the title of my unofficial spymaster. And not just because it was better for me when she applied those skills elsewhere.

      “When you’re right, you’re right.” I shot her a text. “There.” I flashed him the screen. “I invited the brat.”

      “Let me grab a drink, and we’ll go.” He rose with a grunt-groan combo. “I’m parched.”

      I didn’t see what he grabbed from the fridge, but its metallic scent wafted to me and clenched my gut.

      Blood.

      The tumbler he carried was one of the big ones. Thirty ounces. Filled with crimson liquid visible through the clear lid.

      “Ready?” I kept my tone easy and light. “Or do you need snacks for the road too?”

      “This’ll do.” He nudged me toward the door. “Our chariot awaits.”

      One of my first duties as POA would be to negotiate with Swyft for better discount rates for the OPA.

      Yeesh.

      It cost a small fortune to zoom around town. Well, to have someone else zoom you around town.

      Loud slurping punctuated the car ride as Bishop did his best to annoy the living daylights out of me.

      Grateful to arrive at Marx’s, I was the first one out of the car and aimed for the hostess at the podium.

      After reading her name tag, I started feeling lucky. “I don’t suppose you’re Amber Jakes?”

      That was the name Anca dug up for us as the hostess on duty when Neely was taken.

      “Depends on who’s asking.” She folded her arms over her chest. “The boss says we’re not supposed to talk to the press.”

      “Your boss has the right idea, but we’re not with the press.” I pulled out the Atlanta Police Department credentials I used when dealing with humans since there was no human equivalent to the OPA. “We would like to ask you a few questions.”

      “Sure thing.” She caught the eye of a waitress. “Beth, can you hold down the fort? These officers would like to question me in relation to the events that resulted in an assault and an abduction outside our workplace last night.” She must have noticed my expression. “I watch a lot of Law & Order.”

      Fingers crossed she didn’t break out into faux legal jargon learned on the show next.

      After her post was covered, she led us to a quiet corner with no customers. “How can I help?”

      “You were listed on the schedule as the hostess,” I began. “Did you work alone?”

      “Yes.” She fiddled with her name tag. “I close on the weekends, have for years.”

      “A witness we interviewed claimed there were two hosts working that night,” I fibbed. “Is that true?”

      “No.” She rolled her eyes. “I bet they meant Wesley.”

      Phone out, I scanned the list of names. “There’s no Wesley on the schedule for last night.”

      “He’s a floater.” She flipped a hand. “They call him in when it gets busy. He works at Lockdown too.”

      Bishop caught my eye, and I read recognition of the name and more in his pinched expression.

      Writing my notes in an app, I asked, “Does he have any close friends who work here?”

      “No.” She snorted. “He’s hotheaded and mean. Hates women. That’s why the management won’t bring him on full-time. He’s an excellent waiter, though. Customers love him. It’s like night and day when he’s on the floor versus when he’s in the back.”

      “That sounds like a lawsuit waiting to happen,” Bishop mused. “Who keeps bringing him in?”

      “Dean Richards.”

      That name was on my list, and I didn’t miss her clipped tone. “Not a fan of Dean?”

      “He’s the new weekend manager. He’s been here maybe six weeks, and he’s a tyrant.” She hesitated. “I mean that in the best way. He runs a tight ship, keeps Wesley on a short leash. He really gets things done. He’s about as personable as a wet paper bag, though.”

      A man like that didn’t strike me as the sort to invite chaos into his carefully ordered workplace.

      “Is Dean here tonight?”

      “He called in sick.” Her smile drooped. “First time he’s missed a day. Last night must have shaken him.”

      That, or he got what he came for.

      “Thanks for your time.” I gave her one of my human-friendly cards. “Call if you think of anything else.”

      “I’ll do that.”

      After exiting the restaurant, I was again drawn to the spot where Cruz had been attacked.

      An echo of his pain and fear stained the air, or maybe it was my imagination.

      A man taken, a man beaten, just to send me a message.

      A call, text, or email would have snared my attention just as fast.

      “Richards has worked here for six weeks.” I dragged my attention from the sidewalk to what we learned. “We need to ask how far out Cruz booked his reservation.”

      “You think Richards took the job to make the grab?”

      “You believe it’s coincidence he didn’t show up for work tonight?”

      “What do I always say about coincidences?”

      “Yeah, yeah.” I shoved him. “Before I forget, you gave me a look after she mentioned Lockdown.”

      “Lockdown is a para-owned bar, and a seedy one at that. The staff is all para, so is the clientele.”

      “I assume we’re going there next?”

      “Might as well.” He cut me a wicked grin. “How about a race?”

      “Race?” I gawked at him. “You run?”

      “No.”

      “Then how…?” I clamped my mouth shut when a golden gwyllgi trotted around the corner. “No.”

      Pack magic allowed gwyllgi to walk down the street on four legs without people running, screaming, or shooting at them, but Midas preferred two legs, which made this all kinds of suspicious.

      Folding my arms across my chest, I glowered at them. “This is dirty pool, gentlemen.”

      The gwyllgi wagged his tail, all sweetness and innocence. I didn’t buy it for a hot minute.

      “What’s the prize?” I jutted out my hip. “How do you plan to motivate me?”

      I was grateful beyond measure that Midas was every bit as devoted to my goals as me. He wasn’t happy to let me limp across the finish line. He wanted me to smash it. He wanted me to crush it. He wanted me to shed the last vestige of Amelie Pritchard and rise like the phoenix on the city seal as Hadley Whitaker, the Potentate of Atlanta.

      But frak it all, I had already done my laps tonight. This must be punishment for skipping yesterday.

      Midas walked a circle around me, bumped my hand with his nose, then lowered into a sprinter’s crouch.

      Bishop raised his hand in the shape of a gun and said dryly, “Bang.”

      The blond gwyllgi took off like a shot, but I stood my ground, stubborn to the last.

      Rocking back and forth, I watched Midas until he disappeared, and then I growled out loud.

      “You’re handing him the victory.” Bishop clucked his tongue. “I might as well—”

      “Oh, shut it.” I couldn’t resist the challenge, and they both knew it. “I’ll remember this.”

      Grateful sneakers were my go-to footwear, I broke into a jog to warm my muscles before I put on speed. I used those precious seconds to set my GPS, since I wasn’t certain of Lockdown’s location.

      Midas must have given up on me following. I caught him way too quickly otherwise. He was barely trotting when I breezed past. Glancing back, I saw him perk his ears. He allowed me to keep the lead then loped after me. The worst part was, I was giving it my all. He was just chilling at the pace I had set. I was dying a slow, painful death. He was probably daydreaming about chasing rabbits.

      The GPS announced when we arrived at Lockdown, a full twenty-two minutes after we left Bishop.

      I wanted a chair, a tall glass of ice water, and new feet. I was too hot and tired to care who won.

      Frak that.

      I had come this far.

      Drawing on Ambrose, I fed magic into my aching muscles and pulled ahead of Midas. With sweat igniting my eyes, I slapped my palm on the door or maybe the window. I couldn’t see a thing through the burning. “I win.”

      I bent over, braced my hands on my thighs, and focused on not expiring on the spot.

      Who cared if Midas pretty much let me win?

      Who cared if Midas hadn’t even been running?

      Who cared if Midas could have beaten me with two paws tied behind his back?

      I won, dang it, and it felt good.

      Crimson magic splashed in my periphery, droplets flying onto my arms. “You won.”

      “Yeah…I said…that…already.” Lungs burning, I gulped down air. “You…are…evil.”

      He proved me right by ducking into the bar and leaving me to die alone on the street.

      An ice-cold touch at my nape shocked me upright, and I whirled to find him standing with three bottles of water in his hands.

      “Sorry.” He jerked out of swinging range, as if I had that kind of energy. “I thought it would help.”

      “I just…didn’t hear…you.” I was panting so hard the drum of my heart in my ears took center stage. “Please?”

      “Here.” He cracked the cap on one and passed it over. “Take it easy.”

      Ladylike sips of water helped, but I finished with an unladylike smack of my lips. “Much better.”

      “You’re getting faster.” Midas took the empty and handed me the second bottle. “I was impressed.”

      “I was motivated.” I chugged this bottle. “I couldn’t let you win.”

      He didn’t say he could have won at any time, and I didn’t beat him to death with a water bottle.

      Win/win.

      We had this mate gig in the bag.

      “Ready to go in?” He sniffed the air. “Smells like we’re due for more rain.”

      “It can’t hurt me.” I pulled at my shirt, which clung like a second skin. “I’m already drenched.”

      “Maybe not,” he allowed, “but I heard our guy’s on a smoke break out back.”

      “What?” I shoved him aside. “Why didn’t you say so?”

      “Most people who smoke are religious about their breaks. I didn’t see him cutting it short.”

      “Most people haven’t just participated in a kidnapping and assault combo.”

      We didn’t have much evidence, but we had the recording, and that was proof enough for me.

      Once inside the dark bar, I noticed the bright-red exit sign and headed straight for it. I shoved through into an alley and spotted a man with a cigarette clenched between his teeth. A familiar shiver coasted down my spine, confirming he was a vampire, and the guy puffed up like a wet cat stuck under a blow-dryer.

      “What do you want?” He put out his smoke on the side of the building. “I’m not breaking any laws.”

      “You worked at Marx’s last night.”

      “Yeah?” He pocketed the remaining cigarette. “So?”

      Either this wasn’t our guy, or he was seriously not bright.

      “Who did you text when you saw Cruz and Neely Torres arrive at the restaurant?”

      “Shit,” he cursed, then pivoted on his heel and ran.

      Definitely low wattage. This guy should have taken his cues from Richards and called in sick.

      “See,” I said philosophically, “if you hadn’t raced me, I could probably catch him.”

      With a put-upon sigh, Midas shifted in a crash of crimson magic then charged after him.

      Barely able to string words together again, I leaned against the wall until I heard a meaty smack.

      Shoving off the bricks, which required a ridiculous amount of effort, I walked to the end of the alley.

      “You didn’t think you were going to outrun a gwyllgi, did you?”

      The gwyllgi in question had knocked the vampire onto his stomach and stood with his jaws clamped on the vampire’s nape.

      “I didn’t do anything,” Wesley snarled. “I demand to speak with my master.”

      More often than not, a master knew exactly where his or her people were and what they were doing. And they wanted a cut of the action. “Who is your master?”

      In a flash of self-preservation, he had a change of heart and clamped his mouth shut.

      “Okay, how about we start off easy?” I waited until he hit me with his glare. “Who did you text?”

      “I don’t know his name.” He grunted as Midas bit down. “I swear.”

      His. That told us something. Not much, but a little. “How did he contact you?”

      “I take odd jobs from customers at Lockdown. There’s a system. People write a phrase on a napkin and leave it under their plate or drink when they’re done. Whatever server finds it puts it on the board behind the bar. Anyone who wants the job can have it.”

      “What phrase was written on this particular napkin?”

      “Mary had a little lamb. Its fleece was white as snow.”

      “And that means…?”

      “Two marks. Both ignorants. One target.”

      “You’re going to have to expand on that.” I tapped my foot an inch from his nose. “Details, please.”

      “It means the target would be in the company of another person. Ignorant means they’re both human.”

      Ambrose, intrigued by the vampire’s panic, slithered across the pavement to sniff at his favorite food.

      “That’s mighty vague.” I wasn’t buying it. “How did you get the names, date, time, location?”

      “You accept the job by writing your number on it. You get a call the next day.”

      The OPA could trace the number, but I expected it to ring a burner phone.

      “Where does Dean Richards fit in?”

      The vampire went still then began thrashing until Midas issued a rumbling growl.

      “Dean Richards is my clanmate.” He rested his forehead on the pavement. “He helps out sometimes.”

      “You got him a job at Marx’s, or he got you a job at Marx’s?”

      “I got him on. I work four of the bars down this way. I have friends who owe favors.”

      Yet another potential reason why his behavior hadn’t gotten him sacked. Though Amber might be wrong about him hating women. Just as easily, he might hate humans. But I wasn’t here to psychoanalyze him.

      “You got him on weekends, let him develop a feel for the place and the flow of the area prior to the job.” I waited for him to add more, but he kept quiet. “Who drove the SUV? Who else helped?”

      “Three members of my clan,” he told the pavement. “The job paid big, so I could afford extra hands.”

      I doubted he knew why they wanted Neely, since he pled ignorance on who issued the contract, but I had contacts who could ensure he told us what he did know.

      “Who is your clan?” I circled back to the big questions. “Who is your master?”

      The vampire clamped his jaw shut again, but no amount of fang-to-neck action on Midas’s part unstuck it this time.

      Walking away from them, I dialed Lizzy and smiled when she answered with a growl.

      “I’ve got a vampire who helped orchestrate Neely Torres’s abduction. He can give you the names of his accomplices. They’re clanmates. It shouldn’t be too hard to locate them once you get his master’s identity out of him. I would appreciate it if you could round them up, question them, then forward the information to my office.”

      With vampires involved, this was firmly a Society issue. Sentinels were my go-to in such cases, but I wanted to play this hand close to my chest, and that meant trusting the pack and its enforcers.

      “I see how it is.” She clucked her tongue. “Using me to do your dirty work now that you’re big-time.”

      “I’m not big-time yet.” I might never be if we didn’t crack this case. “But if you’re not up to it…”

      “Twist my arm, why don’t you.” She covered the receiver with her palm and yelled to someone. “I’m sending Burke. He’ll pick up your guy and grab the others while he’s at it.”

      “Thanks.” I noticed Bishop arriving late to the party. “Bishop will be here waiting on him.”

      The call ended, and Bishop licked his fingers then wiped them with a napkin.

      “You stopped for a snack?” I searched him for his tumbler, but it was gone. “Seriously?”

      “I was hungry.” He scrunched down the top of a bag and tossed it to me. “I got you some too.”

      Given how he started his night, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know what was in the bag. “Thanks.”

      His smile told me he knew what I was thinking and was amused to have spooked me.

      There was a lot I didn’t know about Bishop. There was more I didn’t want to know about him. But, at the end of the day, he was my friend. My best friend. And I understood how hard it was to let someone in, to let them see the ugly parts as well as the pretty ones. He had shown me glimpses of his true self, and I was humbled and terrified in equal measure.

      That was why I reached into the bag, to reward that trust, and found three donuts with a pinkish glaze, each sprinkled with fruity cereal.

      “Where did you get these?” I bit into one and moaned around it. “They’re insanely good.”

      “You’re just saying that because you burned your daily caloric allowance trying to beat Midas here.”

      “You might be right.” I tossed half the treat into the shadow at my feet. “Midas?”

      The gwyllgi released his hold on the vampire’s neck, but he kept him pinned under his paw long enough to catch the donut I threw him. He swallowed it in one gulp, licked his chops, then resumed his position.

      How a shadow managed to be whiney, I couldn’t say, but Ambrose was pouting his heart out that he only rated half a donut while Midas got a whole one. Not that it hurt my feelings any, but I ate half the remaining donut then tossed the rest into the void.

      “That’s it.” The three of us were even. “No more donuts.”

      Ambrose slinked over to Bishop, ready to beg, but Bishop held up his hands.

      “I got nothing.” He patted his pockets to prove his point. “Sorry, man.”

      Ambrose cast himself against the far wall, head down, shoulders drooped, and mimed sobbing.

      “I get it.” I sympathized with him. “We’re all sad when the donuts are gone.”

      “Who else is back there?” Wesley demanded, as if he had the right to ask. “Who are you talking to?”

      Few people could see Ambrose. Most of the ones who could were High Society necromancers or other species with healthy amounts of magic at their disposal. This guy, even had he been looking right at us, wasn’t one of them. I could tell, thanks to Ambrose’s feedback as he salivated over the vampire.

      As chocolate was my ambrosia, vampires were the pinnacle of noms as far as Ambrose was concerned.

      “This is our guy?” Bishop crossed to Midas. “Wesley the Woman Hater?”

      “This is him.” I stuck my hands in my pockets. “Do you mind waiting with him for the enforcers?”

      “You’ve got that dinner thing,” he recalled, moving into position. “I can handle this.”

      Releasing Wesley into Bishop’s care, Midas embraced his change then joined me. “Ready?”

      Until we got a fresh lead, I had nothing to do but twiddle my thumbs.

      “Hang on.” I couldn’t ignore what the vampire told me. “I want to see this board of his.”

      “Okay.” Midas fell in step with me. “Let’s go look.”

      I waved to Bishop then pushed back into the bar through the emergency exit door.

      The bulletin board slumped on the wall behind the bartender. It was small, missing chunks of cork, and filthy. It also held a note pinned to its surface with my name scrolled across the front in a blocky hand.

      “I’m Hadley,” I told the bartender, pointing at the paper. “Mind handing that to me?”

      “You’re not a regular.” He spat on the floor at his feet. “What business you got here?”

      “Make you a deal.” I wrinkled my nose. “Cooperate, or I report this dive to the health department.”

      “That’s not a deal.” He bared yellowed teeth. “That’s a threat.”

      “Oh, really?” I pretended confusion. “My bad.” I shrugged. “I get those two confused all the time.”

      Done wasting time, Midas planted his palm on the bar top and leapt it. He landed beside the squawking bartender, shoved him back, and claimed the note. He handed it to me before jumping back to my side.

      “I didn’t know you were into barhopping.”

      A short laugh escaped him as he guided me out of the bar onto the sidewalk. “Funny.”

      “I thought so.”

      Midas tapped the paper I had yet to open. “Want me to read it for you?”

      “I got it.” I mentally pulled up my big girl panties. “Here we go.”

      The single line fit with what Cruz had told us, but it didn’t get any more specific.

      “Neely Torres or your position as potentate,” I read out loud. “Choose.”

      The kidnappers’ vagueness was driving me insane, and it was a short trip.

      I didn’t want to be strung along.

      I didn’t want to play games.

      I wanted to be told the cost of getting my friend back and how or when to pay it.

      Maybe that was their plan, to keep me so off balance they could tip me over the edge with a nudge.

      “How do they expect you to answer?” He took the paper, turned it over. “Maybe it works like Wesley said.” He handed it back to me. “Write your number on it.”

      The OPA had several lines dedicated to the various services we provided. One number got circulated on our cards, so that one was out. This guy would expect me to answer, and he would know that number would land him in the general mailbox. The next best thing was giving him the number of a burner cell.

      And I just happened to know someone who carried one for various reasons and could loan theirs to me.

      Once we got back to the Faraday, we made a quick trip to the infirmary to check on Cruz.

      Faulk had positioned himself at the elevators, the only entrance or exit, and he nodded to us.

      “Hadley.” Abbott embraced me like he hadn’t seen me in months instead of days. “How are you?”

      “Fine.” I eased back. “Why are you acting so weird?”

      “I don’t know how to handle social visits with you.” A furrow dug into his brow. “Usually you’re dying, at risk of dying, or unconscious on the verge of dying if you come to see me.”

      Ouch.

      “I’ll be running the gauntlet soon.” I patted his shoulder. “Who knows? Maybe I’ll lose a limb.”

      “Or—” Midas glowered at me, “—we could invite him over for a movie night to catch up with you on the rare weeks you don’t require emergency medical intervention.”

      “I do have a copy of Their Eyes Are Lasers on order. It’s the fifth in the series, but you don’t have to watch them in order.”

      “They don’t make sense in any order.” Midas rested his hands on my shoulders. “I’ve seen them all.”

      “That is a vicious lie.” I sucked in a sharp breath. “Just for that, we’ll marathon the series when the new one gets here.”

      “I would be delighted to accept your offer.” Abbott smiled until his glasses slid down his nose. “Cruz is awake if you’d like to see him.”

      A nurse called for him, and he made his apologies to us before joining her at the nurses’ station.

      Left to find our own way, we located Cruz’s room and knocked on the door.

      “Come in.” A somber quality filled his voice when he spotted me. “You have more questions?”

      The lack of curiosity about his spouse’s case set me on edge until I noticed the phone in his hand.

      Sharp-eyed as always, Cruz clued in to my focus. “Anca is keeping me updated on your progress.”

      Thank you, Anca.

      I asked her to keep Grier in the loop, but I was grateful she had included Cruz in her notifications too.

      It should have occurred to me, but I couldn’t think of everything. That was why I had a team behind me.

      One it would break my heart to lose, if it came down to it.

      “We won’t take up much of your time.” I entered, Midas following, and shut the door. “How far in advance did you make your reservation at Marx’s?”

      “It’s a standing reservation. I come to Atlanta every six months to meet with an older client. He’s a bit of a traditionalist. Same day, same time, same booth.” His hand fisted in the covers. “Routine is dangerous. I should have challenged it sooner. It made my husband an easy target that night.”

      “You couldn’t have known.” I read his self-directed anger. “There was nothing you could have done.”

      “I’ve thought a lot about what it would take to protect him in this world where we find ourselves.”

      This conversation had taken a quick left turn, and I was getting lost fast. “Oh?”

      “I have the means to have us both resuscitated.” He let that settle between my ears. “If Neely…” He shut his eyes, steadied his breath, released his grip. “We’ve agreed it’s what we both want. If Neely requires resuscitation, I’ll give him time to adjust, and then I’ll join him.”

      What he proposed wasn’t out of the norm. Most humans who planned on becoming vampires chose a point in their lives to stop the clock so they could enjoy immortality in their prime. But I would be the first to admit, I never in a million years imagined Cruz Torres choosing this path. Then again, the decision may have been snatched out of his hands. Neely would never agree to spend near eternity without Cruz.

      Midas rested a hand on my shoulder, a silent show of support to help me get through this.

      I hated to ask, to put the idea in his head. “If that’s not an option?”

      “Then I’ll return with him to Savannah.” He leaned back. “And I’ll wait until his friendship with Grier catches up to me too.”

      Midas and I exchanged a wary glance, murmured our goodbyes, and left him in peace.

      On our way to the elevators, I popped my head into Abbott’s office. “Keep an eye on him.”

      “He won’t hurt himself.” Abbott sounded certain. “He’s zero risk until he learns his husband’s fate.”

      “As a favor to me.” I made it a polite order. “Please keep watch over him. He’s got a plan, multiple plans, for worst-case scenarios. I don’t want him to jump the gun and land us in a Romeo and Juliet situation.” Clearly, Faerie-born gwyllgi didn’t study Shakespeare. “You know, where Cruz thinks Neely is dead and reacts badly. Neely turns out to be okay, but it’s too late to save Cruz. Then Neely finds out what Cruz did and reacts even worse. And they both end up for-real dead.”

      From the expression on his face, he was still lost, and I couldn’t blame him.

      As far as plot twists go, it was a good one. As far as romances go, it wasn’t one.

      “I’ll ask Lisbeth to ghost him.” He reached for the phone on his desk. “She’ll keep him safe.”

      “Thank you.”

      On the ride up to the penthouse, I texted Grier.

      >I’m worried about Cruz’s state of mind.

      >>Neely is his whole world. Let me know if you need help with him.

      >I will, vote or no vote. His mental health comes first.

      Midas and I settled on Ben’s Fried Chicken for dinner, to show Sue what made living in Atlanta delicious. Then again, maybe we should have hit Sal’s food truck and fed her mystery meat so she would run screaming back where she came from.

      In our apartment, Midas and I took turns showering and dressing in fresh clothes. I set the table, which we never used, glad I had homemade cookies to offer up as dessert. Even if they were this side of stale.

