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by RJ BLAIN




Inquisitor © 2013




When Allison is asked to play Cinderella-turned-Fianceé at a Halloween ball, the last thing she expected was to be accused of murder. She has to find the killer or she'll be put to death for the crimes she didn't commit. To make matters worse, the victims are all werewolves.




On the short list of potential victims, Allison has to act fast, or the killer will have one more body to add to his little black book of corpses.




There's only one problem: One of the deaths has struck too close to home, and Allison's desire for self-preservation may transform into a quest for vengeance...




Winter Wolf © 2014




When Nicole dabbled in the occult, she lost it all: Her voice, her family, and her name. Now on the run from the Inquisition, she must prove to herself—and the world—that not all wizards are too dangerous to let live.




The savage murder of a bookstore employee throws Nicole into the middle of Inquisition business, like it or not. Driven by her inability to save the young man’s life, she decides to hunt the killer on her own. Using forbidden magic to investigate the past, she learns that the murderer is in fact a disease that could kill the entire werewolf race.




Forced to choose between saving lives and preserving her own, Nicole embraces the magic that sent her into exile. Without werewolves, the power of the Inquisition would dwindle, and she could live without being hunted. 




Nicole’s only hope for success lies in the hands of the werewolves she hates and the Inquisition she fears, but finding someone to trust is only the beginning of her problems. There are those who want to ensure that the werewolves go extinct and that the Inquisition falls. 




But, if she fails to find a cure, her family—including her twin sister—will perish…




Blood Diamond © 2015




The world is full of corpses, and Jackson knows them by name. When a group strives to destroy the Inquisition, his powers may be all standing between the supernaturals and extinction.




However, when he learns the truth behind the deaths of his wife and unborn daughter, Jackson may prove to be the greatest threat of all to the survival of mankind...




All rights reserved. This book or any portion thereof may not be reproduced or used in any manner whatsoever without the express written permission of the publisher or author excluding the use of brief quotations in a book review. 
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DEDICATION







To my family, my friends, and my readers,




Thank you.


Inquisitor




When Allison is asked to play Cinderella-turned-Fianceé at a Halloween ball, the last thing she expected was to be accused of murder. She has to find the killer or she'll be put to death for the crimes she didn't commit. To make matters worse, the victims are all werewolves.




On the short list of potential victims, Allison has to act fast, or the killer will have one more body to add to his little black book of corpses.




There's only one problem: One of the deaths has struck too close to home, and Allison's desire for self-preservation may transform into a quest for vengeance...


Chapter One
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Autumn had come, and I was powerless to stop it—this time. A yellowed leaf clung to its branch, mocking me with its splash of color. The rest of Central Park clung to the hope of summer. I stood on my toes and snatched at it, but a chilly wind ripped it from my reach.

The leaf landed on the path several steps away. When I reached it, I crushed it beneath my boot.

“Wake up on the wrong side of the bed this morning, Allison?”

I twisted my heel while wrinkling my nose. With light brown hair and creamy skin prone to burning rather than tanning, Mark would never be my tall, dark, and handsome, though he was good looking and aggressive with his money.  With my sort of luck, he’d never account for anything more than an occasional lunch buddy who needed my help with his finances. Then again, maybe it was better for both of us that way.

Some girls had all the luck. Me? I had more money than I knew what to do with, most of it acquired from Mark in management fees like I was some sort of modern-day vampire. Too bad money couldn’t buy me a life. 

“Who said I went to bed last night?” Hopefully, he wouldn’t think too long or hard on my delayed quip.

“What’s got your tail in a bunch?”

I shoved my hands in the back pockets of my jeans and swallowed my relieved sigh. No tail. Good. Last thing I needed was to sprout a tail on Halloween at noon. “N-nothing. You’re always ‘blah, blah, blah, something’s wrong.’ Nothing’s going on.”

Mark arched his brow at me. “So what did that poor little leaf do to you?”

“It failed its calculus test twice.”

“Ouch.” Mark’s laugh rumbled. “I failed it four times, thank you very much. You haven’t killed me over it, not yet at least.”

“You pay me too well for me to kill you. Did you really ask me to come to New York City just to take me to the park? Normally, you’d have me tucked in your office sorting through the stack of papers breeding on your desk, cracking your whip like the evil overlord you like to think you are.”

“But you like parks. Would an evil overlord take his minions to the park?”

“It’s cold.” I sniffled, taking my hands out of my jeans to stuff them into my coat. My keys, cell phone, and wallet were still in the left pocket. I was with someone, and muggers didn’t tend to attack couples in the park during broad daylight.

I hoped.

“I can’t believe you brought me to New York on today of all days.” I nodded my head at the park, taking in the entirety of the city in a single gesture. Even in the relative peace of Grand Central, I could hear the bustle, the honk of horns, and the noise of the restless cityscape. Atlanta wasn’t much different downtown, but at least it was home.

“Oh, come off it, Allison. You like Halloween.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Maybe a little. I still can’t believe you brought me here, though.”

“Anyway, you owe me,” he said before clucking his tongue.

I winced. He had me dead to rights, and I knew it. Mark gathered favors and cashed them in like currency. Resisting was futile. “Rub it in my face, why don’t you?”