      These days, I could afford the takeout life, but it got old fast. Everything started tasting the same, and nothing looked good after a while. Only home-cooked meals held any appeal, but I had no time to continue my cooking adventures.

      Maybe for our honeymoon, I could convince Midas to go away to a weeklong barbeque camp with me. I couldn’t imagine anything better than seven days alone with my hubby, all the meat we could eat, and a whole entire week. Alone. With my hubby.

      Gulp.

      I was going to have a husband.

      How crazy was that? And pretty frakking awesome. But mostly crazy.

      Would that make me Hadley Kinase? Or him Midas Whitaker? Or us Kinase-Whitakers? Whitaker-Kinases?

      As much as it had hurt to be stripped of the last name Pritchard, I wasn’t that person anymore. I wasn’t exactly a Whitaker either. But a Kinase? Hmm. That had potential.
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      Midas would never bring it to her attention, but Hadley was humming a mashup of “Bridal Chorus” and “The Imperial March” under her breath that made him worry for the mixed signals their guests would receive at the wedding. But she was smiling, a bounce in her step, and he wouldn’t have broken the spell for all the steak on the hoof in the world.

      Sadly, the doorbell did it for him, transforming her from bride-to-be into the future potentate in a blink.

      At times, he worried how well she was learning to wear masks, but Linus had been her mentor. She might not realize how much she admired him, nor he how much she respected him, but Midas could see Hadley was working to mold herself into a version of a potentate that would make them both proud.

      “Showtime.” She cast a quick glance around the room. “I’ll get it.”

      Midas trailed after her, standing a little behind and to the side of her when she opened the door.

      Had she not been hyper focused on playing the role of hostess, she might have called him out on what his posture implied, that he viewed their guest as a potential threat. She was either too frazzled to notice, had decided to let him get away with it, or agreed with his assessment.

      “Hey.” She peered into the hall behind Sue. “No hubby tonight?”

      “Five kids are a lot, even for us.” Her expression stretched tight. “An unfamiliar sitter is out of the question. We prefer to watch over them ourselves.” Her features smoothed into the beginnings of a real smile. “I wouldn’t inflict my darlings on you. They’re picky eaters, picky drinkers, and loud about what doesn’t meet their standards.”

      The sourness of a lie flavored her words, but Midas couldn’t determine which part wasn’t true.

      “Please, come in.” Hadley eased back to give her room to enter. “I’m Hadley, as you know, and this is my mate, Midas Kinase, who I was too close to heat stroke to properly introduce you to earlier.”

      “It’s nice to meet you.” She smiled at him and seemed to mean it. “I’ve never met a gwyllgi.”

      “I’ve met a few selkies in my time.” He recalled females being more easily captured than males. “How did you and your spouse meet?”

      “Do you mean did I steal his skin?” Her lips twitched. “We met when I was contracted to resuscitate his sister. She had been involved in a near-fatal boating accident, and there was no other way to save her. He didn’t tell me she was a selkie maiden or reveal his true nature until after I brought her back as a vampire.” A faraway look entered her eyes. “I stayed close to his sister, as is customary, for the first six months. During that time, Sean and I fell in love.”

      “That worked?” Hadley, who appeared to have skipped over the romance, was as curious as he had ever seen Linus. “You were able to resuscitate a selkie in her human form? Could she wear her skin after?” Her eyes rounded. “Are vampire seals real?”

      Last week, she had conned him into watching a show on undead sea creatures pitched as a documentary. He had recognized it for cheese the moment he set eyes on it, but she was enthralled. The focus had been on vampire sharks who hunted humans, not for their flesh, but for their brains.

      Now that he thought about it, she had been on a brain-themed movie binge lately.

      He briefly wondered if he ought to sleep with one eye open until she moved on to the next thing.

      “Yes, it worked, but no. The skins only respond to living flesh. She lost the ability to change.” She wet her lips. “Diana greeted the sun just shy of her first year as a vampire. She couldn’t bear losing the sea.”

      It answered Hadley’s questions and killed that line of inquiry in one swift blow.

      “I practically invited myself over.” Sue wrung her hands. “I’m thankful you’re both gracious hosts.”

      “Have a seat.” Hadley indicated a spot at the table. “We don’t stand on formality here.”

      Once their guest was settled, Hadley took her chair, then Midas sat too.

      “Dig in.” Hadley reached for the biscuits while he helped himself to the chicken. “There’s plenty.”

      Sue hesitated until she spotted the mashed potatoes swimming in gravy, then she synced with the easy rhythm of the table.

      Aware they were expecting Remy, Midas kept an eye and ear out for her, but the fae was sly, and she didn’t often give herself away.

      Hadley, still toeing the line of hostess, was content to eat and then talk, but Midas was curious.

      “What did you wish to discuss?” He stabbed a piece of fried okra. “I assume it’s work related?”

      “Yes.” She covered her mouth with a napkin. “I wanted to explain myself.”

      That much, she believed, which made him even curiouser. “Go on.”

      “I was the Potentate of Phoenix for about a year, so I worked three years total in the city.” She tore the napkin into tiny pieces she set on her plate. “I loved it. I love Phoenix. But then I got pregnant, and it’s so rare for selkies to breed outside their race, I knew a blessing when I was given one.” A smile twitched in her cheek. “The surprise came when we learned how many blessings I was given.”

      “Five.” Hadley shot her an admiring glance. “That’s impressive.”

      “Yes, well, it’s not like I did anything special. Mother Nature deserves all the credit.”

      “Still impressive,” Midas agreed. “We were told that led to your early retirement.”

      “The babies were so small, and they were born too early. They required round-the-clock care, and I couldn’t stomach leaving them with a nanny while I was out risking my life every night.”

      The last part was flavored with bitterness, and Midas sensed that wasn’t her opinion but an old argument she was repeating.

      “Anyway.” She sipped her sweet tea. “I retired, and I’ve been happy doing the mom thing, but the kids are old enough now they don’t need me as much. Tweens would rather die than confide in their parents, you know? Mostly I’m a food delivery service and chauffer these days.” She lowered her head. “I heard about the opportunity in Atlanta, and I couldn’t help thinking it might be the first step on my way back to…myself.”

      “I can sympathize.” Hadley stopped eating. “I respect you wanting a second chance, I do, but this is my city. My family and friends are here. My life is here. I’m not going to give up Atlanta without a fight.”

      “I wouldn’t expect you to bow out.” Sue curled her hand around her fork. “I want this to be a true test.”

      Nothing Midas said at this point would help. He considered ripping out Sue’s throat or feeding her to one of the many creatures who prowled the midnight streets, but Hadley wouldn’t thank him for it. She wanted to fight her own battles, and she couldn’t best a pile of bones.

      Plus, Sue was mated, and she had children Midas would never turn into orphans.

      But, his feral half insisted, it was a solution. Maybe not the right one, but it would get the job done.

      “Do you like milk with your cookies?”

      The tenor of the question startled him, and it must have surprised Sue too.

      Lines appeared to either side of her mouth. “Yes?”

      “I’m not the world’s best baker, but I do have chocolate chip cookies for dessert.”

      Hadley rose, indicating he should stay, and went to the kitchen.

      “She’s so young.” Sue watched her go. “I had no idea what I wanted to be at her age.”

      Unable to chain the rumble in his voice, he asked, “Are you implying she doesn’t know what she’s getting into?”

      “Not at all.” She jerked her attention back to him. “I’m impressed with her drive.” She laughed. “I might have spent more time at my post, if I had figured out what I wanted to be faster than I did.”

      Regret, pungent and sharp, hit his nose. She missed the job, but he couldn’t say if it was the job itself or an identity outside of her role as mother and wife she craved. He had known enough strong women who made tough choices for their children to respect Sue for giving up one dream to embrace another.

      With the lifespan of a necromancer, she lost nothing by staying at home with her children.

      After they left home to pursue their own dreams, she had centuries to return to the workforce.

      “I wish my husband could have met you both.” She sipped her drink. “He’s fascinated with your culture.”

      If that were true and not said out of politeness, her husband would prove a singularity. Most shifters didn’t care for other species. Oh, they studied one another. But that was simple predator behavior. You had to know your enemy to best them. Academic interest? That was much rarer.

      “He’s with the kids, you said?”

      The bright sharpness of tears filled his nose as she said, “Yes.”

      Midas wasn’t great with people who weren’t pack, but her emotions hit all over the map. “Are you all right?”

      “I should go.” She wiped her face with the heels of her palms. “Sean will be waiting for me.”

      A lie.

      “Would you like some cookies for the kids?” Hadley paused in pouring milk. “I have plenty.”

      “No.” A single drop rolled down her cheek. “Thank you.”

      Without another word, she jerked to her feet and bolted out the door, slamming it behind her.

      Necromancer hearing wasn’t much better than human, but he still waited until she got in the elevator to tell Hadley what his nose had relayed to him.

      “She’s lying.” He exhaled. “Selkies are shifters, but they’re also not. It’s clear she’s had some practice in…not suppressing her emotions exactly, but in muddying them until it’s hard to tell which part of what she’s said is false.”

      “What’s your best guess?”

      “Given how milk and cookies sent her running for the door, I would say her kids aren’t at the hotel.” The feral half of him believed worse. “I doubt her husband is there either. I think she came alone, but she’s letting everyone believe her family traveled with her.”

      “He’s right.”

      The voice at his shoulder prompted an annoyed growl from his inner beast, but Hadley squeaked.

      “Remy.” She slapped a hand over her heart. “I forgot you were here.”

      “Then I did my job right.” She buffed her nails on her shirt. “I would ask for a bonus, but since I’m my own boss—” she gave herself a high five, “—bonus granted.”

      “If you’re done patting yourself on the back…?” Hadley raised her brows. “How so?”

      “She lied. A lot. But she lied carefully, so as not to get caught on the finer details. The other thing? She was tense. Really tense.”

      “She was in enemy territory,” Midas reminded her. “She was bound to be nervous.”

      “Her shoulders twitched every time you mentioned her husband or her kids.”

      “She might have been uncomfortable sharing personal details with a potential enemy.”

      “Do you guys even need me here?” Hadley bit into a cookie. “You’re good cop/bad copping like pros.”

      Remy’s instincts often fell in line with his, probably due to their fae heritage and predatory natures, but Remy was also cocky. Forcing her to work through the details was honing her skills as well as his.

      “I always need you,” Midas said while Remy made gagging noises.

      “You earned a cookie.” Hadley placed the reward between her teeth, rose on her tiptoes, and let him take it from her with his mouth. “Good boy.”

      “What about me?” Remy pouted. “I like cookies.”

      “I’m not going to Lady and the Tramp with you, but yes. You also deserve a cookie.” Hadley tossed her one. “You sent one of yourselves after Sue, I assume?”

      “Yup.” Remy swallowed it whole. “I wanted to see where she goes from here.”

      “Good thinking.” Hadley tossed her another cookie. “I approve.”

      Remy, who’d missed out on dinner, sat and began shoveling in leftovers with relish.

      As she used the last biscuit to scrape the final drop of gravy off her plate, her phone rang. “Hmph?”

      Sharp as his ears were, he missed nothing, but he let Remy share her findings with Hadley.

      “Four says Sue went straight to the hotel on record and right to her room.” Remy stole Hadley’s glass and chugged sweet tea. “From her vantage, she couldn’t see anyone in the room waiting on her. The kids might have been asleep or in their rooms playing on their phones. She booked three total. Who knows? But unless the hubby was in the bathroom, or with the kids, he wasn’t there.”

      “Ask Four to keep an eye out,” Hadley decided. “We need to know who she brought with her.”

      “I’ll update you when I hear back from Four.” Remy stole the rest of the cookies and shoved them in her pockets. “I’m going to veg. I had a long flight, and I’m tired of people-ing.”

      “Hold on.” Hadley snapped her fingers. “I almost forgot to ask. Can I borrow your phone?”

      The number Hadley left at Lockdown made a lot more sense now. “That’s the contact you left them?”

      “Keep it.” Remy tossed it to Hadley. “I’ve had it six weeks. It’s time for a change.”

      The OPA gave Remy an allowance for burner phones, for her and her counterparts, since they lost them with all their multiplying and subtracting during the course of their activities. It shouldn’t surprise him that Hadley would keep tabs on Remy’s ever-changing numbers.

      “Thanks.” Hadley set it on the counter. “I’ll toss it when I’m done.”

      Remy let herself out, trailing crumbs, and Midas began clearing the table to give Hadley time to think.

      About the time he finished loading the dishwasher, Hadley’s phone rang.

      “Reece,” she answered, switching it to speaker. “Go ahead.”

      “Sue bought seven plane tickets, but only one got punched. She picked up a compact rental at the airport and drove straight to her hotel, where she booked three rooms for seven days. She’s ordered in food every day she’s been here, but she only purchases one meal.”

      The inconsistencies in her behavior troubled Midas. Sue was covering some of her tracks while leaving others exposed for anyone looking to find. The mixed signals further confused his predatory side.

      “She came alone.” Hadley frowned at the chair where Sue had sat. “Why not be upfront about it?”

      “No one would have expected her to bring her family into a tense and possibly hostile situation,” Midas agreed. “Faking it has only drawn attention to her, not diverted it.”

      “We don’t have the same resources in Phoenix that we do here,” she addressed Reece, “but tell me you can work your magic.”

      “It will take longer, but I can do it the old-fashioned way. Give me twenty-four hours.”

      “Sounds good.” She exhaled. “We’ll be here.”

      The call ended, and Midas knew beyond a shadow of a doubt his mate wouldn’t sleep today.

      Not without help.

      He went to her, cupped her face between his palms, and breathed, “I love you.”

      He pressed his lips to hers, tasted her frustration and doubt, and challenged it with a firm nip on her ripe bottom lip. Impatient noises rose up her throat, and her hands slid beneath his shirt, yanking on the fabric until he tugged it over his head to give her more access.

      “I love you too.” She branded the words into his skin with tender kisses over his heart. “So much.”

      Scooping her into his arms, he carried her into the bedroom and kicked the door shut.

      He made love to her until her eyes slid closed, and then every time they cracked open before dusk.
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      I was sore.

      And it was all Midas’s fault.

      I don’t know what inspired him to prove sex was superior to Ambien, and I didn’t care. I felt amazing. Like I could climb mountains, swim oceans, leap buildings with a single bound. Except not today. I wasn’t sure if I could sit, let alone play Superwoman, until I got some ibuprofen in me. Maybe one of those inflatable donut cushions too.

      “You’re walking funny.” Remy smirked at me. “I bet I can guess what you guys did last night.”

      “I ran halfway across town to Lockdown to apprehend a suspect.” Not a lie. “Of course I’m sore.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Don’t mmm-hmm me.” I huffed. “I’m a happily mated woman, about to be a happily married woman. I do what I want.”

      “In other words,” she said helpfully, “Midas.”

      Cloaking myself in dignity, because I was sure I had a scrap of it tucked somewhere, I ignored her.

      “We’re here, ladies.” The Swyft driver saluted us. “Have a nice night.”

      “I’m sure we will.” Remy winked at him as she exited the car. “Nice is my middle name.”

      I managed not to choke on my own spit at the blatant lie, but I couldn’t do more than nod to the man.

      “Fancy hotel, right?” Remy planted her hands on her hips. “Wife-ing must pay well.”

      “I don’t know what her husband does.” I hadn’t asked during our super awkward dinner. “Maybe she’s still practicing.” A detail she left out at dinner. “She’s a High Society necromancer. Otherwise, she couldn’t resuscitate humans with more money than sense.”

      “Sense or cents?”

      “Ha-ha.” I walked right into that one. “It’s not cheap to retain a necromancer for a resuscitation. Let alone one who was in training to be the POP at the time. The husband has—or had—money to burn.”

      “Ask Bishop.” Remy set out for the side of the building. “He was digging into her financials.”

      Several large grassy plants with lush tassels lined the side path she chose, and a few small shrubs too. An ornate drainpipe with dragon heads that vomited water when it rained anchored to the building, leading all the way up to the top.

      Seeing that, I got a bad feeling about what she had planned for us.

      “Your face.” She cackled. “You look like someone spat in your café mocha.”

      “How are we going to hide what we’re doing?” I scanned the full parking lot. “People will notice.”

      A metallic click had me searching out the cause as another Remy stuck her head out the emergency exit.

      “The coast is clear.” The new Remy waved her arms. “Make it quick.”

      “The door is on a delayed timer,” the Remy beside me explained. “Sixty seconds then it starts wailing.”

      “Jerk.” I broke into a run and slid past the second Remy with a snarl. “You’re all real pieces of work.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Remy absorbed her other self after nudging the door back in place. “We know.”

      “Did you have to pull my leg like that?” I rubbed my chest. “I had legit heart palpitations.”

      “Heh.”

      “So, that’s a yes.”

      “Maybe.” She checked her phone, waited out the rest of the timer. “And…we’re good to go.”

      The easy way Remy moved through the halls convinced me her other self had done a thorough recon.

      Reaching into her pocket, she pulled out a room key then patted herself on the back. “Nice.”

      “You really are your own mutual admiration society,” I marveled. “And yet…”

      “It’s deserved.” She grinned, elastics on display. “Feel free to be impressed by me with me.”

      Drawing on Four’s intel, she led the way to the elevators and mashed the button for the second floor. She exited the car after the chime and guided me down a long hall to a set of doors with do not disturb signs hung on their handles.

      Remy swiped the card, and we entered the first room as if we had every right to be there.

      “This is the first of the spare rooms.” Remy let me perform the search. “Neat as a pin and empty.”

      “She’s not stashing anything in here.” I examined it top to bottom. “Let’s check number two.”

      A text chime had Remy consulting her phone. “Hall’s clear.”

      “Did you peel off again, and I missed it?”

      “Nah. Four needs to recharge. Two’s out there.”

      Trusting Remy, all the Remys, I exited the room. She used her card, what I realized was a master key she must have pickpocketed off a maid, to gain access to the next room. It was likewise empty, spotless, and showed no signs Sue had ever entered it.

      After finishing my walk through, I was more confused than ever. “Another dummy.”

      “One more left.” Remy’s eyes glittered. “Ready for the big time?”

      “Not really.” The empty rooms gave me the creeps. “I don’t like what’s going on here.”

      That didn’t stop me from following her out again, after Two gave us the all clear, or from entering Sue’s space without her permission. This room was utter chaos. Clothes on the floor, fast food containers stacked on every available surface. It smelled. Bad. Chinese didn’t keep without refrigeration, and she had elected not to use hers.

      “Nothing about this fits the woman we met.” I couldn’t wait to get back out into the fresh air. “She takes care with her appearance, she’s organized enough to raise five kids with only her husband for help, and she’s smart enough to keep her head down rather than draw attention to herself.”

      A scrapbook, the kind mega crafters created for each of their kids, sat open on the bed.

      It was the most Sue item in the room.

      “I’m not sure seeing and being seen in the city is what I would call keeping her head down.”

      The OPA was tracking her, but Remy was our woman on the ground. “You have someone on her?”

      “Usually Four takes point, but Three is filling in while she refuels.” Remy nudged me into the hall. “Sue is working the city in a grid, walking farther each day.”

      Four was Remy’s combat specialist self, which spoke volumes about how she viewed Sue.

      “Walking? Not running?”

      “I would say she’s taking the scenic route, but she’s visiting places no tourist wants to be caught alone at midnight. I would call it aimless wandering, but it’s methodical. She’s on a mission, and it bothers me we don’t know what it is. I would also go as far as to suspect the vote has nothing to do with it.”

      “What is she looking for then?”

      “Maybe it’s not a what.” Remy gestured to the empty rooms. “Maybe it’s a who.”

      Midas and I had been thinking the exact same thing. This was as good as confirmation.

      On our merry way out of the hotel, I spied Bishop, who lounged near the emergency exit.

      Remy hung back to coordinate a schedule with herself while I went to meet with him.

      “The clan master responsible for Wesley Proctor and Dean Richards is local.”

      “That’s lovely news.”

      “Bjorn Van de Berg.” Bishop filled me in. “He also owns Lockdown.”

      The mention of Lockdown reminded me I still hadn’t received a call from my note on the bulletin board.

      It had been worth a shot, even if it was a long shot. Without a callback, we were mounting evidence against Clan Van de Berg. That was progress.

      Noticing a bag in his hand, holding some variety of adapter, I asked, “Are you heading back to HQ?”

      “Yep.” He shook the plastic at me. “That bastard monitor is taunting me, but if this doesn’t fix the problem, then I’m going to punch a hole through the screen.”

      “Good plan.” I patted his shoulder. “That will definitely remedy the situation.”

      Rolling a shoulder, he booked himself a ride. “It will definitely make me feel better.”

      “Be safe out there.” I shook my head at him. “Don’t do anything I wouldn’t do.”

      “Lines like that are the best part about your upcoming promotion.” He chuckled. “There’s not much you wouldn’t do.”

      Clearly, I had created a monster. No. He had already been a holy terror. I had just enabled him. Encouraged him. Let his shopaholic, murderous, technology-addicted self truly shine.

      That’s what friends are for, right?
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      No sooner had we parted ways than my phone rang. “What’s up, Bish?”

      That question never got old for me. It was always good for a chuckle. On my end. Not so much on his.

      “We found Sue Billiard’s family.”

      “Yet you don’t sound happy.” I paced the parking lot, waiting for my ride to arrive. “Where are they?”

      “In a magically oxygenated bubble anchored at the bottom of Lake Lanier.”

      “I’m sorry.” I struggled for the right words but came up empty. “I couldn’t have heard you right.”

      Water repelled magic. Dispersed it. Erased it. A magical underwater construct required big magic.

      Vampires had no magic, aside from what animated them, and they couldn’t access that to use it.

      “You heard me just fine,” he assured me. “Guess we know why Sue chose Atlanta.”

      “They took her family.” I was tempted to bang my head against the streetlight. “They lured her here.”

      The eligible candidate pool must be small, small enough they had to search as far as Phoenix to find one.

      A contender the Grande Dame would have no reason to refuse when she petitioned to join the trial.

      A woman with enough to lose they felt confident in their ability to control her and her actions.

      “Black witches are my guess.” Bishop plowed on. “I’ve called in our tactical coven friends to get started on the wards. Once those are down, we can focus on how to get the Billiards out without drowning them. I touched base with a water sprite who lives in the lake. She’s agreed to monitor them underwater in exchange for a few cases of freeze-dried shrimp. Apparently, her kids are fans, and she wants to surprise them.”

      “How did you find them?”

      “Reece gave up sleep, that’s how.” He hesitated. “Look, kid, I want you to listen and listen good.”

      “Give me a second.” I counted to ten. “Sorry, I had to remove the cotton balls from my ears.”

      “Very cute, smartass.” He huffed a laugh. “The OPA can handle this. Stick to your leads. Find Neely.”

      “Are we sure he’s not in the water too?”

      “Lake Lanier’s surface area is thirty-seven thousand acres. That’s fifty-nine square miles. The max depth on record is one hundred and fifty-six feet, but that was before the aquatic paras moved in. They’ve dug it deeper, rebuilt parts of the town. It’s a warren, and visitors are not welcome. We’ll never clear it all before the gauntlet, even if the entire tactical coven works around the clock once they’re in place.”

      “The kidnapper told Cruz what it would cost to get Neely back.”

      Since it cut both ways, I wielded the reminder like a dagger as much for him as for me.

      “They didn’t tell us squat,” he growled. “A threat is not the same as a ransom.”

      “The gauntlet is a public event.” The words tasted like ash. “If we exhaust our leads, I’ll step down then.”

      On the night of the gauntlet, the whole city would bear witness to my choice, words, and actions.

      One word from the kidnappers, and I would walk away and let Sue have the city to save Neely.

      With the discovery of the Billiard family, I had gotten my first clear glimpse of the bigger picture.

      “What guarantee do we have they’ll honor the bargain?” Bishop demanded. “What proof do we have he’s still alive?”

      “The Billiards are alive.” I closed my eyes for a beat. “We have to believe Neely is too.”

      “We only know that because we found them. We might not get so lucky a second time.”

      “I know,” I said quietly. “I don’t know what else to do, Bish.”

      Muttered curses in languages I couldn’t decipher spewed hot over the line until his temper cooled.

      “You need to make the call about Sue.” He let the other subject drop. “Do we tell her, or do we wait?”

      Tell her now, and I backed her into a corner where she had a lot of explaining to do.

      Tell her later, and I risked making an enemy. She wouldn’t forgive me if I cost her family their lives.

      “I’ll talk to Sue.” I would snag Midas for backup since Bishop was busy. “It’s the right thing to do.”

      I remembered all too well the frantic churn of my gut when Boaz and Addie were taken. I would have done anything for a scrap of hope. Anything. Including inviting myself to dinner with a predator who could smell when I lied. She lived with a shifter. She knew what she was doing when she came over.

      Now, so did we.
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      Finding Sue was simple, thanks to the Remys, and I made a mental note to give them a raise.

      Scratch that.

      They gave themselves raises almost daily. I would give them pats on the head. Much cheaper.

      “She’s at the Peaches and Dreams Bar,” Three told me on speaker. “She’s been there for three hours.”

      Midas’s lips mashed together, and I wasn’t far behind. Alcohol and grief don’t mix.

      “Meeting someone?”

      “Not that I’ve seen.”

      She rattled off the address, and I fed it to yet another Swyft driver then ended the call.

      The trip was quick, barely enough time to get my game face on, but I couldn’t stop the churn in my gut.

      Ambrose, scenting magic on the patrons, stirred himself to join us as we entered the bar.

      It was peach scented. Like they piped in an artificially fruity smell. I could choke on its sweetness.

      Midas sneezed and sneezed and sneezed until I worried his brain might fly out his nose.

      And I became suspicious. “Wait outside.”

      Water poured from his red-rimmed eyes as he set his jaw.

      “Please.” I touched his arm. “Ambrose is with me.”

      Without another word, maybe out of fear he would suck down more of the stink, he left.

      The bar was close to empty. I counted four patrons, one of whom sat at the bar hunched over an empty glass. I aimed straight for her.

      “This is an anti-shifter bar.” I helped myself to a stool, reining in my temper. “Odd choice for you.”

      “Most shifters don’t consider selkies kin,” Sue said in a distant voice. “We tend to avoid them.”

      “Without their pelts,” I recalled from Linus’s lessons, “they’re fully human.”

      “Yes.” She traced a finger around the glass’s lip. “Their magic is bound to their other form.”

      That made sense, but habit or not, I wasn’t thrilled to learn of the bar’s existence.

      Examining the room, the remaining customers, I asked, “How did you stumble across this place?”

      “Selkies look after their own.” She stared at the bottles behind the counter. “Why are you here?”

      “You and I need to chat.” I pushed away her drink. “In private.”

      “I’m not going anywhere.” She didn’t so much as blink. “You can leave now.”

      This hollowed-out shell was an exact replica of mine, down to the edge of violence greedy for an outlet.

      “Okay.” I got to my feet. “I was going to tell you we found what you lost, but maybe you don’t care.”

      Sue moved fast.

      I don’t mean fast for a mom or an ex-potentate.

      I mean, the woman moved.

      I hadn’t finished my step back before she was on her feet, her hand at my throat.

      “What did you say?” She searched my face, her eyes clear. “What have you done?”

      “Let’s go someplace quiet,” I said, allowing Ambrose to make an appearance. “Then we’ll talk.”

      The appearance of my “wraith” startled her into releasing me. That, or the menace rolling off him in a direct threat to her continued existence if she didn’t let go of his host.

      “Okay.” She tossed a handful of bills on the counter. “Your place?”

      Given the likelihood we weren’t the only ones surveilling her, I was happy to agree. “Why not?”

      Before we left, I bought a bottle of water and carried it out to Midas, whose face was puffy.

      “Tilt your head back.” I unscrewed the cap. “Let’s get this crap off you.”

      Impatient, Sue popped up at my elbow. “We need—”

      “—to ensure my mate isn’t in agony from his attempt to do something good for you? Why, yes. We do.”

      That snapped her mouth shut, but she fumed, the alcohol I smelled on her crumbling her polite façade.

      I poured the water over his face, concentrating on his eyes, flushing the worst off him. It soaked him in the process, and those clothes would be bagged and sent to HQ for examination. I wanted to know what the bar was pumping in that could deter a shifter. In Atlanta, given its large gwyllgi population, I feared the answer was an aerosol bronze derivative, which affected gwyllgi as bad as or worse than silver hurt wargs.

      From the corner of my eye, I watched Ambrose circling her, ensuring she knew he was there.

      The way she shied from him convinced me she had little experience with wraiths, and therefore wouldn’t think twice about the oddities of mine.

      Thank the goddess for small mercies.

      Once I had done all I could do for Midas, I took his hand and linked our fingers. The lovey-dovey move was insurance he wouldn’t stumble or fall during our trip back to the Faraday. Alphas, and betas, weren’t allowed to show weakness. Any dominant would prey on a gwyllgi in a position of authority if their inner beast doubted that person’s strength. It wasn’t personal. It was instinctual.

      And it could get Midas killed one day.

      Sue better hope that day was not today.
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      The ride back to the Faraday passed in a blink, and I tipped the driver to keep him around until he and his car could be sterilized. The last thing we wanted was to spread our bad luck around to anyone else who might be sensitive to whatever we had been exposed to in that bar.

      One of the big problems with potential bronze contamination was containment. If you lived in a building staffed by gwyllgi, with a healthy number of gwyllgi residents, you had nowhere to clean up or get treatment that wouldn’t jeopardize your neighbors.

      Home was out. The infirmary was out. Our friends’ houses were out. The den was out. It was all out.

      That was why, when the pack purchased the Faraday from its previous owners after the final battle with the witchborn fae, Tisdale had a decontamination suite built into the parking deck under the building, where few people had access.

      Hank spotted our arrival, but I waved him off, and he took the hint.

      Though I bet he was on the phone with Tisdale within seconds, which meant Midas’s phone would be ringing shortly.

      The trip down the sidewalk to the parking garage was brutal, but Midas kept his expression schooled in a blank mask Linus would envy. Slow but steady, we managed to give the appearance of a casual stroll rather than the frantic hobble I would have preferred until we reached the shiny new chamber.

      Recalling the training the OPA and pack enforcers had received on its operation, I shoved him through the door, trusting him to handle himself while I kept an eye on Sue, who I had forgotten until now, though it went against everything in me to leave him fumbling around and in pain on his own.

      A red light flashed when the chamber activated, and the band clenching my chest eased a fraction.

      Part of me, the darker bits I wished I could blame on Ambrose, wanted to collect on that pain from Sue. I wanted to rip her down the middle for hurting him. I understood her reasons. I would have done the same in her place. But with the mating bond thrown open wide, I had trouble controlling the gwyllgi territoriality that leaked into me from Midas.

      With a ten-minute wait ahead of us, I dialed Abbott, hating to yank him out of his bed. “Hello, friend.”

      “Oh no.”

      “Oh yes.”

      A sleepy rasp edged his voice. “What’s wrong?”

      His relief wasn’t imagined as I explained I wasn’t the patient.

      Rude, if you asked me. I wasn’t that bad of a patient.

      Fiiine.

      I was a total nightmare, which explained why he was sleeping so lightly in the first place. Probably dreaming about me being shattered into puzzle-size pieces he had to fit together after the gauntlet.

      That might also explain why he hung up on me.

      “I’m sorry Midas got hurt.” Sue made herself small. “I didn’t expect you to come looking for me.”

      “I didn’t expect what I found.” I slid her a glance. “I didn’t know about that bar.”

      It bothered me as much as Midas getting hurt that others could be too.

      “Your stance on shifters is well known,” she murmured. “I would be surprised if anyone told you.”

      Until it hit someone hard enough their allergy got them dead and their family started asking questions.

      “My stance on shifters is the same stance I have on every faction.”

      “You’re mated to a gwyllgi.” A bite entered her voice. “You’re not impartial, no matter what you tell yourself.”

      “I never claimed to be impartial. The pack is my family now, and its well-being is important to me. But so is the health and safety of every citizen in Atlanta. Necromancers have money and power to hide behind. Vampires have necromancers to hide behind. Fae hide period. Shifters can’t hide in their numbers, and they’re often treated like animals rather than people.” I sized her up, this person mated to a shifter who could pass for human, who could be human when he chose. “All factions are aggressive, territorial, and dangerous. That includes humans. I don’t want to elevate shifters above everyone else. I just want to give them a hand up to level ground. That’s fair, isn’t it?”

      “We heard about you.” She leaned against a concrete pillar. “Sean said it was all propaganda to normalize the union of a necromancer and a gwyllgi prince within her purview, but it’s not, is it?”

      The way she phrased it, after turning it over in her head, I had to ask, “Did Phoenix know about your husband?”

      She caught my drift, and her features pinched to a painful degree. “No.”

      “You presented him as a human,” I guessed, then wondered, “Was that why you stepped down?”

      Not motherhood itself, but her inability to hide her children’s true natures long term.

      “Yes,” she rasped. “I loved my job, but retirement was best for us all.”

      I awarded points for caring enough about her kids not to bind them in lies as she had their father.

      The parking deck had fresh wards, also courtesy of Tisdale, so light conversation was acceptable. The nitty-gritty would have to wait until we all finished our turns in decontamination.

      A green light flashed above the door, and I gestured to Sue. “Instructions are printed on the wall.”

      The chamber had a separate entrance and exit. You entered through the garage and got spat into an office Tisdale had transformed into a bare-bones exam room. Midas would already be with Abbott. He could keep an eye on Sue until I made it through. By going last, I made sure she couldn’t slip out again.

      While waiting on the light to blink, I texted everyone updates and reported the anti-shifter bar. Sentinels would have to handle the case. They were all Low Society necromancers, like me, so they weren’t at risk.

      On the good-news front, Bishop informed me the tactical witch coven had arrived at Lake Lanier.

      There were definite benefits to having a skilled local coven willing to accept contract work.

      A sharp trill of sound jerked my attention to the burner phone I had borrowed from Remy.

      The unknown number on the caller ID set my pulse jumping. “Whitaker.”

      “If you want your friend to live,” a smoky voice rasped, “you’ll fail the gauntlet.”

      “Fail?” I must not have heard him right. “Do you mean bow out?”

      “You will enter the gauntlet, and you will fail, or Neely Torres will die.”

      The caller hung up, and there was no point wasting time to track the call, but I would ask Reece to try.

      Flunk the gauntlet? Why enter in the first place if that was their price? What did it accomplish?

      Except, perhaps, to give Sue an opportunity to showcase her skills while ensuring I was no competition.

      The light turned green, and I stepped in and stripped off my clothes. I took a shower, scrubbed until my skin was pink and sore, and washed my hair until the pressure of my nails on my scalp made me wince. I strolled into the futuristic drying tube, which resembled the one from Home Sweet UFO, except technology wasn’t to thank for the insta-dry. This was one hundred percent magic, and it wasn’t a luxury or a splurge. The nullification spell designed to void any remaining bronze particles worked best on clean, dry skin.

      Bronze-free, I entered the last nook to fish out a tee and sweats in my size from the wall of marked cubbies. There were flip-flops too, but those suckers killed my toes. I would rather go barefoot.

      Exiting the chamber, I crammed myself into the exam room, which hadn’t been designed to hold four.

      “Well?” I swept my gaze over Midas. “How is he?”

      “I gave him an antihistamine shot and prescribed some oral medications.” Abbott passed me a pill bottle and a printed sheet of instructions. “He breathed in a large quantity of particulates, and it’s difficult for the decontamination chamber to get rid of what’s inside the body.”

      “I’m fine.” Midas sat on the table, also barefoot. “I’ve had worse.”

      The only one of us to choose flip-flops, Sue sat with her legs crossed under her on Abbott’s stool.

      “What I’m hearing is that you’re on light duty.” I brought his hand to my mouth and kissed his knuckles. “I’m not taking chances with you.”

      “As glad as it makes my heart to hear you say you’re not taking chances—” Abbott began, “—Midas is clear for duty.”

      “What?” I whirled on him. “If it was me in that bed, you’d chain me to it for a week.”

      “You would have limped in with a lung in one hand and a bad attitude in the other.”

      “Abbott,” I gasped, choking on a laugh. “I thought we were friends.”

      “We are friends, but you’re a terrible patient. You take care of everyone better than you do yourself.”

      “How is it I don’t have a scratch on me, but I still get the lecture?”

      Abbott cleared his throat and jerked his chin in Sue’s direction.

      Sue, who was allowing tears to fall unchecked down her face.

      “We should go.” I took the hint then hesitated. “Thanks, Abbott.” I kissed his cheek. “For everything.”

      He touched the spot with his fingers. “Even the lectures?”

      “Especially those.” I winked at him. “Those mean you kept me alive long enough to harp about it.”

      Hating I couldn’t wrap an arm around Midas to help him to the elevators, I bit the inside of my cheek until I tasted blood to keep the irritation in check. This was payback, however unintentional, for the times when Midas was forced to deal with me handling things my own way.

      Welcome to Mating 101.

      Our relationship was all about the give and the take. It sucked to be on the receiving end sometimes, like now, but it was worth it all in those moments when Midas respected my wishes and had my back. I had to believe the same was true for him. He clenched his jaw and let me do my thing when he didn’t want to, and I owed him support now, even when the required posturing set my teeth on edge.

      “Come on.” I handed Sue a fistful of tissues from a nearby dispenser. “Let’s go have our talk.”

      Blotting her face, she blew her nose and followed us meekly up to our floor and into our apartment.

      I indicated she could take a seat, but she couldn’t hold still long enough to accept the offer.

      “My team has located your family.” I perched on the arm of the couch. “I’ll tell you what we know in exchange for everything you can tell us about when, how, and who took them.”

      A sob hitching her chest, Sue shut her eyes, whispered a quick prayer, then pulled herself together.

      “Okay.” Her tissues crumpled in her fist. “That’s fair.”

      Midas sat beside me, giving Sue room to pace without the intimidation factor.

      “I worked nights, only part-time, at a para-owned bookstore.” She swallowed. “I left after the kids went to bed and was home in time to drive them to school the next morning.”

      Fresh tears trickled over her cheeks, and I gave her a minute to pull herself together. “What happened?”

      “A vampire came in searching for a title we didn’t carry. I told him about a shop down the block and wished him a good night.” Her breath released in a shudder. “He nodded his thanks, but he didn’t go. He went to the magazines and helped himself to one on cars.”

      Back and forth and back and forth, she paced the floor until I was tempted to tie her to a chair.

      The vampire link fit with what we knew about Neely’s kidnappers and linked both cases.

      “He waited until I went on break. I didn’t go far. Just to the coffee shop inside the store. I got a tea, and when I sat down, he invited himself to join me.” She rubbed a hand over her mouth. “He said he recognized me. Asked if I used to be the POP. I said yes. It happens, sometimes, that people want to talk about my time in office or think they can give me a message to pass along to the current POP.”

      Midas’s knee bounced until I rested my hand on his thigh, but I could sympathize.

      “Once he verified my identity, he stood and left. I thought…” She shut her eyes. “I thought that was it.”

      “You were in the public eye for years,” I interjected. “Why would he have trouble identifying you?”

      “The public eye blinks often in a dozen years. The new POP rose to prominence, and I was forgotten.”

      Replaced.

      For all that she didn’t say it out loud, I heard it loud and clear.

      As much of a force for positive change as Linus had been during his tenure as the POA, I couldn’t imagine him ever being forgotten. I didn’t care much about whatever legacy I left behind, only that it was a good one, but Linus? He deserved to be remembered for his innovations.

      Maybe I could talk the team into pooling our money and having a street named after him.

      Grim Street.

      Reaper Row.

      Black Cloak Circle.

      Buttkicker Boulevard.

      “I assume the vampire came back,” Midas said, redirecting our conversation.

      “Yes.” She shook her head as if to clear it. “He was waiting for me outside the next night when I got off work. He told me I could cooperate, or I could be made to cooperate. I blew him off.” Her voice hitched then. “I told him it was the policy of our office not to negotiate with…” She clamped a hand over her mouth, but her sobs broke free. “I’m sorry.”

      “No need to apologize.” I hopped up, grabbed her a water from the kitchen, and moistened a dishcloth for her. “Here.” I rubbed her shoulder while she wiped her face. “I would have done the same thing.”

      “I’m not the POP. I have no office. I don’t know what came over me, why I said what I did.”

      “Habit,” I answered for her. “Procedure is drummed into our heads for years before we become official. Stress and his previous mention of your appointment triggered a preprogrammed response. That’s not your fault. It’s reflex.”

      From what I had seen, potentates didn’t retire. Not really. Not forever. Idleness wasn’t in our natures.

      Even Linus was trading Atlanta for Savannah. Not in any official capacity, but as a wingman for his wife.

      “I drove straight home. I could tell something was wrong. The lights were off. All of them. Sean always leaves one on for me.” She blew her nose. “I ran inside and searched for my family. They were gone. All of them.” Her sorrow transformed into fury. “A vampire was waiting for me in the master bedroom with my husband’s pelt in his hands.”

      After trading her new tissues for her used ones, I prompted her. “What did the vampire want?”

      “He explained what was expected of me. That I had to go to Atlanta, pretend nothing was wrong, and enter the gauntlet for consideration as the POA.” She drew taller. “He said if I won the appointment, my family would be safely returned to me.”

      Take Neely to force me out. Take her family to force Sue in. Problem solved. All neat and tidy.

      “They were lying,” Midas said with certainty. “They wouldn’t give up leverage to control their puppet.”

      Fresh tears sprang to her eyes. “I didn’t know what else to do.”

      Under the circumstances, I couldn’t blame her knee-jerk reaction. “You came to us for help.”

      Our meeting outside the Faraday was her cry for help. She had tried. For them, she had done her best.

      Fueled by his fidgeting, Midas got to his feet. “Did the vampires give you any way to contact them?”

      “No.” She wrapped her arms around her middle. “They told me they would be in touch.”

      Cold comfort, but that was more reassurance than they had given us with Neely.

      “Can I…?” Her throat bobbed. “What about my family?”

      Rather than answer, I dialed Bishop. “Hey, I’ve got Sue here. She’s asking for a status update.”

      “Hello, Sue.” She might have missed the edge of ice in his voice, but I got chills. “We located your family in an oxygenated bubble in Lake Lanier. We’ve requested assistance from a tactical witch coven to extract them. There’s a fail-safe on the ward keeping out the water. Trip it, and the pocket floods. It’s a truly nasty piece of work that will require time to finesse.”

      “Dear Goddess.” Sue sank to her knees where she stood. “What can I do?”

      “Put on a brave face. Train. Act like everything is fine.” I crossed to her. “We can’t tip them off we’re on to them without putting your family—” and Neely, “—in greater danger.”

      The puffiness in her face resembled Midas’s earlier swelling. “Can they tell what you’re doing?”

      “The coven has already decommissioned three trip wires,” Bishop told her. “They’ll be as careful as they can be, but the work is top-notch. There’s a good chance they’ll miss a trigger and set off a chain reaction that alerts the black witches, or their employer, to their presence. That’s why the coven have their aquatic rescue team on standby.”

      Oh, yeah. He was hot under the collar. Otherwise, he would have fed her that information with a buffer.

      I was torn on how to react to the turmoil Sue’s arrival had stirred within the city and within the OPA. For the most part, I was reduced to a puddle of mush at the unflinching support shown for me. Part of that was earned, was mine, but Linus had paved the way for me. He endorsed me, supported me, and stood by my decisions. His transference of trust got my foot in the door with the public, so to speak.

      But I worried that, in a city full of predators, a person might let that loyalty tip them too far in the wrong direction. Yet another reason for having the OPA track Sue’s every move. For her own safety.

      I didn’t want my reign to begin in blood. I wanted a peaceful transference of power.

      But I learned long ago we didn’t always get what we wanted in life.

      “You’ve laid the groundwork.” I cupped her elbows and helped her rise. “You covered your tracks well.” I wouldn’t have gotten as far as I had unraveling her trail without my team, not within the time allotted. “You only have to hold it together a little longer.”

      “I was surprised when Linus Lawson appointed you as his apprentice. You’re Low Society, right?”

      Behind me, Midas flinched, his hackles rising at the perceived slight.

      “I didn’t mean…” Her face mottled with embarrassment. “I’ve never met a Low Society necromancer with as much magic as you. I’m impressed.” She nodded to herself, as if confirming a suspicion. “I thought the wraith must be for protection, but it’s an amplifier for your power.”

      “Yes.”

      There was no other answer I could share that wouldn’t give away too much. Even if it stung to hear she thought a necromancer of my station could only hold this position with help from a bonded wraith to act as my bodyguard. The fact she was right didn’t help my pride.

      “I was also surprised to hear he was stepping down after such a short tenure,” she treaded more carefully. “His power is legendary within the Society. Any city would be fortunate to fall under his protection.”

      “His fiancée is the Potentate of Savannah,” I reminded her. “He’s got this thing about three-hour commutes. Not a fan.”

      “Ah.” Another flash of understanding flickered over her face. “I see it now.”

      Raising my eyebrows, I waited for her to take the hint and explain herself.

      “He chose you for your heart.” She studied me. “I should have seen it sooner.”

      “Yes, well, I do keep it hidden in my chest.”

      Her lips quirked. “You’re funny too.”

      “Ha.” I whirled on Midas. “Told you so.”

      Midas rolled his eyes, but his cheek was twitching.

      “Hadley has to go to bed now,” he told Sue. “She has to train at dusk, barring any new developments.”

      “I understand.” Her gaze swung back to me. “I will do anything to save my family.” Her eyes held shadows. “Anything.”

      The warning hung there, and Midas heard it too. The steady growling kind of gave him away.

      Sue would play nice with us, she would help where she could, but she would stick a knife in my back if it meant the difference between getting her family back or living with a lifetime of could’ve, would’ve, should’ve if we failed them.

      “I have to go.” She turned toward the door. “Please let me know if you learn anything else.”

      “I’ll have a member of my team loop you in on the updates.”

      “Thanks,” she rasped, letting herself out into the hall.

      The elevator came and went, leaving me alone with Midas, who I filled in on the call from Lockdown.

      “Now we know what they want.” He raked a hand through his hair. “The question is why they want you to start the gauntlet if they don’t want you to finish it.”

      “What happens in the gauntlet stays in the gauntlet?”