“Of course I will, but another time. I’m enjoying myself way too much right now. You’re mine for three whole days, like it or not.”

“I’m doomed,” I groaned.

He laughed.

I didn’t have the courage to tell him I meant it. It was bad enough it was Halloween. The full moon would reach its zenith after nightfall.

If I wasn’t careful, I was going to pop a tail for real. That would surprise him. It would also get me killed. I doubted the NYPD would appreciate a wolf running loose in the center of their city. “Seriously, Mark. What’s so important that you had to fly me in from Atlanta? I do have a job, you know. I’d even like to keep it.”

“You’re owed three weeks, and at the rate you’re going, they’re probably getting ready to force you to take the time off. The way I see it, I’ve done you a favor.”

“Mark,” I growled.

“Okay, fine. It’s Ma. I told her I had a girlfriend so she’d shut up about me getting married for a while. She wants to meet her. To meet you.”

I broke into a brisk walk, cutting across the grass towards one of the other paths through the park. With luck, he’d get grass stains on his pretty blue business suit. “You brought me to New York to dress up as your girlfriend for Halloween?”

I guess it really was going to be a night for wearing masks and pretending to be the impossible. It was bad enough I would have to live the dream of having a boyfriend worth keeping, knowing I could never pursue a real relationship with him.

If I had a mother, I’m sure she would’ve been proud. I didn’t cuss, scream, or pitch a fit. I did keep walking without checking if Mark kept pace with me though.

He did. “Come on, Allison. I’ll make it up to you, I swear.”

“A Halloween party with your mother, Mark? Have you lost your mind? She’s never going to believe we’re a couple, for one. Two, you live in New York City. I live in Atlanta. You know, that place you flew me in from? She’s got no reason to believe us.”

“I might have told her that you are an old college friend, and we’d been seeing each other on and off since we got our degrees. It’s even true, just not for the reasons she thinks. Come on, Allison. It’s only for one night. You’ll save me from marrying a woman I’ve never met.”

I sighed. “Seriously? Did your mother have you betrothed or something? That’s so two hundred years ago. At least you had the decency to book me into a good hotel. How did you manage a room at the Plaza on such short notice?” Using my brown bangs as a shield, I stared at my friend. He grinned wolfishly.

“Who said it was on short notice? I had our room booked six months ago.”

I tripped over my own feet. A startled cry worked its way out of my throat. Mark’s arm slapped against my chest as he caught me. With a low grunt, he hauled me upright. “Careful.”

My face burned. “Sorry.” I drew a deep breath. Killing Mark in Central Park wouldn’t work—not during the daytime. There’d be too many witnesses. “Our room?”

“We’re twenty-five. We’re young, healthy adults. There’s no way my ma will believe we’re a couple if we don’t share a room,” he replied. He leveled a scandalous leer in my direction, his gaze taking all of me in.

I flushed. “You have a perfectly nice condo, Mark. I’ve seen it. Why not invite me there instead of booking us a room in one of New York’s more expensive hotels?”

“Wait until you see the room,” Mark said. Then he waggled his eyebrows at me suggestively.

I closed my eyes, stood straight, and once again shoved my hands into my back pockets. No tail. That was a start. I counted to ten. Then I counted to ten again.

When that didn’t calm me down enough, I systematically considered all of Mark’s banking accounts I could probably hack my way into, calculating how much I could siphon off without him noticing. I wouldn’t do it, but the figure made me feel warm and fuzzy inside.

When I managed to quell my urge to throttle my friend, I opened my eyes and glared at him. “You reserved the honeymoon suite, didn’t you?”

“Do try to act surprised when I propose. At least you have an easy line. Don’t worry. We’ll call off the engagement in a month or two.”

“Mark.”

“Yes, dear?”

“Give me a reason I shouldn’t kill you in your sleep tonight.”

“I’m too good-looking to kill.”

“No.” It was a lie, but I wasn’t about to let him know that. I couldn’t fault his logic. We were friends, but we were professionals as well. It was just another business arrangement between us, and nothing more.

Mark couldn’t possibly be interested in me.

“I pay you exceptionally well for your accounting skills.”

“True, but no.”

“You like me?” His voice wavered, and I had to work to smother my grin.

“You sound so confident,” I murmured. “Fine. I like you. A little. I’ll do it, but you, dear Mark, will owe me.”

Mark’s Adam’s apple bobbed as he swallowed. “You wouldn’t really try to kill me, would you?”

I grabbed hold of his tie and yanked down so I could look him in the eyes. A smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. “I wouldn’t bet your life on it, if I were you.”

The little color he did have fled from his face. I let him go and resumed walking across the park, whistling a merry tune.
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If I had to play Mark’s call girl for Halloween, I’d teach him a thing or two about women. By the time I was finished with him, he’d have more than a few reasons to regret using me against his mother. At the very least, I’d make sure he never forgot how even a hillbilly girl like me could transform into a lady for one evening.

Maybe he thought he had the upper hand. Unfortunately for him, I had over a hundred years of experience on him. It made me feel old. Not just old, but ancient.