      Accidental deaths happened in the gauntlet, along with a whole host of other injuries.

      They might want me to go in so that I didn’t come back out again.

      That ensured it was Sue or nothing. With chaos the alternative, she would be voted in.

      “That’s not comforting.” He tipped his chin, eyes hard. “Still, you might be onto something.”

      “I’m going to bed,” I announced, savoring the shock written large across his face. “Care to join me?”

      “I don’t trust this.” He scanned the room, sniffing the air with narrowed eyes. “Where’s the trick?”

      Really, he only had himself to blame for showing me how well I slept after we practiced mattress gymnastics. It wasn’t my fault he knew how to stick his landings.

      “No trick.” I held up my hands. “I have a feeling tonight is going to be a doozy.”

      Eyes narrowing on me, he searched for signs of subterfuge, but he found none. “Okay.”

      We climbed up to the loft, which still saw more action than our bedroom, and flopped onto the futon.

      And by that, I mean I threw him onto the futon then flopped onto him.

      With no small amount of glee, I stripped him out of his jeans and tasted the skin over his hipbone. As my mouth drifted lower, I dedicated the early-morning hours to cataloguing my favorite of his groans and sighs before allowing him to return the favor.

      I fell asleep sweaty, exhausted, and stupidly happy all over again that Midas was mine.

      Mine. Mine. Mine.

      Yup.

      I had definitely been spending too much time with gwyllgi.
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      Bishop met me at the door with a café mocha in one hand and a chocolate croissant in the other.

      “Hello, best friend in the whole wide world.” I snatched them from him. “You’re too good to me.”

      “Yes,” he grumped. “I am.”

      “What’s with the mood?” I bit into my breakfast. “I thought you’d be flying high on success.”

      The mystery of Sue had been solved and her family found. Now if we could say as much for Neely.

      “The bubble sprung a leak.” He leaned against the doorway. “We plugged it, but it could have been bad.”

      “Goddess,” I breathed. “Anything I can do?”

      No snark in sight, he nodded to Midas, who exited the bedroom dressed for the night.

      “Yeah.” He held up his phone and mashed play. “You can listen.”

      “I have been notified of a threat against our future potentate,” a cultured voice poured into the room. “I must request to remain anonymous for the safety of my clan and our commerce.” He paused as if to give us time to erase the message or keep listening. “Clan Jefferies has availed themselves of my services unbeknownst to me.”

      The temptation to roll my eyes twitched in my lids. “I bet.”

      “You arrested Dean Richards and Wesley Proctor, both clan members of mine, as I’m sure you’re aware by now. As well as three others. The job they took was a standard no-contact contract, and it was accepted without any knowledge of the politics involved.”

      “As in,” I interpreted, “they didn’t think twice about targeting humans but now regret their life choices.”

      “That is a point in their favor.” Bishop shrugged. “They, at least, had the sense to realize they kicked a hornets’ nest. Whether it was intentional or not, we haven’t determined yet.”

      With a lead-in like that, I had to ask, “As opposed to…?”

      “There’s that call, from Van de Berg’s ambassador—I mean, some random and totally anonymous vampire whose voice I would never recognize after countless meetings with him and the others at the AA—and then there’s this one.”

      Bishop mashed another button, and a smoky voice rasped over the line at a volume I strained to hear.

      It struck me as familiar. The caller from the Lockdown board? Maybe. Maybe not. I couldn’t tell.

      “Van de Berg’s people took Neely Torres and assaulted Cruz Torres.” Somehow, he managed to get even quieter. “They also trashed the POA’s obstacle course.”

      There was no mention of Sue or her family, so that was interesting.

      Curious what else he might say, I waited a second or two, but that was it. “Short and sweet.”

      “That’s Clan Jefferies for you.” Bishop thumbed the screen. “But wait! There’s more.”

      I groaned as he queued yet another voicemail.

      “This is Franco Morton, Master of Clan Morton.” His title was spoken without hubris, which interested me. I hadn’t met Morton himself, only his ambassador. “I am aware of the disadvantage our people face, given your relationship with shifters in the city, and I do not wish to see my clan punished for the petty actions of a zealous few.” He gave us a moment to absorb that. “I left a gift for you at the Faraday. I hope it will convince you of my commitment to the Atlanta Alliance and my dedication to peaceful cohabitation with other Atlantans.”

      A low growl pumped through Midas at the news of a gift, and he stepped aside to call Faraday security.

      “The masters have spies within the other clans.” Bishop put away his phone. “When one made a call, the others stepped right up to do the same. No one wanted to be the odd man out.”

      “You don’t think Morton’s offer is genuine?”

      “He’s smart enough to see two clans eager to take down one another. He’s hoping to emerge on top when the dust clears. With a new potentate BFF, if his gift pans out.” He frowned. “The gauntlet is tomorrow night. He cut his act of altruism close to the wire.”

      Meaning he didn’t want the other clans to have time to figure out who tattled on them prior.

      The gauntlet.

      Tomorrow night.

      Goddess knows I had all but forgotten the date.

      Midas ended his call with a tight expression and rejoined us. “We have a guest in a holding cell.”

      Rubbing my hands together, I set out for the elevator. “Let’s go see what my potential bestie left me.”

      An urgent call from HQ distracted Bishop, who waved us on ahead and promised to catch up with us later.

      Down in security, a young male escorted us through a reinforced steel door into a dim observation area with one-way mirrored glass overlooking a mini prison-style pod with two levels of cells that extended into the basement alongside the garage.

      There were four cells on each floor for a total of eight. The top row was outfitted with metal bars, two in silver and two in bronze. They were meant to accommodate shifters. Gwyllgi and wargs in particular. The bottom row were solid gray boxes of undetermined material outfitted with clear polycarbonate doors to contain vampires, humans, and fae offenders until their faction leader arranged for their release.

      That was where we headed now.

      Within minutes, I pitied the volunteer, who had looked so proud to be of service only seconds ago.

      “Why wasn’t I notified?” Midas kept pace with our guide. “How long has she been here?”

      “Apologies, sir.” The male kept his head down. “She was shoved out of a car onto the sidewalk in front of the Faraday about an hour ago with no ID. She was unconscious, so we took her to the infirmary. As soon as Abbott got her eyes open, she attempted to hex him. He drugged her, and we brought her here. Maybe ten minutes ago? We were about to call, but you beat us to it.”

      “Thank you.” I smiled at the enforcer. “Can you give us a moment alone with her?”

      “Of course.” Eyes on the floor, he retreated. “I’ll be right outside.”

      The woman in the cell wore leggings, fuzzy socks, and an oversized tee. Her hair was caught up in a messy bun, and she wore no makeup. There were bright stains on her top from where she had wiped her fingers clean after snacking on cheese curls or another orange-dusted snack.

      Clearly, she had not been expecting to get dragged out of her house this time of night.

      An intercom was mounted to the wall, and Midas mashed the button.

      “It’s about time,” she groused, rising from her cot. “What the hell is wrong with you people?”

      Given the vampires hadn’t breathed a word about the Billiards, I decided to lean on their witch instead.

      “We have reason to believe you’re involved in a plot to kidnap and/or contain the Billiard family.”

      “I can’t confirm or deny that accusation.” She huffed limp strands of hair out of her face. “Literally.”

      Understanding spread across Midas’s features. “Magically enforced NDA?”

      “You know it.” Her smile was tired, as if she had been preparing to go to bed. “I do what I’m paid to do. No more, no less.”

      Her laid-back attitude grated on me. “Even if it means imprisoning children beneath a lake?”

      “Even if.” She spread her hands. “Now, I assume I’m here for a reason?”

      “You were delivered to us, actually.”

      “Morton,” she growled his name. “I should have known better than to leave my coffee alone with him.”

      Morton must have drugged her to avoid getting himself—or more likely, his henchmen—hexed for their trouble.

      Midas zeroed in on her anger. “Do you often perform services for Morton?”

      “He handles his business in-house.” She curled her lip. “He’s not a fan of witches. That’s why I took the meeting. I figured he must have seen the light. He was losing ground to his competition because of old prejudices. Contracting our services could have opened a whole new revenue stream for my coven.”

      For us to get around the NDA to any valuable intel she possessed, I would have to test its boundaries.

      “If you don’t work for Morton,” I began, feeling her out, “then why would he give you to us?”

      “For that exact reason. I don’t work for him. None of us do. I have no dirt on him whatsoever.”

      “Does that mean you do work for the other Atlanta clans?”

      “I do work in Atlanta,” she said carefully. “There are factions in Atlanta who employ black witches.”

      “What do you want in exchange for your cooperation?”

      “Full immunity.” She yawned, as if she didn’t have a care in the world. “Give me that, and I’ll tell you who ordered the Billiard family dunked in the lake.”

      “What about the NDA?”

      “Well, I didn’t mean me. I meant my sister. She can speak freely.” She twisted a ring around her finger. “She might have accidentally overheard the terms and conditions from the next room. Since she wasn’t in the room, or technically present for the reading, she wasn’t required to sign the papers.”

      Which explained why she wasn’t sweating us holding her. She held the upper hand, and she knew it.

      “We’ll send someone by shortly to collect your sister’s contact information.” Once we had two of them, I would let the enforcers play them off each other while questioning them about Neely. “She can come in, give her testimony, and once her information is verified, you’re both free to go.”

      The black witch scrutinized me. “How do I know you’ll hold up your end of the deal?”

      “You’ll have to roll the dice, just like us. We’re risking a lot more in trusting you than you are in us.”

      Sulking, she padded back to her cot and flopped down to wait.

      I switched off the intercom and dared to hope we had finally turned a corner in this case.

      “We wait for the sister,” Midas said, proving he could read my mind at times. “We see if their stories match, then we drill them for information on Neely’s whereabouts. The voicemails, and Morton’s special delivery, are enough to turn them on their employers, if they need more motivation.”

      “Yeah.” I had to believe that. “Do you mind if I call in Bishop to handle this?”

      He was right upstairs, and he had a knack for getting people to talk.

      “I’ll handle it.” He stared through the glass at her. “Personally.”

      “Thank you.” I rose on tiptoe to kiss him. “I’m heading to HQ.”

      Bishop and I could share a ride there then put out whatever fire had held him up in the apartment.

      “I’ll call you as soon as I’m done here.”

      As I drifted into the lobby, I noticed Hank, who waved me over to him.

      “That woman was back.” Hank growled as he opened the door for me. “Sue walked into the lobby, took a call, then left about three minutes ago.”

      Scanning the street, I saw nothing but traffic. “That’s it?”

      “I kept an eye on her.” He tapped his ear. “She moved out of hearing range before placing the call.”

      The rules of working the front door were simple: Don’t leave it unmanned. Ever.

      Hank, to my knowledge, had only left his post once. To capture Lillian when she sneaked past him.

      “Sue’s mated to a shifter.” I had trouble picturing it. “Weirdly enough, she’s picked up an ever-growing list of anti-shifter habits from him.”

      In our world, there were predators and then there were predators. Maybe I was looking at this the wrong way. Sue might not be anti-shifter so much as she was anti-apex predator. Without knowing more about selkies, I couldn’t say if her precautions were warranted when in close proximity to others who were more animalistic than her spouse, or if they were biased against those predators for being less—for lack of a better word—human.

      “I’ll call security.” I got out my phone. “See if they can pull the feed for me.”

      I wanted to know what turned her on her heel so fast.

      And if it had anything to do with the black witch in holding or the vampires who dumped her there.
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      Both Linus and Hadley had done more than their fair share when it came to excising the rot in Atlanta. Midas only had to look at Jenny Bard to know Hadley could spend the rest of her life skimming scum off the topmost layers without ever hitting the bottom of the barrel.

      “We’ve got eyes on Clans Jefferies, Van de Berg, and Morton.” Ford sidled up to him. “The sister’s statement is being notarized as we speak.” He glanced at Midas. “It’s a smoking gun aimed at Jefferies.”

      “We need to bring in Jefferies’s ambassador for questioning.”

      “Will that be overstepping?” Ford scratched his cheek. “Does that fall under OPA sanction or ours?”

      “Morton dumped the witch here. That makes her our problem.”

      The letter of the law didn’t matter to him where Hadley’s safety and happiness were concerned.

      “Jenny still holding out on Neely’s location?”

      “Yes.” Much longer, and Midas would pry the answers from her. “She is.”

      Jenny’s sister had already confessed to working with Jefferies to kidnap and contain the Billiards. She was in this up to her neck, and Midas was ready to shove her head under water if it got him the information to save Neely…and Hadley’s dreams.

      “Black witches.” Ford shuddered. “Makes my skin crawl even through the magic barrier.”

      “The Billiards are in Lake Lanier. We know that much.”

      “I doubt a serial kidnapper would stash their victims all in one place. Makes it too easy to lose their whole collection if cops locate the hidey-hole. The need to keep them together, or have them nearby, would be an emotional choice. This isn’t personal, though. It’s professional. And the lake’s potential is huge. There’s so much debris on the bed from flooding that area, who knows what it’s concealing?”

      With a large and thriving aquatic paranormal community under the water, there would be protections in place. Those might very well, unintentionally, shield Neely’s location from them too.

      And Midas had no doubt that Neely was in that lake. Somewhere. Bubbled in just like the Billiard family.

      “Water disrupts normal magic.” Midas recalled Hadley telling him that. “The tactical coven is good, the best in our area, but there are rules that magic follows. They can’t guarantee their methods will locate Neely in time, or at all.”

      “We know what lake-dwellers do to bodies left in the water.” Ford grimaced. “We might never find him.”

      Unless Hadley sacrificed her career. For Neely? She would do it in a heartbeat.

      “One sprite can’t clear the whole lake solo.” Midas exhaled. “An old-fashioned manhunt, assuming we could talk Lake Lanier inhabitants into helping or allowing us to search their private residences, could take days or even weeks. We don’t have either.”

      The gauntlet was tomorrow night, and there were no takebacks once Hadley stepped down.

      “Where does Sue fit in?” Ford fiddled with a button on his shirt. “What’s her game?”

      “I don’t trust her. I understand why she’s cagey, her family’s lives are on the line, but that means Hadley can’t believe a word out of her mouth. Neither can we.”

      An idea began forming that would require Linus’s input before Midas dared suggest it to Hadley.

      One that might buy her more time to save Neely and her promotion.

      Lost in thought, Midas didn’t notice Ford had ushered him out into the lobby until the silence hit.

      “I’m grabbing an early lunch.” Ford tossed his keys. “Wanna join me?”

      “Bring me back something?” Midas rubbed a hand over his eyes. “I have to get back in there.”

      “I just dragged you out of there…”

      “I appreciate the breather.” He gave his friend a smile. “But I’m not leaving until Jenny gives up Neely’s location.”

      Whatever the vampires’ game, he refused to allow Hadley—or their victims—to lose.

      “Midas?” A young enforcer trotted up to him. “Your mate requested we pull the security video.”

      Polite as his frayed nerves allowed, he asked, “Why?”

      “Sue Billiard was here earlier. She came into the lobby, took a call, then left.”

      Hank must have told Hadley when she left for HQ. “Did you find anything?”

      “We isolated an audio clip,” he confirmed. “She was in contact with Ian Jefferies, but she was cautious. She greeted him by name and then took the call outside.”

      Cautious would have been not returning to the Faraday. Cautious would have been not using his name.

      Sue Billiard was many things, but Midas began to suspect cautious wasn’t one of them.

      “I’ll let Hadley know.” He would take any excuse to talk to her, check on her state of mind. “Thank you for your help.”

      The enforcer snapped his shoulders back and marched back to his post, providing Midas with a much-needed smile.

      Before he got his hands dirty with Jenny, he leaned against a wall and dialed Hadley. “Hi.”

      “Has anyone ever told you your voice is sexy?”

      “No.”

      Most people thought it was raw, coarse, ruined.

      “Well, it is.” Her tone left him no doubt she believed it. “Especially when you call me with good news.”

      A smile tugged on his lips. “How could you tell I had good news?”

      “You sound less murderous than earlier. I choose to view that as a good omen.”

      “Security isolated a soundbite for you.” He didn’t make her wait. “Sue was talking to Ian Jefferies.”

      They had video evidence in hand, and they could pin it down with her phone records later.

      “So, let me see if we’re on the same page. Ian Jefferies wants to replace me with someone he can manipulate to ensure vampires keep the shifters from having their social status elevated. He chose to use Lockdown’s services via a proxy, thereby hiring Van de Berg’s clan members and incriminating Van de Berg himself. Jefferies knew Van de Berg’s clan wouldn’t blink at kidnapping a human and roughing up another one.”

      “Jefferies was hoping to sink Van de Berg,” Midas agreed, “but now they’re both on the hook.”

      Hadley would never allow Van de Berg to continue operating within the city as openly as he had been. Not to mention, that clan was directly responsible for Neely’s abduction and the assault on Cruz. There would be a reckoning for that.

      “And then we have Morton, who’s newer to the city and wants to clear the board for his clan to take over more operations. He figures it can’t hurt to get on my good side, plus he knows both clans will be disbanded, and their masters punished for their crimes. That leaves him the top dog. Top fang? Whatever.” She drew in a long breath, as if bracing for her next question. “Any word on Neely?”

      “I’m sorry.” His fingers curled into his palms. “Jenny is holding out on us.”

      They had confirmation Ian Jefferies ordered the Billiard family taken then turned them over to the coven for containment, but she was holding firm on Neely. Either she was terrified of the consequences now that she was aware of them, or she was hoping to cut a better deal.

      Given she was a black witch, he was betting on the latter.

      “This was my last night for a miracle,” she murmured. “The gauntlet is tomorrow.”

      “We will find a way to fix this,” he promised. “We’ll find Neely, and you will be voted in.”

      “I love you.”

      The swell of affection for his mate strained his heart against his ribs. “I love you too.”

      “Whatever tomorrow holds, I’ve done all I can do. We all have. Whatever happens, happens.”

      After the call ended, Midas returned to the holding cell, met Jenny’s smug grin, and he smiled.
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      The alarm caught my attention. It didn’t wake me. I was already staring at the ceiling when it chimed the hour. I killed the reminder tonight was the night. The night I had trained for, sweated for, bled for. There were no words for how I felt. I wasn’t sure I felt anything. Other than sick and tired of not being enough.

      I swung my legs over the edge of the mattress and sat there, listening to the shower.

      Midas had woken up fifteen minutes ago and padded into the bathroom while I pretended to sleep.

      The weight in my chest made it hard to rise, but I got to my feet and purged the hurt to clear my head.

      The world tilted on its axis, the foundation of my new life crumbling under my feet, but I could do this.

      Sacrifice was the nature of my duty, and tonight I would prove to Linus he had trained me well.

      Palms on the walls, I braced myself and breathed. Just breathed. Until Midas pressed a kiss to my nape.

      “I have information for you.”

      The uptick in my pulse had more to do with his nearness than any hope I had left.

      “You were out late.” I glanced at him over my shoulder. “What was more important than cuddling me?”

      By the time he crawled in bed, I was too tangled in my own thoughts and worries to interrogate him.

      I had turned on my side, waited for him to fall asleep, then stared at the wall until my eyes grew itchy.

      “Linus got in early this morning. He and I got distracted with last-minute business.”

      Cool relief washed through me to hear Linus was in the city, even if he was too late to help. “Oh?”

      “I suspect Clan Jefferies wants you to flunk out instead of bow out to disqualify you on a technicality. That way, you give up any hope of an appeal.” He hesitated. “I read the rulebook last night. The bylaws. If you don’t finish the gauntlet, you can’t be voted in.”

      That explained what he and Linus had been up to well into the afternoon, and it made my vision blur.

      “What do they expect me to do?” I shoved off the wall. “There’s no way out but through.”

      Unless they expected me to walk into an execution to grant them an uncontestable disqualification.

      That would never happen. Not for my sake, or for Ambrose, but for Midas.

      Our deaths would trigger his, and that I would never allow. Not for anyone or anything.

      Footsteps perked my ears seconds before the bedroom door swung open.

      “Clothes.” Grier flung them at me. “Move it.”

      “Grier?” I cranked my head toward Midas after the door shut. “Did you know she was out there?”

      And exactly how much of my freshly showered mate had she seen before he reached our bedroom?

      “Yes.” He tapped his ear. “She arrived five minutes ago.”

      Not that I was the jealous type, but I was glad she missed the pec parade.

      “I’m here,” Grier called through the door. “So is Linus, FYI.”

      The backs of my eyes prickled, and I clutched the fabric to my chest. “What is all this?”

      “The pants and shirt are reinforced with Kevlar mesh.” Grier, who had seen my boobs at least as often as Midas, thanks to us taking turns lacing each other’s corsets while at Haint Misbehavin’, cracked the door to make talking easier. “You’ll bake in long sleeves, but it’ll be worth it if it keeps you alive. The boots are steel-toed and waterproof. The balaclava is water- and fireproof. The gloves are Kevlar lined, and they’re water- and fireproof as well.”

      The outfit slid on easy and fit better than anything in my closet. I was a little warm, but I could manage.

      Mask and gloves in hand, I entered the living room and embraced Grier. “Thank you.”

      “Thank Linus.” She returned the hug until my breath hitched. “He designed one for each of us.”

      The impulse to hug him twitched in my arms, but I kept my hands to myself to avoid making it awkward.

      “Thanks,” I said softly, holding his gaze. “For not giving up on me.”

      “Never,” he promised. “Whatever you—and Atlanta—need going forward, I’m here for you both.”

      “Atlanta and I won’t be a couple for much longer,” I joked through a tight throat, “but I appreciate it.”

      A deep furrow creased the skin between his eyes. “Have you spoken with Midas yet?”

      “A little.”

      “To be eligible for the vote, you must finish the gauntlet.” He touched on what Midas had already told me. “Jefferies plans to invalidate your candidacy by having you make the decision not to finish, thereby allowing Sue to emerge as the only viable choice.”

      “Any ideas on how to flunk? Short of maiming or death? I would like to avoid those.”

      A smile touched his lips as he shoved his hands into his pockets.

      “Alternately, if neither of you finish, there can be no vote.” He rocked back on his heels. “The entire proceedings will be halted until the heads of factions determine how to proceed, as it appears there has never been a failure to finish that wasn’t the result of death or grievous injury.”

      “That—” I turned over the possible answer to all my problems in my head, “—just might work.”

      Bishop let himself into the apartment and shoved a bag of chocolate croissants at me.

      No café mocha, but the milk was a recipe for disaster paired with exercise in this heat.

      “Buy us time.” Midas touched my hair. “Convince Sue to join us or restrain her so she can’t interfere.”

      “That might save my job,” I allowed, “but what about my friend? Are we any closer to finding Neely?”

      Grier and Linus exchanged a glance as Midas’s cheek twitched. “We know where Neely is being held.”

      Tempted to throw my breakfast at his head, I growled, “Why not lead with that?”

      No wonder he came to bed so late. He put in a full day’s work before his head ever hit the pillow.

      “You have this pesky habit of turning off your ears after you’ve heard the parts that interests you most.” Bishop smirked. “He wanted to be sure you heard the whole plan before you got hung up on a detail.”

      Neely wasn’t a detail. He was the detail. The most critical part of this plan.

      I wouldn’t die if I didn’t get appointed, but he would if we didn’t find him in time.

      Still growling, I snapped my teeth through another croissant to show how I felt about being called out.

      “He’s in the lake,” Midas clarified. “We have his coordinates, and the coven is preparing for extraction.”

      “If you subdue Sue—” Grier, used to dealing with me when I was hangry, cut in, “—long enough for the coven to extract Neely and the Billiards, we might get lucky. The Grande Dame might call the gauntlet a draw. That might give you a second chance at the vote.”

      That was an awful lot of might, but I would take it and be thankful for it.

      “We have to go.” Linus checked his watch. “Mother is waiting.”

      A chill the size of the iceberg that sank the Titanic slid down my spine at the mention of her.

      “Linus and I will work on convincing the Grande Dame,” Grier told me. “We’ll be close if you need us.”

      “Same goes for us,” Bishop grunted. “Milo is out on patrol. I’ll be in the trenches as well. Reece will have eyes on you the whole time, provided the gauntlet’s magic doesn’t blind him. Anca too.”

      “The enforcers are helping with crowd control,” Midas added. “Mom will be there with bells on.”

      None of them could enter the gauntlet with me, but this was the next best thing.

      “Let me braid this out of the way.” I touched my bedhead hair. “We’ll meet you in the lobby.”

      Midas hung back, and I wanted to bury my face in his chest and stay that way forever, but I didn’t.

      “I feel like a piece of Laffy Taffy.” I plaited like the wind. “Stretched thin and pulled in all directions.”

      “I’m guessing that was Jefferies’s plan. Divide your focus and conquer.”

      Hand on the doorknob, I gave the apartment one last glance before slipping into the hall with Midas.

      “Sue can’t take our home,” he reminded me. “It’s ours, free and clear. Not an POA perk.”

      “I love your mom.” I wiped my eyes dry. “It’s just a place, but…”

      “It’s not just a place.” He led me into the elevator. “It’s our home.”

      And I hadn’t realized how badly I needed one until the deed arrived in our mailbox.

      The ride down gave me precious seconds to dry my face and gather my armor around me, the way Linus had taught me. After the doors slid open, I fumbled my first step when I caught sight of the huge crowd.

      Bishop, Remy, Ford, Lisbeth, Tisdale, Abbott, Grier, Linus, Addie, Boaz.

      And so many more.

      “You guys.” I sniffled at the sight of my brother and his fiancée. “You came.”

      “Where else would we be?” Boaz’s smile stretched his cheeks. “We’ve got front-row seats.”

      Addie rushed over, hugging me to give Boaz cover to do the same, and we stood in a tight clump.

      Arms around us both, he leaned in and whispered, “I’m so proud of you.”

      The praise warmed me but not enough to fight off the chill of what awaited me.

      There were so many ways what I was about to do could go wrong.

      “Thanks,” I said thickly. “I wouldn’t be here without you.”

      “I’m proud of you, little sis.” Addie squished me until I squeaked. “You got this.”

      A hole opened in my chest where all their well-wishes tumbled into the darkness of the unknown.

      This was not the night I had trained for, but the past two years had primed me to deal with this threat.

      “Thanks.” I seemed to be stuck on repeat tonight. “I couldn’t have done this without you either.”

      The two of them had given me Hadley, gifted me the foundation upon which to build my second chance.

      Then Linus showed up with a hammer and a boxful of nails.

      This new life expanded from there, every friendship a plank under my feet, a wall at my back, a roof over my head. I was blessed, so blessed, and I wanted to hug every single person. But there was no time.

      The story of my life.

      “I apologize for stealing her away before you each get a chance to visit with her.” Linus cast his voice through the lobby as he extracted me. “Hadley must take her place. She will visit with you all after.”

      After.

      After was, quite frankly, terrifying me at this point.

      Only the knowledge I was gambling with my future, and with people’s lives, kept me from being swept away with the others on the high of the moment. Remembering that, none of the rest felt real anymore.

      Only Midas, his warm hand in mine, kept me anchored to reality.

      On the edge of the crowd, Bishop tipped his chin to let me know he was leaving. “What?”

      “What do you mean what?” I cleared a path to him, hooked my arm through his, and leashed him to my side. “Bish, you’re my best friend. My number one. I want you here with me.”

      Emotion twisting his expression, he swallowed hard. “Okay, kid.”

      “Move aside,” Remys yelled in tandem. “You were leaving without us?”

      Five of them worked the gathering, shoving people out of their way to reach me, then shrank into one.

      Throat tight, I had trouble playing it cool. “No?”

      “Liar.” Remy bumped Midas out of her way then looped her arm through my other one. “I saw you being all buddy-buddy with Grier.” She made gagging noises, which didn’t endear her to Linus, who stood close enough to overhear. “I’m willing to let you delude yourself into believing Bishop is your bestie. He’s a loser loner boy who needs all the friends he can get. But I’m seven friends in one, and your business partner, and I’m all-around awesome. I demand the respect I’ve earned.”

      “I thought you might have been too busy.” I wasn’t the only one spread thin across the city. “I’m sorry.”

      “I am too busy, because of the aforementioned awesomeness, but I’m always here for you.”

      Tugging her closer, I leaned into her side. “Thanks.”

      Tisdale stepped up to Midas’s side and wrapped her arm around his waist.

      I’m not going to lie. I was jealous. I hoped I had time for a hug before the gunshot or flag or whatever.

      Our mass exodus onto the sidewalk left me heading up a procession that reminded me of the march with my allies after we took down the witchborn fae coven. Together. As a city.

      Here we were again, multiple factions, united in their support of…me.

      And here I was, about to risk their futures for my friend.

      “It’s okay to cry.” Bishop kept his voice low. “It’s good to let them see what they mean to you.”

      The tears seeping down my cheeks were three parts love and one part regret.

      “Or they’ll think you’re a huge sap.” Remy snickered, busy pretending everything was okay for the sharp ears around us. “That could play in your favor in the trial. Let the crowd see your big girly eyes full of girly feelings and girly tears rolling down your cheeks. Sympathy ploy, all the way. Then gut the losers in the gauntlet. Seriously. You have swords. Use them.”

      The only weapons allowed in the gauntlet were the ones I had used nightly for the past two years. That gave me Ambrose, aka my wraith, my modified pen, and my swords. That was it. I had planned to wear my usual getup for this part—jeans, sneakers, and a tee—but now I was fancy. It would be much harder to punch holes in me while I was wearing Kevlar-lined everything.

      A sneaking suspicion made me question why my team hadn’t suggested such an outfit, but I figured they were in on it. Linus no doubt used fabrics laced with the strongest legal protections allowed. I just might walk out of the gauntlet in my new duds without a scratch on me.

      Hahaha.

      Yeah.

      I didn’t believe me either.

      Forget the dangers within the gauntlet. Sue was going to fight me tooth and nail when I caught up to her. I wasn’t sure I could reason with her. I would likely have to restrain her. And hope I didn’t get us both killed waiting for the clock to run out.

      The Team Hadley march filled the streets as we paraded the three blocks to the gauntlet’s starting point, and the boisterous crowd rivaled Dragon Con in terms of spectators from this vantage.

      My friends peeled off to take up their posts, and I watched them go as if I would never see them again.

      “Any last words of encouragement?”

      “Be smart, be careful, and don’t be afraid to be ruthless.”

      Expecting an epic Midas pep talk, I started at hearing Tisdale over my right shoulder.

      There was no time to brace before she was on me, squeezing until my ribs groaned a symphony.

      The scent of growing things and sprinkle cookies I associated with her filled my head and my heart.

      “You’re the best mom anyone could ask for.” I withdrew from her warmth. “I hope you know that.”

      “I do my best.” She stepped back to make room for Midas. “That’s all any of us can do.”

      The familiar advice grounded me as I planted one last kiss on Midas’s lips before facing the music.

      Or, in this case, the Grande Dame.

      Aka Clarice Lawson, aka Dame Lawson, aka Linus’s mom, aka my worst nightmare.

      I had ignored her involvement whenever I envisioned tonight. I had ignored her during the whole march. I had ignored her until her gaze bored twin holes to either side of my spine. I couldn’t ignore her any longer.

      The Grande Dame of the Society for Post-Life Management, the woman who had stripped me of the name Pritchard and would have tossed me in a hole to rot for my crimes, stood before me in a crimson silk pantsuit and a pair of spiked black heels I wouldn’t have tried on my best day. She was tall and slim, and her stark white hair, worn down and in waves, glittered under the bright lights of the small stage where she waited before a microphone.

      Between Linus and me, we had done all we could to insulate me from discovery, but the Grande Dame would be Hadley’s biggest test yet. All I could do was pray I passed her inspection.

      “There she is,” she said, voice rich and full, “Hadley Whitaker, Atlanta’s apprentice potentate.”

      A cheer rose that lifted my spirits, but Sue’s appearance sank me back down to earth.

      “You all know why we’re here,” she continued. “The faction heads chose the gauntlet as a means of showcasing the skills Hadley has mastered over the past two years. Most have already made up their minds as to her worthiness, but this is a final chance to sway the opinions of those who might yet be tempted by the competition.”

      Here we go.

      “You’re in for a treat.” Her throaty laughter rang through the night. “We have not one but two participants in tonight’s gauntlet. Sue Billiard, the former Potentate of Phoenix, has challenged Hadley for the vote.”

      A rustle of angry voices swept through the crowd, but those soothed my battered heart.

      For many, this would be the first time they laid eyes on Sue. This was her one shot to wow them and win the majority from me, and she knew it. She would leave nothing on the field. Not when she would pay so dearly for the final outcome.

      “The rules are simple,” the Grande Dame boomed over the murmurs. “Make it to the end alive.” She let the others soak that in. “Since we have two competitors, I suppose that means first one to the end alive wins.”

      From the shadows, Linus stepped up beside her and took possession of the microphone.

      As the reigning Potentate of Atlanta, Linus had the floor. She couldn’t do more than huff at him as he took over proceedings.

      “The gauntlet is an individual test of merit.” He cut his mother a sharp glance. “Your only competitors are yourselves.”

      The speech went downhill from there, as he outlined the rules.

      Once in the gauntlet, there were none.

      Terrifying, yet easy to remember.

      And, as unorthodox as my battle plan was, I was ready. Luckily, there was no rule that forbade one participant from sitting on another until the crowd got bored and the powers that be called the whole thing off.

      Peeking over at Sue, I couldn’t get a read on her and returned my attention to Linus.

      Ambrose uncoiled, slithered up my body, then tapped his finger on my nose.

      Focus, he seemed to be saying. Focus.

      The gauntlet wouldn’t stop just because I did, even if I took Sue out of the running with me.

      It would keep on coming, hunting us, attacking us, until it forced us out or the trial ended in default.

      Each voting faction was permitted six representatives of their species to act as the muscle, the Minotaurs in my maze. Our maze, I corrected myself, with Sue here. The volunteers abided by street rules. Anything goes. Their entire focus was to take us down so hard we couldn’t get back up again.

      To ensure a fair fight, the factions brought in teams from outside Atlanta to avoid friendships or alliances getting in the way of the end game.

      “Take your positions,” Linus ordered. “Once you hear the gunshot, you must enter the gauntlet.”

      As if either of us would back down with the stakes so high.

      A fat white starting line that gave me flashbacks to PE classes in high school was the mark.

      Tamping down the noise, the fear, the worry, the expectations, I homed in on Ambrose.

      “I hope you’re hungry,” I murmured to him as I pulled on my balaclava and gloves. “It’s dinnertime.”

      Unfurling across the pavement, my shadow assumed a wraithlike form for the sake of those with the magic to see him. He rubbed his hands together then snapped back into his mostly Hadley shape.

      The pistol fired, a short pop of sound, and Sue sprinted into the gauntlet’s maw, me on her heels.

      The starting line proved to be more than symbolic. It was magical too. Big magic. Really big magic.

      This must be how they were keeping humans out of harm’s way for the duration.

      A giant mute button had been pushed inside the warded—spelled?—area to enable us to hear and see our opponents. The crowd was blotted out above and beside us by walls of pulsating murk that allowed us to see straight forward but obscured areas where spectators cheered and placed their bets.

      And there were always bets cast in this kind of thing. Always. How many broken bones, severed limbs, gouged eyes, etc.

      Dressed in black tactical pants, a tee, and boots, Sue was proving she had trained hard for this moment. I had to close the gap quick and take her down fast, before she pulled too far ahead for me to catch her.

      Unless the whirling blackness was the spell equivalent of a two-way mirror, the spectators couldn’t see us either. Given the number of kids at the event, maybe it was an attempt at lowering the ratings.

      A sharp prickle along my nape warned me vampires were to be the first obstacle.

      Finally, something was going right. This was the best of all possible outcomes.

      This buffet would top off Ambrose’s tank and fuel us through what was to come.

      A slender woman dressed in a black cat suit emerged from behind a parked car with a knife in one hand.

      Sue danced around her, avoiding the slice of her blade, but spun right into a fight with a grim-faced man.

      “Take a little off the top,” I murmured to Ambrose. “Let me do the rest.”

      Honing himself into a spear, he shot through the woman’s chest once, startling her.

      Strength flowed through him into me as I gripped her wrist and twisted until she dropped her weapon. A quick downward stroke from the pommel of my sword knocked her to her knees, and I brought my knee up under her chin. Her eyes rolled back in her head, and she hit the pavement.

      A quick sideways glance confirmed Sue had moved on to her second opponent, leaving three to go.

      Since these were out of towners, I wasn’t worried about factions working together in this environment. We just had to survive each group as we came across them until I could subdue and stash Sue.

      Two men stepped out onto the street, each with a length of chunky metal chain.

      The first man wrapped it around his fist. The second keep it loose, probably for swinging at my head.

      “You know the drill.” I flicked my fingers at Ambrose. “Cut them down to size.”

      While my shadow got down to the serious business of snacking, I rode his feeding high, using him to give me the speed I needed to rush the guy with the greater reach. Mr. Loose Chain. The thing might as well have been rubber for how easily he twirled it over his head like a frakking helicopter preparing for flight.

      The sword gave me greater reach too, but his arms were longer than mine to start with, and his weapon had a good three feet on mine. This was going to hurt like a mother if his aim was any good.

      Ambrose struck him first then took a second hit to ensure Mr. Loose Chain was having trouble focusing.

      But his helicopter act didn’t slow, and yep. It hurt like blazes when the end of the chain struck my side and wrapped around my middle. A firm yank spun me right to him, but he was too dazed to notice he hadn’t locked down my arms. Quickly, I used the fastest method to escape before he crushed me.

      My sword.

      With one downward slice, I became the reason amputation earned a whole page of warnings.

      A howl rent the night as I carved through his wrist. Without him tugging on me, I shimmied free of the chains then kicked them away from him. His hand went tumbling with it.

      Oops.

      “Put him out of his misery,” I told Ambrose. “No.” I yanked hard on his leash. “I didn’t say kill him.”

      The shadow, grumpy about how fast I caught on to the loophole, pouted that he could only knock him out.

      “Who are you talking to?” The vampire shrieked, flailing his stub. “You’re crazy.”

      Tired of waiting on Ambrose to get the job done, I drew back my arm and punched the vampire hard enough the blood loss helped send him toppling backward onto the pavement. His skull hit with a crack that earned my sympathies.

      Had I been a smidgen less sympathetic, I might have avoided the chain-wrapped fist to the side of my head.

      I went down hard, head bouncing off the pavement, blood filling my mouth, vision going black.

      Without Ambrose pumping me full of healing magic, I wouldn’t have gotten up again.

      “’Brose,” I slurred, wedging my legs under me. “Lil’ hep?”

      He fell on the final vampire, sucking him dry to the edge of death, then force fed that energy to me.

      Sweeping out my leg, I knocked the spasming vampire off his feet onto his back. I raised my leg to stomp his face in, but I lost my balance and almost fell on top of him.

      Awkward.

      In a swirl of shadow, Ambrose whirled around me, catching my attention.

      Sue was nowhere in sight.

      “Frak it.”

      She had beaten her attackers and run, leaving me to the vampires’ tender mercies.

      The volume in my head was surreal. Boom. Boom. Boom. The eye on the injured side of my head refused to open. I had to squint through the other to chart my path forward, aware I was ripe for the picking from whatever faction came next. Even with Ambrose’s help, I was a hot mess.

      “Hadley,” a thready voice wheezed from up ahead. “Over here.”

      Sue.

      Here we go, I thought to Ambrose. This could get messy.

      Stalking toward her, blades in hand, I found a mangled pile of meat. “Goddess.”

      Hunkered down behind a dumpster, just outside the pool of light cast by the nearest lamppost, sat Sue. I winced at the hand she pressed to her stomach, which prevented her insides from leaking through her fingers. The building behind her was the only thing propping her upright.

      She had fought the vampires, all right, but she hadn’t won.

      “Keep an eye out,” I ordered Ambrose. “I can’t afford any surprises.”

      Seven or eight feet closer to her, I encountered a pocket of viscous air that pushed back against me. It reminded me of a ward but not quite. The resistance alerted me to the barrier, but it let me through with minimal effort on my part, almost as if it had been keyed to open for me.

      On the heels of that realization, I stopped an arm’s-length away in case this was an elaborate trap.

      “Can the officials see us?” I glanced back the way I had come. “We’re in a warded space, aren’t we?”

      “They can’t see or hear us.” A sharp wince accompanied each inhale. “There’s only you and me.”

      That was handy, and exactly what I needed in order to run down the clock.

      “We know Jefferies is responsible for the kidnappings.”

      “He knows you know too.” She wet her busted lip. “Those weren’t volunteers out there.”

      “They were Clan Jefferies?” I felt better about the amputation already. “They put a hit out on you.”

      “Yeah.” She laughed, a rasping noise. “They figured out I was…dropping hints and…punished me.”

      Had her fate been meant for me? Had Jefferies planned to gut me until Sue double-crossed him?

      That scenario made sense of their insistence on my entering the gauntlet.

      No wonder their instructions had been vague. I had one job: to die.

      “You set us on the path.” I went to her and took her hand. “You did everything in your power to help.”

      “You have to…get to my family.” She squeezed my fingers. “There’s a…fail-safe.”

      Worst-case scenarios churned through my brain. “What kind of fail-safe?”

      With great effort, she rallied her strength and steadied her voice.

      “The vampire who stabbed me wanted me to die knowing…the bubbles are linked. The second will burst after the first is breached.” She centered herself. “He told me the black witches sold out his master, that you know where your friend is being held. He said you would save your friend and…let my family die.”

      “I hate to burst your bubble—” seriously bad choice of words, “—but that’s not me.”

      Hope fluttered in the pulse at her throat. “Can you save both?”

      Gazes locked, I let her see I was serious. “I can try.”

      “Good.” She exhaled. “Thank you.”

      “Jefferies will have watchers posted to report which of us exits the gauntlet.”

      Sue was in no shape to move, but I couldn’t waltz out and get help without risking both our loved ones.

      “Yes,” she confirmed in a whisper, “but I have a way out.”

      “How?” I scanned the area behind her. “I thought the only way out was through.”

      “Use this.” With her blood, she drew a sigil on the concrete. “It will cut through the magic.”

      Smart of her to come into this with an emergency exit strategy.

      And, in hindsight, this might explain her interest in my magical capabilities.

      Just as I had come armed with contingencies, so had she.

      “Come with me.” I searched her face. “You’ll die if I leave you here.”

      “I was hoping…” she smiled then winced as her swollen lip pulled, “…you would say that.”

      “Hold still.” I rushed past her, Ambrose whirling around me. “Let me open the way first.”

      The modified pen didn’t like brick much, so it was slow going to get the design solid enough to activate. Ambrose pumped energy into the design while I resisted the urge to bite my nails. Slow at first, then gaining speed, the wall twisted and warped, spun and swirled, a whirling vortex of power.

      The portal reminded me of the hop to Faerie and back and made my stomach churn.

      “It’s safe.” Sue attempted to rise again. “I’ll go…first.”

      Bending down, I looped her arm around my shoulders and eased her onto her feet. “Let me help you.”

      “I must…leave of my own accord.” Her smile ended in a grimace. “That’s the only…way…this works.”

      As much as I hated to admit she was right, Linus had been explicit in his instructions.

      We both had to wait out the gauntlet for a draw. That meant we both had to exit of our own free will.

      Before I waffled further, Ambrose read my unease and zipped through it at warp speed.

      White-hot agony splintered in my chest as we were cut off from one another, separated by the wall of magic containing the gauntlet, but it eased up when he stuck his head through and jerked his chin toward the portal.

      Not a portal, I reassured myself. Just a swirly exit door. That’s it.

      Breaking free of me, Sue lurched forward under her own steam and fell through to the other side.

      Picking up one foot, I stuck it through, relieved when it hit solid ground. I drew in a long breath, braced for it, then shifted my weight and slid through into a pocket of normal Atlanta. It ought to have filled me with relief, but dread settled around my shoulders like Linus’s dark cloak.

      I had no phone to book a ride to Lake Lanier, but I wasn’t hanging around to wait on the Grande Dame. She might call a draw, a default, or disqualify Sue and me outright. She didn’t need us present during her deliberation, but the tactical witch coven— They could use every spare hand they could get.

      For better or worse, I was out of the gauntlet. To make that sacrifice worthwhile, I would be there when Neely was pulled out of the water. I deserved to have a win, and I would take that one happily.

      “Fancy meeting you here.”

      I yelped and spun, about to wet my pants. “Remy?”

      “Four, but sure. Close enough.” She glanced down at Sue’s limp body. “I expected trouble, but I did not expect that.” She nudged Sue with her toe. “Is she dead?”

      “She’s well on her way.” I shoved her back. “She doesn’t need your help to get there faster.”

      A thoughtful glint brightened her eyes. “Are you sure?”

      “Get Sue medical assistance.” I pointed a warning finger at her. “Do not kill her.”

      Four grumbled under her breath and wrinkled her nose but gave the impression she would behave.

      “Then call Bishop.” I dropped my arm. “Tell him I’m heading to the lake…after you call me a Swyft.”

      Good grief.

      What a humbling reminder of how dependent upon cell phones we had become as a society.

      “Call Remy.” A faraway look entered her eyes and then she hummed softly. “She’s already in her car.”

      “If I had a phone,” I pointed out, “I wouldn’t be leaving you with a list of calls to make for me.”

      “Take mine.” She reached in her pocket. “Three is a block over.” She handed me her cell. “I’ll use hers.”

      A fresh wash of nausea rose within me before the gratitude hit. “Thanks.”

      “Think how it feels to be trapped inside her and the car when she drives how Sonic the Hedgehog runs.”

      “No thanks.” I placed a hand over my stomach. “I’m already plenty queasy for what lies ahead.”

      Lake Lanier awaited us an hour to the northeast. With Remy driving, I could cut that time in half.

      That gave me thirty minutes to form a plan, implement it, and pray everyone made it out alive.

      

      Afraid of drawing attention, I walked down a few blocks before I broke into a sprint that carried me to the nearest major intersection. I was torn on whether wearing the balaclava made me disappear into the night or the running made me look like a criminal on the loose. Probably door number two.

      About to dial Remy, I leapt back three feet when her lime-green sports car hopped the curb in front of me. The door swung open, and she waved me in.

      Shucking my gloves, I jumped in then demasked. “How did you find me?”

      Other Remys must be posted around the city to keep an eye out if Four and Remy reached me so fast.

      “The phone.” She chuckled. “Bishop gave us fresh burner phones last week to test an app Reece’s been developing that allows me to track any phone it’s downloaded on in real time. It’s way more accurate than the old one. I was tracking Four, but then she passed the spare off to you.”

      Six months ago, I would have balked at the cost of arming all the Remys with individual phones they lost with alarming frequency, but tonight proved why communication was critical between team members.

      “How did Four know where I was in the gauntlet?”

      “Magic.” She took one hand off the wheel to wiggle her fingers. “Why are we zooming off to the lake?”

      This once, I was happy to let her inner speed demon out. Mostly. Though I still wished for Dramamine.

      “Sue was attacked by Jefferies vampires. The one who eviscerated her was nice enough to tell her the bubbles in Lake Lanier are linked. Drop the ward on one, and the other will flood. He wanted her to know I would save Neely and leave her family to drown. That they would die for her failure to follow the rules.”

      “Those special touches really do make all the difference.”

      Unwilling to touch that comment with a ten-foot pole, I dialed the coven leader, Meredith.

      “There’s a fail-safe,” I warned her. “A counterbalance will flood the second bubble after the first is breached.”

      “Um, hello?”

      “Sorry.” Smacking my palm on my forehead, which I instantly regretted, I backtracked. “This is Hadley.”

      Gritting my teeth against the wave of nausea from jostling my head injury, I outlined the latest problem.

      “Thank the goddess we held off on the Billiards.” She blew out a breath. “This will require precision.”

      Had they sprung the family sooner, we would have lost Neely before we ever knew he was in danger.

      “Linus wouldn’t have recommended you to us if you weren’t the coven for the job.”

      “Thanks for the vote of confidence.” She barked orders in the background. “We’ll see you soon.”

      The phone rang the second the call ended, and I braced for bad news. “Hello?”

      “Your mate is coming unglued on the sidelines,” Reece informed me. “Call him.”

      The crowd must be too loud where he was positioned for a call to be smart. That, or he was too near the Grande Dame, and Reece didn’t want me to risk being overheard. Either way, I would do as I was told.

      He ended the call without expressing surprise I was out of the gauntlet or zooming away from Atlanta.

      “Does Reece ever freak you out?” I stared at the phone. “He’s not omniscient for real, right?”

      Between the tracking apps, the surveillance, and his computer skills, he was an oracle of a different kind.

      “He kind of reminds me of that super lame movie you made us watch a few months back. God is a Robot, and He’s Always Watching.”

      “That one’s a classic.”

      “Black-and-white film does not a classic make.”

      “Did you see the twist coming at the end?”

      “The part where the hero poked out God the Robot’s all-seeing eye?”

      With a fountain pen of all things. The ink splatter was truly inspired. “Yes.”

      “A better question is who didn’t see it coming?”

      “God the Robot, that’s who. On account of his eye…” I sighed. “Never mind.”

      None of my friends appreciated classic cinema.

      Unlike ninety percent of my contacts, Midas’s number was one I could dial in my sleep. “Hi, Hot Stuff.”

      “No matter how good, a plan is pointless,” he said calmly after the first ring, “if you don’t stick to it.”

      “Surprise!”

      A long, slow exhale was his response.

      “Vampires came after us hard in the gauntlet.” I skipped the parts about how my ears still rang from the blow I took to the head. “They were on Jefferies’s payroll. They gutted Sue and expected me to leave her to die.” It made my headache worse to cobble together my thoughts. “They told her there was a fail-safe, a countermeasure guaranteed to cost us one bubble or the other. She left to get medical attention, and I headed for the lake to help the coven.” I would rather do that than sit on my hands. “Who all knows we’ve exited the gauntlet?”

      “No one can see in, except the Grande Dame, but she’s informed the faction heads.”

      “Ask Linus to hold his mother off for as long as he can. We need every spare minute we can get.”

      If anyone could sway her, it would be her son. Though I hated forcing him to play the mom card.

      “I’ll fill in the others. We need a plan in case the Grande Dame isn’t moved by Linus’s argument.”

      I loved that he trusted the Grande Dame almost as much as me.

      I would marry him for that alone.

      “Can you let Addie and Boaz know I’m okay? I would call, but you know how Boaz is. He’s a wheedler.”

      This situation was complicated enough without involving my brother, however useful an Elite might be.

      “Consider it done.” He called out to Ford. “I need to start rallying the troops.”

      “Sir, yes, sir.”

      The best medicine was to shut my eyes and let Ambrose work on me until we arrived.

      For once, I took my medicine without complaint.

      Abbott would be proud.
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      A bony hand on my shoulder woke me out of a sound sleep that I hoped wasn’t trauma induced.

      “We’re here, wimp.”

      Hissing through my teeth, I sat up straight. “It feels like we’re still moving.”

      “I bet you’re loads of fun on a boat.”

      The idea of sloshing around on water just now soured my stomach. “We’re about to find out.”

      The car had indeed stopped, and I exited the vehicle on shaky legs.

      Probably head wounds and swimming didn’t mix, but I was willing to risk it, given the coven presence.

      “Hadley?”

      I searched out the voice and identified the coven leader, Meredith Argent.

      “Hey.” I put one foot in front of the other. “Nice to see you again.”

      “Nice to charge you again.” She flashed an impish grin. “You guys always pay invoices same day.”

      “We do what we can to keep everyone happy.” I cut to the chase. “Are you guys ready to do this?”

      “As ready as we can be.”

      A wave of her hand led us down the manmade beach to where a long dock protruded into the water.

      “I want to go in with the team assigned to Neely.” I drew myself taller. “How do I get down there?”

      “We’ve been using diving equipment to avoid potential interaction between the spells we’re casting and the magic fueling the constructs. It’s safer for everyone that way, and it lets us reserve our power. I have a different method in mind for you.”

      “That’s probably wise,” I admitted, second-guessing myself, “since I’ve never gone diving.”

      “Oh, you’ll love this.” A laugh brightened her expression. “We’ll magic you an air bubble helmet.”

      Picturing the fishbowl-style glass helmets used in some old movies, I grinned. “Very science fiction-y.”

      “I thought you would approve, given the marathon we watched while on lockdown at the Faraday.”

      The coven had required sleep, food, and entertainment while they recharged their magical batteries after their contribution to the battle against the witchborn fae.

      Lucky for them, I had an extensive library of films eager for new fans to discover their awesomeness.

      “Before we get started, I need to ask.” I crossed my fingers. “Are there any necromancers here?”

      “One.” She pointed at a man pacing a cruiser on the water. “That’s Higgins. High Society. He’s married to one of our witches. His wife is pregnant and refused to sit this one out. He’s here for the long haul.”

      Rude as it was to ask, I had to know. “He any good?”

      “He was the best in Detroit before moving here, but he’s not in Linus’s league, if that’s what you mean.”

      “Who is?” I hoped my smile conveyed I meant no offense. “There’s no one like him.”

      “Except Grier,” she countered. “I met her last year. She’s cool. A power too.”

      Their magics weren’t the same, exactly, but I could agree their talent ranked on a similar scale.

      “Let me make a call right quick.” I stepped away from Meredith. “How long until our ride’s here?”

      “About a minute.” She pointed out a speedboat heading our way. “You’ve got time if you make it fast.”

      The phone rang in the infirmary, and I asked to speak to the last man who wanted to hear from me.

      Our conversation was short, to the point, and left me filled with dread that I had already failed Neely.

      Meredith and Remy were halfway down the dock when I caught up to them.

      “Here’s our lift.” Meredith waited until the boat nudged the dock before jumping in. “This is Shea.”

      “Hi, Shea.” Not trusting my wonky balance, I sat on the pier then slid in the boat. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Don’t throw up, girl.” She frowned down her nose at me. “You’ve that look about you.”

      With a growl, Remy joined me, sizing up the driver like she was competition.

      “Hold on to your butts,” Shea called as she stomped on a foot throttle. “Away we go.”

      For whatever reason, the water fascinated Ambrose. Without a care in the world, he mimed dipping his fingers in the current then grinned over his shoulder at me. The sudden interest made me question, again, who he had been during his life, but that was a mystery I might never solve.

      In watching Ambrose, I missed the bulk of the short trip to the cruiser, but I tuned in when Shea cut the engine. We floated until we bumped the other vessel then tied ours to its side.

      Higgins, a curious light in his eyes, threw a flimsy ladder over the edge.

      “Higs, we have guests.” Meredith climbed up first. “Hadley and her friend Remy.”

      “The ceremony is over already?” He checked his fancy watch. “I expected more pomp from the Society.”

      “There would have been pomp. Even some circumstance. But I had to see a man about a lake.”

      The ramifications of my actions tallied in his eyes, and respect shone back at me. “I see.”

      “Scooch over.” A hard shove knocked me to one side. “I’m blowing this popsicle stand if you’re not.”

      Remy shimmied up the swaying ladder, eager to escape the small craft, and I stuck close behind her.

      Higgins offered me a hand up I was glad to accept, given how woozy I felt swinging in the breeze.

      “Meredith tells me you’re High Society.” I stepped onto the deck. “Can you help me with something?”

      “Perhaps.” Interest tilted his head in an expectant expression. “What did you have in mind?”

      A grimness settled in his features when I asked my favor, but he agreed to my request without haggling.

      A text chime drew my attention to the burner phone.

      >>The Grande Dame can give you thirty more minutes.

      Had my lips been as stretchy as The Mouth that Swallowed Downtown, I would have kissed Midas.

      >I’ll start the clock.

      Thirty minutes for a rescue mission was tight, maybe impossible, but I would take it.

      I wanted everyone out of their bubbles before the general paranormal public discovered Sue and I were no longer in the gauntlet in case Clan Jefferies had some means of drowning their victims remotely. With black witches involved, I wouldn’t expect anything less.

      >>I’m on my way.

      >See you soon.

      Linus, I was certain, would remain behind to babysit his mother and hold her off for as long as possible.

      “I don’t suppose you have a spare wetsuit?” I still wore my Kevlar ensemble. “Or a swimsuit?”

      “We use our own suits. They’re spelled to the individual wearer. No swimsuits either.”

      “Undies it is then.”

      After I unlaced the heavy boots, I stepped out of them and my clothes to stand in my bra and panties.

      “Don’t panic.” Meredith rested her hand on my bare arm. “This won’t take but a minute.”

      On edge after that warning, I tensed under her touch. “I’ll do my best.”

      The witch held a hand to either side of my ears, chanting until an iridescent dome formed over my head. I didn’t register I was holding my breath until she laughed at my chipmunk cheeks.

      “Breathe.” She shook me by the shoulders. “The spell works fine on land and in water.”

      “That is so cool.” Remy poked it, to no one’s surprise. “Hey, it didn’t pop.”

      “Thank you for testing that.” The urge to smack my friend and business partner was strong. “What will you be doing?”

      “Me, myself, and I are going to patrol the area for unfriendlies.”

      As much as I loved Remy, she was a fighter, not a lover, so that was for the best. And three Remys was a lot of backup for the coven.

      “Dee.” Meredith waved over a short woman already in a wetsuit. “Come here, please.”

      “Hi.” Dee gave me a short wave then turned to Meredith. “What’s up?”

      “Can you give Hadley the rundown?”

      “Teams Three, Four, Seven, and Nine are in position,” she reported. “We have two swimmers per person to get the initial targets to the surface quickly. Five has the spare oxygen tanks and masks. One will remain on standby in the event of an emergency. That leaves Team Two, Six, Eight, and Ten available for secondary target retrieval.”

      The scope of the operation, and the attention to detail, gave me hope we would get everyone out alive.

      “Excellent.” Meredith angled toward me. “We swim with buddies. You’ll be with Dee.”

      Already dreading the plunge into icy water, I plastered on a gung-ho smile.

      Dee checked her tanks, put on her mask, then shoved me over the edge of the boat to Remy’s snarls.

      I hit the water with a splat, my head bouncing oddly off the surface before sinking with the rest of me.

      Oww. Oww. Oww.

      Ambrose thrashed and kicked and generally made an ass of himself.

      Oh, wait.

      He was miming me.

      Oops.

      With that in mind, I stopped acting like a cat thrown into the tub for bath time.

      Bubbles exploded in my vision, and Dee came into view with an apologetic wince.

      “Sorry about that.” She looped a length of rope around my middle and tied it off on a carabiner hooked to her waist. “We do it for all the first-timers. Folks get antsy about the bubble. Nothing like a little shock to push you past the fear.”

      “Well, I was definitely shocked.” I forced myself to breathe normally. “Oh, hey. I can hear you.”

      “Yeah.” She took my hand and pierced the dark water like an arrow. “All part of the spell.”

      “You guys must use it pretty often to have tweaked it so much.”

      No way had they designed such an intricate spell on the spot.

      “We’re a tactical coven, remember? We get called in for all kinds of weird crap.” She snorted. “With Lake Lanier so close to our home base, we spend a lot of time in the water. Pretty sure this place is a hellmouth. You wouldn’t believe the number of bodies we’ve recovered.”

      Bodies.

      “I, uh, didn’t mean it to come out like that. Those were recovery contracts, not rescue.”

      But it could still be Neely, or the Billiards, they fished out of the drink if we failed.

      “I get it.” I spotted more people in the water, all in wetsuits, ready for anything. “How much farther?”

      “See that mound?” She pointed ahead in the murk. “That’s an old barn. Your friend is in there.”

      Until she pointed it out, I mistook it for debris, which it was. Just not the dead trees or muck I expected. The inhabitants of the lake must not have had a use for the barn. The uppermost part had been sheared off, probably when the area was flooded, and it had been left to rot.

      On my periphery, I swore I glimpsed scales. Gray ones, edged in black. And teeth. So many teeth.

      “Don’t look at them,” Dee murmured. “Pretend you don’t see them, and they’ll do the same.”

      “I’ll do my best.” To Ambrose, I thought, Keep an eye on them.

      The shadow was invisible in the gloom, but I sensed his curiosity as to what manner of creatures swam alongside us. They had magic. That much I could tell without Ambrose zinging me. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be salivating at the chance to nibble on them.

      “Meredith is point on the Billiard extraction.” Dee picked up speed. “Neely is being held lower in the lake, so he needs the head start to the surface. We’ll crack the ward surrounding him then let the other team retrieve the Billiards after theirs dissolves.”

      “Okay.” A kick in my pulse sent my gaze skittering toward another scaley side. “Let’s do this.”

      The divers angled straight for the barn, their flippers and experience making descent look easy.

      Meanwhile, poor Dee was stuck working twice as hard to drag me behind her.

      The darkness at this level explained why no one had spotted Neely during their initial sweep of the area. A mountain of rubble where the walls had collapsed in on themselves didn’t help matters. The wide barn doors hung open, but the hayloft had crumbled to the main floor.

      A hard thud in my chest warned me this was about to get real. “You’re sure he’s in there?”

      “The tack room is intact,” she assured me. “It’s a tight fit, but we can get through in single file.”

      Three others ducked in ahead of us, giving me an idea of where to go when our turn came, but Dee was right. We were packed into the ruined main aisle like sardines in a can. The trio ahead must be the ward breakers. They linked hands and began chanting, though I couldn’t hear them, just saw their lips moving in sync and felt their intent spreading through the water around us.

      The door before them fit square in its frame, and they didn’t attempt to open it.

      Light blossomed in the small room, seeping through the cracks, and a percussive ripple punched through me. I flew back, my spine cracking against a fallen beam, but the bubble protected my head. The witches around me were in worse shape. They all had a dazed look about them.

      Ambrose, knuckles poised to rap on my bubble, mimed eating then rubbed his belly.

      “You snacked on the ward?” I would have throttled him if he had substance. “Without permission?”

      A clap of his hands simulated the explosion, and he chomped at the water.

      “You ate the magic the ward flung at us?”

      I had credited the bubble, but this explained why I hadn’t had my bell rung as thoroughly as the others.

      The shadow patted me on the head then reached for the tack room’s doorknob.

      Unnerved at how Ambrose was evolving, my constant state of being lately, I took the hint.

      The door swung open under my hand, revealing a tiny room with a cot, a bucket for waste, and supplies.

      Water filled the space now, causing the contents to float, but I had no doubt the area had been dry until we smashed the bubble with a hammer. And drifting in the center of the flooded cell…

      Eyes shut.

      Tiny bubbles fizzling out the corner of his open mouth.

      No. No. No.

      This was not happening. This was not how it ended. I was not going to lose him.

      Not here, not now, not after everything I had already sacrificed.

      At that moment, I would have given anything to yank the bubble over my head and down onto his.

      “Neely.” I kicked off the door and launched myself at him. “Hang on.” I dragged him out. “I’ve got you.”

      Such a big personality ought to have taken up more space, but his thin frame glided gently in my wake.

      The other witches were coming around, but the one I aimed for, the one with the spare oxygen tank and mask, had yet to shake off impact with a chunk of concrete that had no business in a barn.

      I needed this witch, even if I had to jostle her awake.

      Out of my depth, literally, I spun and bumped into Dee.

      “Let me.” She nudged me aside, swiftly accessing the equipment and sliding the mask over his head. “He needs to get topside ASAP.” Unless I missed it, Neely wasn’t breathing. “He’s swallowed half the lake.”

      “Go.” I shoved him at her. “I’ll help the others.”

      Once she got him clear of the wreckage, three more divers latched on to his arms and legs.

      They kicked toward the surface for all they were worth. As much as I wanted to follow, I stayed put.

      Heart beating a mile a minute, I returned to the dazed witch who had carried the spare tank.

      “Pretty sure you can’t hear me.” I lifted her gently. “I’m going to get you out of here, okay?”

      Careful not to bang her head on the way out, I released her to her coven, who spirited her away.

      The others had come around by the time I returned to check on them. They followed me out under their own steam, which was good. I was running low myself. I had doubts about reaching the surface with Dee gone. Ambrose had eaten a lot during the gauntlet, but he had burned most of that up while healing me.

      Thankfully, two of the remaining witches hooked their arms through mine and gave me a lift.

      We breached the surface in minutes and took turns climbing up the ladder into the boat.

      “Oh.” I jolted when Dee was kind enough to burst my bubble. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” She helped me stand. “Your friend is right over here.”

      The dive team formed a loose circle around Neely’s drenched form, and Higgins knelt beside his head.

      “Well?” I scanned their pinched faces. “How is he?”

      “He doesn’t want to see a mirror,” Neely rasped and coughed. “God only knows how I must look.”

      The coven made way for me, and I plopped down beside Neely, my hands taking his.

      “Beautiful,” I told him, and I meant it. “You’re in the top-five best things I’ve ever laid eyes on.”

      “Lie to me some more.” He smiled faintly. “It’s making me feel better.”

      “Okay, I will, but there’s something you need to do first.” I waved to get Dee’s attention. “Get this man a phone.” I pictured Cruz in his hospital bed. “He’s got a call to make.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Twelve

          

          
            
              [image: ]
              [image: ]
            

          

        

      

    

    
      Sitting at the end of the pier, I swung my legs over the water and stared at my exhausted reflection.

      A sleek head broke the surface, forcing me to hold still or risk kicking Sean in his cute little seal face.

      “Hey.” I didn’t know what else to say except the obvious. “Are the kids okay?”

      Magic shuddered around him and left Sean the Selkie treading water in human form.

      The Billiards had been anchored closer to shore, so that was where their rescuers had brought them.

      “Yes.” His dark eyes bored into mine. “Thanks to you.”

      An awkward moment lapsed where we both stared at one another in utter exhaustion.

      “I’m sorry for what was done to your friend.” His black eyes glittered. “For what was done to you.”

      “All part of the job,” I joked, but it fell flat, seeing as how I had no job. “I’m just glad you’re all okay.”

      “What will happen to Sue?”

      “Seeing as how the Grande Dame is in town, I imagine she will make that ruling personally.”

      As much as I hoped Sue would walk out of Atlanta unscathed, I couldn’t promise him that, so I didn’t try.

      I would do everything in my power, which might not amount to much after this, to ensure she was pardoned for her unwitting participation in Clan Jefferies’s scheme.

      There was nothing I could say or do to make this any better or easier on anyone, so I changed topics.

      “Sue told us the vampire who kidnapped you had your pelt.”

      “Selkies have been controlled with their pelts since our beginning. We guard them with our lives. The vampire found my decoy.” Sean’s breath rippled across the water. “I didn’t let them know otherwise. I was biding my time in case they gave me an opportunity to escape with the children.”

      A yell from the manmade beach drew his attention to where a lanky teen waved his arms over his head.

      “I should go.” His skin rippled as his pelt began to merge with him. “The kids need me.”

      “Sean?” I caught him as the change swept over him. “I’ll do everything in my power for Sue.”

      With a dip of his chin, the seal slid under the water, carving a wake as he sped toward the shore.

      Footsteps drew my attention to the dock behind me, but I was too tired to turn my head. “Yes?”

      “Thank you.”

      Okay, scratch that. I must be hallucinating. I whipped my head around to find Cruz standing there with puffy eyes, dressed in saggy pack sweats. Lost in my own head, I hadn’t noticed the cavalry had arrived.

      Cruz filled his lungs like a man who hadn’t breathed in years. “He’s alive.”

      “I’m sorry we didn’t find him sooner, but I’m grateful for the outcome.”

      “You took the correct steps.” He spun his wedding ring. “In the event the worst had happened...”

      “I was aware of your wishes for him to be resuscitated, but I wanted your express permission.”

      “I appreciate that more than you can know.” He lowered his head. “I hope this won’t cost you the potentate seat.”

      “If it does, it does.” I dipped my toes in the water. “I made the only choice I could live with.”

      “I need to get back to him.” Cruz met and held my stare. “I’m in your debt.”

      The edge of my lips curved an upward path. “There’s no debt between friends.”

      While Cruz didn’t agree we were friends, he didn’t disagree, which meant we were totally friends now.

      Ambrose manifested then jerked his chin behind us.

      A second or two later, a set of footsteps I would recognize anywhere padded toward me.

      Warm fabric smelling of Midas slid over my head as he clothed me in his tee. “Hey.”

      Grunting, he sat beside me then hauled me onto his lap. “Hey back.”

      “Any update on Sue?”

      “She won’t be running gauntlets anytime soon, but she will make a full recovery.”

      Moonlight rippled on the water, drawing my eyes to the soft glow, and we listened to frog song.

      Midas rubbed his chin over my hair. “Ready to go?”

      “In a minute.”

      I was in no rush to return to Atlanta.

      I was too afraid of what awaited me.
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      The crowd remained where I had left them hours ago, which surprised the heck out of me. I’d expected them to ditch when it got boring. Then again, learning the two rats dumped in a maze had chewed a hole to escape rather than capture the cheese at the end was drama enough to make them salivate.

      Or something.

      I was frakking tired.

      I could be forgiven a cheese metaphor. Was it a metaphor?

      No clue.

      Brain too mushy.

      Midas held my hand as we took the stairs to the small, raised platform erected for the Grande Dame. She rose when we reached the top and slid her gaze over me. I was mostly dry, dressed in my gauntlet finest, but I smelled like lake water.

      “Hello again, Ms. Whitaker.” Her lips pulled tight. “Imagine my surprise when I discovered the woman who professed to love this city enough to want to be its protector disappeared without a word in the middle of her trial.”

      “I—”

      “I’m not finished, Ms. Whitaker.”

      The way she said my last name gave me chills, as if she were taunting me with it. As if she knew.

      Forcing my knees to quit wobbling under her regard, I straightened my spine and squared my shoulders.

      “Only slightly less shocking than an apprentice abandoning her trial was discovering the woman who pled her case for a second chance so passionately had also exited the gauntlet without permission, of her own free will.” Her gaze touched on Linus. “That leaves us with a draw, by my reckoning.”

      For what felt like the first time since Neely was taken, I took a full breath.

      “Crimes were committed tonight,” she continued, leaving me in a cold sweat as I waited for the other shoe to drop. “Crimes against the Society, against the Office of the Potentate of Atlanta, and against yourself and Sue Billiard, as well as her family.” Her lips thinned. “Six members from Clan Kretzmer were killed so that members of Clan Jefferies could take their places in the gauntlet.”

      A shuddering exhale parted my lips as her wrath swung away from me.

      “Given the involvement of several out-of-state factions, such as Clan Kretzmer and Sue Billiard, I have decided the trial for this conspiracy will not be held in Atlanta.” Her mouth was a red slash of malice. “Clan Jefferies, and their cohorts, will be held accountable at the Lyceum at my earliest convenience.”

      The Lyceum was located in Savannah, in the seat of necromantic power in the United States, and it guaranteed a spectacle.

      I had been tried there, as Amelie Pritchard, convicted and sentenced.

      I still had nightmares about all those tiers of judging eyes staring down at me.

      “Your team was very thorough in assembling its defense of your absence.” The Grande Dame’s eyes glittered with pride. “It’s no small thing, what my son accomplished in this city during his tenure as potentate.”

      “I agree,” I said quietly, unsure if I was allowed to speak.

      “What you have managed to accomplish is even greater.”

      Jaw falling open, I couldn’t find words enough to string together an answer.

      “You’ve made impressive inroads in uniting this city and its factions. You’ve overcome more obstacles in the last year than most seasoned potentates face in their entire careers. Others would have balked, or at the very least, asked for assistance. You did neither, unless lives were on the line. You have been determined to make your own way, and I respect that.” She swept her gaze across the crowd. “But tonight, though you acted for the greater good, you failed to complete your trial.” She spread her hands. “The formalities must be observed, you understand, in order for our vote to be validated.”

      Hope kindled in my chest, and I couldn’t stop from taking a step forward. “Do you mean…?”

      “My son has dedicated years into shaping you as his protégé.” She jerked her chin higher. “Failure will not stain his name based on a coup orchestrated by vampires and their petty feuds.”

      A low growl poured from Midas, but I put my foot on his and applied subtle pressure to shush him.

      I didn’t care why she gave me a second chance. I was too grateful to hear I had earned it.

      The Grande Dame was the sort of woman who could see no fault in her child, not because her child was faultless, though Linus was a remarkable man in his own right, but because of how those shortcomings might reflect upon her.

      “Volunteers,” she called. “Take your positions. The gauntlet resumes in ten minutes.”

      Exhaustion weighted my limbs, and my brain sloshed from my dunk in the lake, but I could do this.

      Glancing over my shoulder, I found my mate smiling at me with such pride my chest ached like it wanted to crack down the middle. Boaz and Addie had found him too. Along with Bishop and Remy. And Linus. I had a long way to go. I had a lot left to do. But it was hard to be down on myself with so many hands ready to catch me when I stumbled.

      Amusement played on her lips when the Grande Dame gestured to the starting line. “Ms. Whitaker?”

      I was beyond words, hugs, well wishes. I was beyond anything but putting one foot in front of the other. I didn’t know how I would stack up against the volunteers. I might have to crawl out of this thing.

      I am enough. I am enough. I am enough.

      The pistol fired, the sound echoing in the utter quiet from the spectators. I limped over the line, a knot in my throat, ears ringing, and then I heard it.

      Hadley. Hadley. Hadley.

      The crowd was chanting my name.

      Hadley. Hadley. Hadley.

      Forcing my shoulders back, I entered the magical barrier shielding the gauntlet and pulled up short.

      The vampires who gutted Sue had been replaced with members of Clan Morton, who inclined their heads to me as I passed without budging an inch. I kept a wary eye on them, afraid it was a trap, but they let me pass unscathed through their territory.

      Palms clammy, I summoned Ambrose, but he appeared as confused as me.

      The lions, which I hadn’t reached last time, came next.

      Gray, alpha of the Kingsman Lions, broke from his pride to help me walk through their patch of territory.

      “Thanks,” I murmured to him, confused. “Is this legal?”

      “Let them try to stop me.” He kissed my cheek and released me. “Finish strong.”

      I lifted a hand in a puny wave then shuffled on to the gwyllgi section. I sucked in a breath when I spotted Hank. He was on his knees, head bowed. I went to him and tugged on his shirt sleeve.

      “You don’t have to do that.” I yanked harder and almost toppled myself. “Come on, get up.”

      “No.” He turned crimson eyes on me. “Finish strong, beta.”

      A silver sheen made it hard to see as I nodded to him and then to the others I passed, also kneeling.

      As I crossed into the next section, I heard the click-clack of warg claws on pavement.

      “Ambrose,” I breathed, reaching for my swords. “This might get ugly.”

      But the wolves fell in line behind me, an escort, and when I crossed into what must be the final section, they tipped their heads back and howled encouragement that swelled in my chest.

      The final faction was my own. Necromancers. And I almost swallowed my tongue when I saw her.

      The Grande Dame carried a long sword in her right hand.

      This was it. The end. I couldn’t defeat her. She was the Grande Dame for a reason.

      And frak that was a massive sword. I would have to glue both of mine together to make one that long.

      “I am not often surprised,” she said, strolling closer, “but you managed it, Amelie Madison.”

      The sound of my birth name on her lips turned my heart to a stone that plummeted into my feet, making them too heavy to lift, let alone run for my life.

      “I wasn’t certain until I saw your wraith, but you’re her.”

      “I am.”

      I barely heard my answer. Scratch that. It was a confession.

      Thank the goddess the gauntlet was concealed and muted from the spectators, or I would be toast in more ways than one.

      “I’m not a fan of surprises, and this is one that could blow up in the Society’s face should you go rogue.” A frown tipped her ruby lips. “Again.”

      “I can’t promise you I won’t screw up.” I trembled at the flex of her elegant fingers on the sword’s hilt. “I will. I can’t promise I will be perfect. I won’t. But I will continue to work every day to deserve the faith and trust the citizens of Atlanta have given me as Hadley Whitaker.”

      “You have an understanding with my son,” she surmised. “He would never allow this otherwise.”

      To speak was to incriminate him, so I kept my mouth shut and my head down until she chuckled softly.

      “He will kill you if you embrace your darker nature. No matter how it hurts him, or his wife, he will do his duty.” A line appeared across her brow, faint and then gone. “You understand that, don’t you?”

      “I’m counting on it.”

      The Grande Dame studied me then gave a curt nod as if she had found what she had expected to see.

      “The damage to my son’s reputation, should this come to light, would be catastrophic. For his sake, I am willing to overlook this deceit and allow you to ascend. With conditions we will discuss, at length, at a later date.”

      I would take it. It wasn’t the win I wanted, but goddess, I would take it.

      “However,” she began, and my chest contracted until breathing hurt, “I will endorse you because of your actions. Today and every day since your arrival in Atlanta, you have put these people first. You have shown me that perhaps not all dybbuk are the demons we have feared them to be, and for that reason, I will offer you a pardon for your deceit as Hadley Whitaker.”

      Neck bowed until it ached, I rasped, “Thank you.”

      “Kneel.”

      That snapped my head up, and I couldn’t help staring at the very sharp blade on her very long sword.

      “Kneel.”

      From the moment I claimed Hadley Whitaker as my name, I had been living on borrowed time. Had I chosen a quiet life, I could have lived it to its completion with no one ever being the wiser. But I had chosen to step into the spotlight, to welcome inspection, to offer myself up to the public eye and tell them to look their fill as I led by example. Or died trying.

      With an embarrassing amount of effort, I knelt before her and lowered my head once more, hoping the gorgeous pantsuit Neely had designed for tonight wouldn’t end up being what I wore to my own funeral.

      “Show me your palms.”

      The Grande Dame drew her blade across each hand before my sluggish brain processed the sting.

      “Place your wounds flush with the pavement,” she instructed. “This will hurt, but it will be a brief pain.”

      Following her instructions, I let my blood seep into the concrete in a crimson stain.

      “Repeat after me.” She loomed over me, her shadow eclipsing mine. “I, Hadley Whitaker, claim this city and its people. I place them under my protection until such time that I am no longer called upon to defend them, either by choice or by disgrace or by death.”

      The last line freaked me out a little, as it should, but I got it out all in one go.

      “Atlanta is mine to protect, mine to tend, and mine to caretake. Its people are mine to defend, mine to nurture, and mine to rule by the laws set down by the Society in the best interests of the people.”

      She let me stumble through that bit then smiled in the faint way her son had inherited from her.

      A slight pressure filled my head, and a faint presence whispered through my mind, soothing and familiar.

      Atlanta.

      The bond was fragile, barely rooted, but it was there, and I would help it grow.

      “Hold steady,” she ordered, lifting the blade. “You won’t feel a thing.”

      The tip of the blade brushed my left shoulder, and I tasted bile.

      “Amelie Madison is dead.”

      The sword lifted, leaving my head attached, then tapped on my right.

      “Long live Hadley Whitaker, the Potentate of Atlanta.”

      A hand appeared in my line of sight, and I pressed a kiss to her knuckles like they do in the movies.

      “That was…unnecessary.” She wiped her hand on her pants. “I was merely going to help you stand.”

      “Oh,” I said meekly. “I was just grateful to still have my head.”

      The Grande Dame laughed, a short bark that raised the hairs down the back of my neck.

      “Rise,” she ordered me. “Begin your reign as you mean to go on, Hadley Whitaker.”

      One at a time, I wedged my feet under me. Slowly, painfully, I stood. Then, still eyeing that sword, inched back just in case. “What about the vote?”

      “As it happens, there is no written law stating the vote must occur after the trial. Only that the trial must be completed for the results to be validated.” She extended her hand. “Your mate explained the situation. We voted while you were off saving the day. It was a masterful stroke, you know. Had anyone been on the fence, they would have sided with you based on your actions tonight alone.”

      After I wiped my palm clean, I took her hand. “I did what I thought was right.”

      “That is why my son chose you, why these people have chosen you.”

      The magic burst around us, fizzling until the gauntlet was released back into the rest of the city.

      Thrusting my arm in the air, she called out, “I give you Hadley Whitaker, the Potentate of Atlanta.”

      Cheers and screams erupted, their volume deafening. A chant began, picking up speed, and I wept.

      Long may she reign. Long may she reign. Long may she reign.

      “Thank you,” I murmured to the Grande Dame. “For your mercy.”

      “Tell my son, when you see him, that he and I have much to discuss.”

      Swallowing hard, I nodded. “Yes, ma’am.”

      The Grande Dame inclined her head to me then made her way to a waiting crimson sedan.

      Strong arms enclosed me from behind and lifted me off my feet. “Congratulations.”

      Midas’s warmth at my back allowed me to relax for the first time in what felt like forever. “Thanks.”

      The Remys swarmed me, prying me from Midas’s arms. They tossed me in the air and caught me.

      Once. Twice. Three times…

      Then I started dry-heaving, and they scattered, but the joke was on them. I had an empty stomach.

      “Whoa.” Bishop took my arm to steady me. “You okay, kid?”

      “Never been better.” I tackled him. “I’m your boss for real.”

      “I’ve been waiting for this day.” He embraced me right back. “You’ll sign off on anything.”

      “Jerk.” I shoved him, and Linus took his place. “Hey, I didn’t expect you to stick around.”

      “And miss this?” A tiny smile graced his face. “Grier is with Neely, but she sends her congratulations.”

      He stuck out his hand, but I flung myself at him, and his quiet laughter filled my ears.

      “Thank you, thank you, thank you,” I chanted with my arms in a chokehold around his neck. “So much.”

      “You deserve happiness.” His breath was cool on my cheek, his hand awkward as it patted my back. “Your past is just that, Hadley, your past.”

      “I got snot on your shirt.” I withdrew, wiping my eyes. “Sorry about that.”

      “A badge of honor.”

      A laugh got stuck in my throat. It was such a Linus thing to say.

      “And, Hadley?” He paused. “Don’t give me too much credit. You did this. This was your win. Not mine.”

      The complete opposite response from that of his mother, which reminded me.

      “Your mom told me to pass on that you guys need to talk.” I dipped my chin. “One guess about what.”

      A cold mask settled over his features before he could shake it free. “I see.”

      “I’ll share the details later.” I scanned the crowd to explain my hesitation. “In private.”

      “That would be best.” He gave me a parting shoulder squeeze. “Enjoy your party.”

      Sure enough, while I was blubbering all over people, the gauntlet had transformed into a block party.

      Bishop caught my eye then pointed to Midas and waved us over to join him and Hank.

      “So much for taking the rest of the night off,” I joked as I took Midas’s hand. “Any idea what’s up?”

      “None.” His pride hit me so hard I had to glance away from him. “Mom will be here to congratulate you in person soon, but she had an errand to run first.”

      Narrowing my eyes on him, I asked, “An errand?”

      Tisdale had left during the gauntlet, part two, to run an errand.

      Mmm-hmm.

      Yeah.

      Sure.

      Pushing that aside, I braced for what news Bishop had to share. “Kitten up a tree?”

      “Kitten?” Bishop eyed me like I had finally lost my last marble. “What are you talking about?”

      “I was hoping for a simple problem.” I rolled my hand. “Like a kitten stuck up a tree.”

      The guys exchanged glances then ignored my imaginary kitten, tree and all.

      “I would like to introduce you to someone.” Bishop punched Hank in the shoulder. “Meet…Milo.”

      This was so much more confusing than my kitten and its tree. Maybe I really had lost my marble. “Milo?”

      For the first time since I met him, Hank offered me a genuine smile that stretched from ear to ear. The transformation shook me. I gaped at him, waiting for them to give me more to go on, because this couldn’t be right.

      Hank? Doorman Hank? He was Milo? My Milo? OPA Milo? Funny Milo? Warm Milo? Flirty Milo?

      “No way.” I poked his cheek, but yep. He was really real and really Hank. “You hate me.”

      “I don’t hate you.” He rolled his eyes, sounding more like himself. “I have to maintain my cover.”

      “Did you know about this?” I spun toward Midas. “Um, no.” I cringed. “I can see you that you didn’t.”

      Red was a good color on Midas, but anger mottled his cheeks until the splotches made him look like the loser in a tomato sauce fight.

      “I cleared it with Tisdale.” Hank lowered his gaze a notch. “I would never endanger the pack.”

      “We know that.” I squeezed his arm. “It’s a shock is all.”

      “When Linus assembled his team, I wanted it to have a gwyllgi voice,” he said softly, “even if they didn’t know it.”

      A more suspicious person might wonder if Linus hadn’t been setting me up to found the Atlanta Alliance. But the OPA members, aside from Bishop and Lisbeth, had been anonymous up to this point. Half still kept their identities secret.

      For the sake of my sanity, I would chalk this up to great minds thinking alike.

      Or I could blame coincidence, which would make Bishop pull out his hair.

      Beside me, Midas took a deep breath, then he extended his arm. “Thank you for protecting her.”

      “I was in it for the pack,” Hank confessed, shaking Midas’s hand, “but it’s definitely come in handy since you went and fell in love with the POA.” He slanted me an exasperated look. “An incredibly accident-prone POA.”

      “You’re supposed to be on my side,” I grumbled. “Milo.”

      “I’m loyal to you and your office above even the pack.” Hank winked. “Tisdale gave me permission to switch my primary allegiance about the time you two announced your mating. Technically, I’m a lone wolf, but I’m still a member of the pack.”

      “You and I will talk,” Midas promised him. “Later.”

      Midas and I would also have to talk later to set down rules for his treatment of my team member.

      This day could not get any weirder.

      Hank was Milo.

      Milo was Hank.

      I couldn’t wrap my head around it.

      “I have to get back to it.” Hank indicated the Faraday. “See you later, boss.”

      “Hey, Hank.”

      As he turned, I threw caution to the wind and tackled him. “Thank you for trusting me with this.”

      “Things keep getting hotter here.” He turned me loose, still grinning. “It was more important to me that you knew OPA support was always close than to preserve my anonymity.” He rolled a shoulder. “And I trust you. Not because you’re pack. You’ve proven yourself, and I don’t mean what went down tonight.”

      “I appreciate your faith.”

      Arranging his features into their usual grumpy scowl, he resumed his Hank persona.

      A thought occurred to me, given his workload. “How do you hold down two full-time jobs?”

      “Remy isn’t the only one who can be in two places at once.”

      “Oh, my Goddess.” I clutched my chest. “You have an identical twin. Which of you is the evil one?”

      Not a single facial tic admitted if I was right or wrong as he set off at a lope for the Faraday.

      “This explains why he’s always there when I leave or return home,” I mused. “The little stalker.”

      I was so proud of him. I would have never suspected he was embedded so close to me. He did good.

      His big reveal did leave me wondering who Reece and Anca might be, but that was their secret to share. Or not. I was happy either way. Curious, but content my team was a well-oiled machine.

      The scent of meat hitting the grill set my stomach growling loud enough to raise eyebrows around me.

      From the heart of the crowd, Addie and Boaz rushed me, sweeping me up into a two-sided hug that held my feet off the ground while they squished, squeezed, and smooched me. The typical embarrassing stuff older siblings inflicted on their younger counterparts. Almost worse than the parents in fifties sitcoms.

      Sure, I shoved them away and wiped off their kisses with my palms, but I loved every second of it.

      Midas rescued me from my siblings, and, in one smooth transaction, Ford swooped in to claim them.

      He talked their ears off while guiding them toward the food and entertainment, allowing me a breather. They were in town for the week, so there would be plenty of time to catch up with them tomorrow.

      If the past few days had been a nightmare, then this—right here, right now—was a dream come true.

      Arm around my shoulders, Midas tucked me against him. “Are you going to change into your Torres original?”

      “If I go to our room,” I confessed, guilt twisting my stomach, “I’m going to fall asleep, not get dolled up.”

      When Neely heard his masterpiece went unworn, he would murder me. Maybe I could soothe his ego by wearing it to the wedding reception instead. It wasn’t like the color mattered when my wedding was as nontraditional as it got. The matching tie for Midas would fit that idea nicely too.

      “You need to make the rounds,” Bishop advised me. “Everyone wants to congratulate you.”

      “The pack set up six buffet tables.” Midas tempted me. “One is all chocolate.”

      “Those are my kind of rounds.” Cookies. Donuts. Cakes. “Let’s start there.”

      “I thought you might say that.” He leaned down to claim my lips, and my toes curled in my boots. “Coming with us, Bishop?”

      “Those tornado potatoes aren’t going to eat themselves.” He patted his stomach. “Why does food always taste better when you put it on a stick?”

      “It’s truly one of life’s greatest, and most delicious, mysteries.”

      Focused on the guy frying the spiral cut spuds on skewers, Bishop hunted his prey of choice.

      “My daughter, the potentate.” Tisdale’s voice carried over the din. “Congratulations.” She kissed my forehead. “I couldn’t be prouder.”

      The world blurred around the edges of my vision as her words sank into me and soothed the ragged edges of old wounds. They would flare up again, they always did, but Tisdale gave me precious relief.

      “Thanks.” I ditched her son to tuck myself against her side. “It doesn’t feel real yet.”

      “You’ve had a big day.” She rubbed her hand over my back. “You know what would make it better?”

      “Eating my weight in chocolate and then taking a weeklong nap?”

      “I was thinking more along these lines.” She guided me away from the crowd. “We bought you a little something to celebrate your promotion.”

      “We?”

      “The pack and I.” She grinned at Midas. “Not even my son has seen it yet.”

      Brows dipping low, Midas searched his mother’s face. “I’m alarmed you felt the need to hide it from me.”

      “I wanted to surprise you both.” She cupped my shoulders. “Are you ready, sweetheart?”

      “Yes?”

      “Close your eyes,” she instructed. “Both of you.”

      The problem with closing my eyes was I wasn’t certain I could crank them open again.

      “Yeehaw,” Ford shouted. “Ride ’em, cowgirl.”

      “Your Texas is showing,” I yelled blindly. “Tuck it in before I trip over it.”

      Tisdale must have moved behind me because her chin rested on my shoulder. “Open your eyes.”

      A massive black beast of a pickup truck idled at the curb. The driver side door stood open, and the smell of its new leather interior wafted to even my weaker nose. I laughed at the squeak toy alien from Toy Story hanging from the rearview mirror.

      Color me surprised that Ford had upgraded his beloved truck.

      “Well?” Tisdale leaned around me, concern knitting her brow. “What do you think?”

      “About?” I scanned the area in search of a box or bag or bow. “Where is it?”

      Ford slid in front of me. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      “Uh, three?” I swatted them out of my face. “Why?”

      “That’s your gift.” He walked over to the truck and gave it a pat on the fender. “Can you see it now?”

      The horizon tilted to one side as it hit me Tisdale had bought me a frakking truck. A monster of a truck. It stole my voice, and more stupid tears threatened when I should have run dry hours ago. I drifted around it in a daze, pausing at the tailgate when I spotted the license plate.

      BMEUP

      “Beam me up,” I read, laughing. “This is mine?”

      “You spend a fortune on Swyft,” Tisdale lectured. “This way, you can save money.”

      The motherly sentiment swelled my heart to the bursting point.

      “I’ll have to learn to drive in Atlanta traffic.” I continued around to the hood. “That’s scary.”

      “You’ll get the hang of it,” Tisdale assured me. “I have no doubt.”

      “And if you don’t,” Midas said, amusement thick in his voice, “you can get Remy to teach you.”

      A shudder rippled the length of my spine as I pictured her yelling directions at me from the bench seat.

      “I’ll figure it out.” I patted the truck, already growing attached to the USS Enterprise. Or maybe I would name her the Enterpickup. “Well, Midas?”

      He crossed to me, but he didn’t spare the vehicle a second glance. “I’m surprised.”

      “You don’t look surprised.” I sashayed over to him. “You look…”

      …like he was ready to test out the bench seat, horizontally.

      Clearing my throat, I tucked my hormones back into my pants where they belonged. “So, food?”

      “Yes,” he growled, his gaze sparking crimson. “I could eat.”

      All of a sudden, I could sympathize with Little Red once Big Bad had her in his sights.

      “I’ll take my hug and go.” Tisdale shooed her son back. “You two enjoy the night.”

      “This is a ridiculous gift.” I let her steal another embrace. “I don’t know what to say.”

      “Well, I’m planting a new garden next week. Perhaps you could pick up my order and drive it out?”

      “Sure.” I was happy to help. “I can do that.”

      With a pat on my cheek, she disappeared into the crowd with Ford, leaving me alone with Midas.

      “You see what she did there,” he pointed out. “She bought you a truck so she can send you on errands and force you to spend time with her.”

      “Yeah.” I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Pretty awesome, right?”

      A mother-daughter relationship was a new concept for me. Okay, a healthy mother-daughter relationship. Tisdale might as well walk around wearing a free hugs shirt. She handed them out all the time. I didn’t have to ask. She was just there—ready to embrace me. All of me. Even the bad parts I had worked so hard to change. She cared about me. She valued me. And she was wise enough to see I was still figuring out how to make this work between us. The truck was a gift, but it wasn’t the gift.

      The real present from Tisdale was an open invitation to spend time with her.

      “How am I still crying?” I wiped my cheeks with my palms. “I can’t see for my eyes leaking.”

      “Then let me be your guide.”

      Hand in hand, Midas and I made our way to the sweets. It was slow going, with all the handshakes, hugs, and congratulations, but it was the perfect culmination of having my nose to the grindstone for two long years. He borrowed a pair of folding lawn chairs once we ate our fill, and we settled in for the festivities.

      Friends stopped back to chat, vendors brought me more food, which might have been the best part, and new friends were made. Food, music, and happiness did that, brought people together.

      Tonight, I was the epicenter, and ripples spread from my interactions with all these people.

      My people.

      My city.

      Down deep, Atlanta stirred within me, our bond a tickle in the back of my brain.

      A tickle Ambrose…didn’t appear to notice.

      Now wasn’t that interesting?

      Maybe Midas wasn’t the only one with new channels seared into his gray matter. Maybe the vow I took, the blood I spilled, had forged a pathway belonging solely to Atlanta and me. That was a happy thought.

      The block party rocked until dawn touched the horizon, and the city’s human population began to wake.

      “The party’s winding down.” Midas took my hand. “Ready to go home?”

      A cranky toddler had nothing on me as I lifted my arms over my head. “Up.”

      “Aww.” Bishop, who’d joined us around my third slice of cake, got to his feet. “Baby Hadwee is sweepy.”

      Narrowing my eyes on him, I curled my lip. “Grr.”

      “You two will make cute babies one day.” He pinched my cheek. “Oh, wait. One of you already is one.”

      I chomped my teeth at his fingers, which earned me a laugh from Midas, but Bishop only cooed louder.

      “If you want to keep those attached, Bishop, quit while you’re ahead.” Midas turned his back on me, and he knelt facing away. “Climb on.” He waited until I complied to grip my chunky boots in a lock around his waist then rose slowly. “Let’s get you home.”

      “Home sounds good.” I propped my chin on his shoulder. “Really good.”

      Stuffed with dessert, smoked meats, and an unholy amount of nachos, one of the most versatile foods known to mankind, I was asleep and drooling down his nape before he cleared the block.
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      The alarm trilled on my phone, and my eyes popped open with an eager glint for the night ahead.

      Midas rolled out of bed, gloriously naked, and stretched until his spine popped like bubble wrap.

      “Ready for your first night of official Potentating?”

      “Hmm?”

      The flex of his spine distracted me there for a minute. Or maybe it was his butt. Probably his butt.

      The look he threw over his shoulder told me I was busted. “Want to shower with me, Ms. Potentate?”

      “I’m not sure, Mr. Beta.” I pulled the covers up to my chin. “It’s mighty comfy under this blanket.”

      “Suit yourself.” He padded into the bathroom. “I’ll be out in a few.”

      Alone in the room, I mashed a pillow to my face to muffle my squeals while I kicked my feet with glee.

      Against all odds, I was the Potentate of Atlanta. The POA. The boss.

      I was…so far beyond happy no word existed to describe the utter joy in my heart.

      Midas exited the bathroom with a towel around his hips, and I admired the view for a heartbeat or ten.

      “That shower set a new world record.” I tried to play it cool. “Your hair’s not even wet.”

      “Mom called.” He held his phone in one hand and his pants from last night in the other. Neither of us had the energy to ring the hamper last night. We tossed our clothes on the bathroom floor where they fell and left them. “I’m needed at the den.”

      There was no point in showering now if he planned on running on all fours while he was there.

      “Everything okay?” I shoved upright in bed. “Do you need help?”

      “A teen couple snuck into a cabin, lit one hundred candles for romance, fell asleep without blowing them out, and woke up to a blazing fire. Station Thirteen has it under control. We won’t lose any forest, this time, but I get to discipline the kids.”

      “Thank the goddess for normal problems.”

      “You must be reading my mind.”

      Placing my fingers to my temples, I hummed. “I’m picking up on something else.”

      “Oh?” He tossed his phone onto the bed. “Care to share?”

      “Hmm.” I shut my eyes and scrunched my nose. “It was hazy at first, but yes. It’s becoming clearer.”

      Amusement thick in his voice, he played along. “Describe this vision for me.”

      “Well, it starts with you discarding that towel. Then you prowl up the bed and do naughty things with your tongue that may or may not involve nipples. Mine. Not yours. Just so we’re clear. After that, you and I explore the wonders of oral sex before discovering the wonders of regular sex.”

      “I have a vivid imagination.” Midas’s eyebrows climbed. “And impressive stamina.”

      “Yes,” I agreed, opening my eyes. “You do.”

      “Permission to enact my fantasy, Ms. Potentate?”

      Stretching across the pillows, feeling decadent, I hit him with my best come-hither purr. “I’m ready for you to ravish me.”

      “I assume you’ll correct me if I get the sequence wrong.”

      “Hey, they’re your dirty thoughts. I’m just giving them voice.”

      A quick tug on the knot at his waist and the towel slid off his hips. He prowled up the bed until he covered me with his warmth and his strength. I linked my hands behind his nape to play with his hair.

      “So far,” I praised him, “your recall is on point.”

      A smile tipped the right side of his mouth, and his eyes sparked crimson. “I love you, Hadley.”

      “I love you too, even if you broke from the script.” I patted his butt. “I’ve been thinking…”

      “I’m scared,” he deadpanned, and I punched him in the arm. “Tell me, so I can stop imagining the worst.”

      “The Society tends towards men taking their wives’ last names. That’s not always the case. I mean, look at Addie and Boaz. She’ll be a Pritchard. But that’s the deal they cut, the choice they made.” I wet my lips. “The pack’s outlook is similar. Anyone who mates into the alpha’s immediate family, regardless of gender, becomes a Kinase. That’s how your sister’s husband ended up Hood Kinase, right?”

      “Yes,” he agreed, the muscles in his stomach clenching. “That’s right.”

      “I’m not who I used to be.” I struggled to articulate the problem. “Hadley Whitaker is more me than I’ve ever been, but she’s not an exact fit either. Almost but not quite, you know?”

      “What are you saying?” A breath punched out of his lungs. “Exactly?”

      “I would like to be Hadley Kinase,” I said, almost shyly. “If that’s okay with—”

      His lips crashed into mine with bruising force as a claiming growl rose up his throat.

      When we broke apart, I was breathless and squirming beneath him. “Is that a yes?”

      “That is most definitely a yes.” He nipped my bottom lip. “Hadley Kinase.” He smiled. “I like it.”

      “It feels right.” I cupped his jaw. “It feels…like me.”

      “It also feels like we’re about to be interrupted.” He drew back with a slow kiss. “I heard Bishop come in about thirty seconds ago.”

      “What?” I thumped my head on the pillow. “No fair.” I kicked my feet. “Tell him to go away.”

      “Tantrums aren’t sexy,” Bishop yelled from the living room. “Get your butt out here.”

      Running my foot over Midas’s calf, I wiggled my eyebrows. “How fast do you think we can…?”

      “Not fast enough,” Bishop called out. “Come on, kid. The night’s wasting.”

      Leaning in, Midas nipped my ear hard enough to sting. “We’ll pick this up where we left off before dawn.”

      “Fiiine.” I rose to kiss his soft lips. “Side with Bishop the Buzzkill.”

      “I heard that.” Bishop banged on the door. “You should have woken up early if you wanted nookie.”

      “Please don’t call it nookie.” I choked on a laugh. “Midas and I make sweet, sweet love.”

      The gagging noises told me Bishop was retreating to the kitchen.

      “Responsibility, here I come.”

      With a shove, I rolled Midas off me then stood and began dressing for the night. I finished before him and stood in the center of the room with my hands on my hips. I turned a slow circle, but I couldn’t put my finger on what was bugging me.

      Must be first-night jitters. But…it wasn’t my first night. I had no reason to be jittery.

      Except I was official now. That made a difference. It made all the difference.

      Warm lips pressed against my throat before Midas asked, “What is it?”

      “I have the weirdest feeling I’m forgetting something.”

      “Wedding invitations? Bridesmaid gifts? Groomsman gifts? Your cake? My cake?”

      “Make it stop,” I begged. “Please.”

      “It will,” he promised me with a kiss that burned down to my toes. “As soon as we’re married.”

      On his way out the door, he held up his hand in the Vulcan salute, cementing my eternal love for him.

      “Ready to boldly go?” Bishop held out my café mocha. “Sadly, your man has gone before you.”

      “How long have you been waiting to use that line?”

      “A gentleman never tells.”

      “Good thing you’re no gentleman.”

      We rode the elevator down to the lobby, and I walked past Hank, who scowled at me as usual.

      Out on the street, I filled my lungs with city air, felt Atlanta stir, then set out on patrol with my bestie.

      “Life is good,” I told him. “Life is so good.”

      And it was only getting better.
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      As I backed into the shop with a smoothie balanced on my latest bookish obsession, a romance between an owl shifter and a mouse shifter, I was greeted with screams and curses. Not literal curses. These days, I surrounded myself with human women who would clutch their pearls to learn I considered them a part of my makeshift coven. The uncomplicated circle of friendship satisfied the gnawing ache for community bred into all witches, allowing my power to slumber where it couldn’t hurt anyone.

      Where I couldn’t hurt anyone.

      Else.

      “Rue.” Arden gripped my shoulders then marched me to the counter. “You ruined my cobwebs.”

      “I heard what you did there.” I coughed up a wad of her artificial cotton decor. “What is all this?”

      Stretchy cobwebs. Rubber spiders. Ceramic skulls. Foam tombstones.

      “Halloween.” Camber escorted a life-size plastic skeleton to the door. “It’s next week.”

      “I forgot.” As if any witch worth her salt didn’t shiver at the thinning of the veil between worlds on that night. “I also forgot approving this expense.”

      They were both in college, happily living off ramen, with no extra pennies to rub together.

      The tab for this decorating spree was definitely ending up on my desk. Probably with a thud.

      Holiday spirit wasn’t topping my to-do list. Heck, it wasn’t even on my to-do list.

      With the shop approaching its five-month anniversary, I was more concerned with keeping the lights on.

      “All the other shops on Main Street are decked out for the ghost walk. We need to look spooky to lure in new customers.” Arden returned to futzing with her cobwebs, careful to lock the door first this time in case her next victim was a potential sale. She could unlock it after the way was clear. “We need refreshments too. Mayor Tate expects us to man a table on the sidewalk.”

      Mayor Tate and her expectations could kiss my full moon, considering the cost of rent downtown.

      And yet...

      The better I fit in, the longer I could stay, and I didn’t just mean in this prime location.

      “I have that wonky folding table left over from the grand opening.” I bought it for twelve bucks at a thrift store. “Email me your Pinterest links—” we all knew they had compiled a list for this ambush, “—and I’ll pick up the ingredients.” I also scored a two-dollar glass punchbowl with matching ladle on the same bargain hunting trip. “I’ll make lime sherbet punch too. Or should that be slime sherbet punch?”

      The girls routinely flooded my DMs with recipe requests for the long nights when I did my best to stress bake away my insomnia. Mostly food trending on social media. The number of snacks I sent home with them explained why they were cool with living off ramen. Because, really, they weren’t. They were living off me.

      And I didn’t mind one bit. I might be cheap, but I was doing okay. I could afford to indulge them.

      The urge to mentor, provide, and assist the young was carved into my bones. These girls fulfilled a need in me, one usually satisfied by training novice witches, and I had to keep investing in these girls, in this community, to scratch that itch.

      “That’s the spirit.” Camber patted me on the head. “And, yes, the pun was intended.”

      “Downtown has its traditions,” Arden agreed. “We need to cater to them to hold our spot.”

      Our spot because these girls had worked for me the last four years, ever since I arrived in Alabama.

      The old location of Hollis Apothecary was in my kitchen. This was a definite step up from selling online, though we still offered shipping through the website. Whether I could afford brick and mortar long term was a different kettle of fish, but I had saved up enough for a year at our current swanky location.

      Our dream had seven months until its expiration date unless a miracle occurred between now and then.

      “Oh.” Arden gusted a dreamy sigh. “Hell-o.”

      “I didn’t pay extra for a glass storefront so you could stalk hot guys as they walk past.” I polished off my breakfast smoothie then tossed it in the trash. The romance, I took to my office for later. “Have you no shame?”

      “Let me check.” She patted her pockets. “Nope.” Then pressed her nose to the glass. “I’m fresh out.”

      “I wanna see.” Camber set down a bucket of spiders and joined Arden at the window. “Holy Mother.”

      Their breath fogged the glass, obscuring my view of this perfect specimen of manhood.

      Given their ages, he was probably late teens or early twenties. I owned older t-shirts. That I bought new.

      “Crap on a cracker.” Arden stumbled back, bumping into Camber. “He’s coming this way.”

      “The way you two were gawking at him,” I said with a snort, “I can’t imagine why.”

      Poor guy probably thought they were trying to get his attention, maybe to hand out free samples.

      “Everyone.” Arden smoothed the white blouse that topped her smart black trousers. “Act natural.”

      Chuckling as they jostled for the prime spot nearest the door, I sat on the floor behind the counter.

      “I’m going to inventory the dried flowers,” I announced as I got comfy. “Practice safe sales, ladies.”

      Neither laughed at my joke, but I doubt they heard me over their racing hearts.

      The frantic ba-bump, ba-bump set my fingers twitching, but I made fists until I got it under control.

      Usually, I blocked it out, but the louder their hearts beat, the harder my stomach clenched with hunger.

      I’m a white witch. I’m a white witch. I’m a white witch.

      A metallic rattle brought my head up, but I couldn’t see the entryway over the counter.

      “What in the…?” Arden groaned as if the world was ending. “I forgot to unlock the door.”

      Metal clicked, and the door jiggled, but the lock was bad about jamming.

      Getting that fixed really was topping my to-do list.

      “Get out of the way.” Camber’s low heels clicked on the linoleum. “Let me do it.”

      Winter rosebuds.

      Inventory.

      Focus on that.

      Not their rising panic Mr. Perfect would give up on them and leave before one or both got his number.

      Winter rosebuds.

      They kept disappearing from under the register. I trusted Arden and Camber, but I would have to check the security feed, see if I could figure out who, or what, kept helping themselves to those specific items.

      Glass rattled when the knob smacked the pane beside it, and I crossed my fingers neither one cracked.

      “Hello,” the girls chorused. “Welcome to Hollis Apothecary.”

      “The sign says you’re open,” a silky voice spilled into the store. “I’m not interrupting your break, am I?”

      A hard thud shook my ribs, and all of a sudden, the only heart I heard was my own.

      Ba-bum, ba-bum, ba-bum.

      Murmuring a soft spell under my breath, I forced my pulse to slow and match Camber’s less frantic beat.

      “Interrupt me anytime.” Arden hiccupped with nerves. “I’m Arden.”

      “I’m Camber,” her best friend cut in. “You didn’t interrupt our break.”

      “I was decorating—” Arden hiccupped again, “—for Halloween, you know? I was working in the entryway and forgot to unlock the door after I finished. I’m so sorry for any inconvenience.”

      A midnight chuckle caressed my ears as he humored the girls. “Does Rue Hollis work here?”

      “She’s our boss.” Camber took over the awkward exchange. “Let me get her for you.”

      “We have a new line of hand lotions.” Hiccup, hiccup, hiccup. “Would you like a sample?”

      Poor Arden fumbled her sales pitch while Camber, who could usually be counted on to rescue her from a bout of anxiety, rounded the counter and cut her eyes at me.

      “Who is he,” I mouthed. “Get his name.”

      “I forgot to ask,” she called out, all smiles. “Who should I tell her is here?”

      “Asa.” His footsteps thumped closer, until I smelled smoky tobacco and…fresh green apples? “Montenegro.”

      The blood drained from my face in a dizzying rush, and I shook my head once.

      “Be right back.” She strode into the office, waited to the count of ten, then returned. “She took an early lunch.” She held up a note I wrote earlier in the week. “I’m so sorry, sir. I didn’t hear her leave. She must have gone out the back.”

      “Can you give her my card and have her call me at her earliest convenience?”

      “Of course.” She resumed her post beside me. “I’ll pass it on as soon as she gets back.”

      “I’ll be in town for twenty-four hours,” he murmured. “Can you tell her that too?”

      “Sure.” Camber dialed up her sincerity five degrees. “I’ll do that.”

      His footsteps receded, and I took my first easy breath since I heard his voice.

      “Rue,” he whispered for my ears alone. “You can’t run forever.”

      The door opened, triggering a chorus of ghostly moans Arden must have rigged, then shut behind him.

      Only after Camber gave me the all clear did I draw my legs into my chest and rest my face on my knees.

      Slender arms encircled me as Arden knelt beside me. “Who was that guy?”

      “The boyfriend?” Camber sat across from us and rested her hand on my thigh. “He found you?”

      Of all the lies I told when I moved here, I regretted spreading the story about running from an abusive ex the most. The cover had done its job, rallied my neighbors behind me. They looked out for me, giving me extra eyes on strange vehicles spotted on our dirt road, lurking near my house, or passing through town.

      Their aid allowed me to stay in one place, to put down the shallowest of roots, but it wasn’t freely given.

      I had stolen it, and I couldn’t give it back.

      The store had been a mistake. I saw that now. I thought I was safe. Clearly, I was wrong.

      “He left you this.” Camber passed me the card. “It’s blank.”

      Black ink spilled across its face in curling handwriting for my eyes only.

      Special Agent Asa Montenegro

      Black Hat Bureau

      “You’re shivering.” Arden put her arm around my shoulders. “This is our fault, isn’t it?”

      “We pushed you into a physical location.” Camber lowered her head. “That’s how he found you.”

      “We don’t know that.” I used the counter to pull myself to my feet. “Girls, this isn’t your fault.”

      I ought to have known better, I did know better, but I also wanted to pretend this was my real life.

      “What will you do?” Camber stared out the glass storefront. “What should we do?”

      “I’m going to pretend this didn’t happen.” I shredded the card into tiny pieces to void its tracking spell. A fire would have worked best, but the agent already knew this location. The trash was safe enough. “That goes for you too.” Black Hats were forbidden to harm humans. “He said he’s in town for the day, right?”

      “Yeah.” Arden shuffled in place. “You should go home once the coast is clear. Maybe stay there a few days.”

      “I wouldn’t want that creep to catch you out in town,” Camber agreed, “or to follow you home.”

      Closing my eyes, I pictured my go bag, the one I kept in the closet by the front door. I had money in the front pocket, three changes of clothes, a pair of shoes, an athame, a spell kit, and pollen for my familiar.

      I could rush home, pick it—and her—up, and disappear again.

      All it would cost me was everything I had built in the last four years.

      “I need to think.” I had to settle on an exit strategy if this went south. “Can you guys handle the store?”

      “Weird that you should ask.” Camber tilted her name tag toward me. “It says here I’m a manager.”

      “Whoa.” Arden flashed hers at me. “I got one too.” She dropped her mouth open. “We must have both put quarters in the same bubble gum machine.”

      “Maybe it was a misprint,” I countered, “and your boss was too cheap to correct the problem.”

      “Then our boss really shouldn’t have cut us both keys too.” Camber shoved me toward the back. “Shoo.”

      “Go home,” Arden urged me. “Take a bubble bath, drink some wine, and think about next steps.”

      Wine was the last thing I ought to reach for in this mood. I wouldn’t stop chugging until I couldn’t think.

      Hmm.

      Maybe she was on to something.

      “Thanks.” I grabbed my book then lingered on the threshold to the rear exit. “Call if you need me.”

      “We will,” they chimed, lying through their perfectly straight teeth.

      Crossing to the shopping center’s dedicated employee parking lot, I made it three steps before rock-hard arms encircled me, lifting me way too high and leaving my shoes dangling a foot above the pavement.

      A scream lodged in my throat, and magic singed my tongue in a spell I could spit at my attacker, but there was a familiar weight to the careful hands linked at my navel. “Clay?”

      Stones tumbled in his throat as he spun me toward him. “Miss me, slim?”

      The smile cutting his rough-hewn face forced my lips into an unwilling curve to match.

      “Nice rug.” I rang my fingers through his short blond wig. “Still using Gorilla Glue?”

      The unique texture of his skin required an industrial-strength bond to keep his hair in place.

      “I had to look good for my best girl.” His grin kept growing wider. “It’s been too damn long.”

      “I just finished breakfast.” I covered my mouth. “Maybe put me down if you don’t want to wear it.”

      At seven feet tall, four hundred pounds, he held the upper hand. And me. I wasn’t going anywhere unless he let me.

      As a joke, he named himself Clayton Kerr when the Black Hats swore him in. He was a golem and molded from, well, clay. Ancient magic animated him, and enchantments gave him the look and feel of a human.

      A bald human.

      Beauty stores stocked fewer wigs than he rotated through during any given week.

      Colors to match his every mood. Styles to fit any occasion. And their little travel boxes. So many boxes.

      Vanity, thy name is Clayton Kerr.

      That was before you factored in the company uniform, which was very Men in Black.

      Expensive black suit, simple black tie, shiny black shoes, starched white dress shirt.

      “Ace catch up to you yet?” He didn’t release me. “He’s not you, no one is, but he’s a decent partner.”

      The unintentional dig slid between my ribs, right into my heart, but I had my reasons for going AWOL.

      “He checked out my store, exploded the ovaries of my shopgirls, and left me his card.”

      “You hid from him?” Clay’s eyes crinkled at the corners. “You?”

      The power I once wielded stirred, blinking awake, rattling the chains I used to bind it within my skin.

      But I was stronger than the hunger. I controlled it. It did not control me.

      Anymore.

      A roughness sanded the edges of my voice from the effort. “Rue Hollis hid from him.”

      “Rue is a white witch,” he murmured, understanding what that meant. “How many years?”

      “All of them.” From the day I cut ties with Black Hat to this one. “Put me down, Clay.”

      “Not until you talk to Ace.” Regret pinched his lips, but he didn’t loosen his hold. “Director’s orders.”

      Golems with Clay’s agency were so rare as to be unheard of, which was how he ended up at Black Hat. Most of his kin were mindless dolls who followed instructions to the letter, but Clay had full autonomy until his free will smashed face-first into the brick wall that was a direct order from his current master.

      “I understand.” I bent as if to kiss his cheek but licked his forehead instead. “I’m sorry, Clay.”

      The magic animating him shorted out, his eyes clouded over, and he froze as solid as a statue.

      The only way to best a golem was to smudge or erase the shem, one of the Names of God, written on his forehead. Any imperfections disrupted his flow of power, immobilizing him. And yes, they were all male.

      Only someone he trusted would get anywhere near it, which made my betrayal cut both ways.

      I broke his grip with a twist, hit the pavement with a grunt, then walked to my car with a slight limp.

      Unless I wanted to run again, I had no choice but to retreat home, where I was safe.

      Safer.

      There were absolutes for people like me.

      Black Hat’s arrival in town had just proven that.
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