Still, for someone over a hundred and sixty years, I wasn’t in bad shape. To people like Mark, I was one of many in their twenties making their way in the world. I looked like them, and for the most part, I acted like them.

Our ‘relationship’ was nothing more than make-believe. Our friendship wasn’t much better off, either. Unfortunately, Mark didn’t know that, though he’d learn soon enough. I shook my head to clear it, staring down at my watch.

3:59 pm.

I glanced eastward, at the glass-lined wall of the jewelry store I was in. Shoppers hurried about their business in the broad mall hallways, chatting to each other or talking on their cell phones. Beyond the walls of the building, I could already feel the moon calling to me, birthing shivers under my skin. In a little over an hour, it would start to rise. I made a thoughtful sound, turning my attention back to the glass case in front of me.

It was a full moon on Halloween. Some people would don masks, confident in their superiority as humans, never realizing how close they’d tread to a violent and bloody end. Others would remove the masks they normally hid behind, rejoicing in their one night of freedom.

A sad few would have no idea what horrors they had sowed come morning.

I was in a lot of trouble. My fellow boogeymen didn’t frighten me all that much. It was Mark who worried me. Mark, as well as the other humans he’d subject me to before the night was done. I hadn’t lost control in years—I doubted Mark’s mother had been born since the last time it’d happened.

But that didn’t change the fact that it could happen.

Old or not, I was still a bitch. Others of my kind liked calling themselves Fenerec, but I called it as I saw it. I was a werewolf, and I was bad news for those around me. Without pack or mate, it was only a matter of time before I lost control.

Mark wouldn’t stand a chance, and when I finally lost my grip on sanity, I wouldn’t even remember killing him. More troubling was the slight chance my wolf would find him suitable as a mate. If she did, Mark would be hunted until the day he died. Why hadn’t I said no? Why had I agreed to travel to New York on Halloween? What had I been thinking?

I hadn’t been, and that was a big problem.

“Is there something I can help you with, miss?” A woman asked from beside me. I about jumped out of my skin.

Shit. I swallowed back my heart and improvised. Without really seeing the jewelry beneath the glass, I pointed at something shiny, hoping it was a necklace. “May I see that please?”

“That’s a very expensive piece, ma’am.”

I glanced at the woman out of the corner of my eye. A pastel pink blazer was matched with a pencil skirt that showed off thin legs and knee-high black boots. Glittering bracelets clung to her wrists. “Is that so?” I murmured, focusing my attention on the piece I pointed at.

Rubies and diamonds winked at me, woven together in a Celtic knot trapped in the center of a web of delicate, diamond-encrusted chains. My cheek twitched.

No wonder the woman was skeptical and eying me suspiciously. Here I was, in some luxury jewelry store poking around to waste time, dressed in a beat-up leather coat, a baggy sweater, and worn jeans splattered with mud from my walk in Central park. As my luck had it, I pointed at a necklace worth more than any car or house I’d ever seen in person, let alone owned.

I felt the eyes of every customer in the store settle on me. Great. Just what I needed. An audience.

Maybe I should’ve acted more indignant. Maybe I should’ve walked away. Instead, I took out my wallet, pulled out my black platinum Amex card, and tossed it on the counter. “May I see that please?”

The sales woman stared at the card and then at me, her eyes narrowing. “Do you really think I’m going to believe this is your card?”

Half of the customers in the store cleared out in the time it took the sales woman to pick up my card.

“Is there a problem?” A man dressed in a business suit stepped forward. His blue eyes took in my clothes before settling on the black credit card in his coworker’s hand. 

The woman glared down her nose at me, her gaze settling on my beat-up jacket. “I do believe we have a stolen credit card here, sir.”

The manager snatched my credit card. “Is this true, miss?”

Oh hell no. I felt my cheek twitch again. “It’s not. I’ll just take my card to a different store, then.”

“I think this can be resolved quickly and easily, miss,” the man replied. He frowned at me. “Can I see your ID please?”

I showed him my license. The manager winced. “I’m sorry, but there have been a lot of theft of valuable jewelry lately by those with fraudulent credit cards and out-of-state driver’s licenses. This will only take a few minutes as I verify this is a real card.”

Well, at least he wasn’t going to call the police on me right away. I sighed. “Since when hasn’t my driver’s license been sufficient proof? What is this? LA?”

The saleswoman scowled at my comment.

Ignoring me, the man picked up a phone from behind the counter, checked the back of my credit card, and dialed.

“I can’t even believe this.” I tapped my driver’s license against the counter.

The sales woman sniffed before stalking away, probably hoping to salvage at least one of the fleeing customers.

The manager hummed, punching in numbers as he navigated through Amex’s phone system. “Ah, hello. I’d like to verify a credit card. I’m the manager of Lorindale Jewelers of New York, and a suspicious woman attempted to purchase one of our showcase pieces.”

“I just wanted to look at it,” I corrected.

Once again, I was ignored. I leaned against the glass and drew smiley faces on the clear surface.

“Yes. The name on the card is Allison Ferdinan. I can wait. Thank you.” The manager glared at me, cradling the phone between his ear and shoulder. He made a shooing gesture at me.

I ignored him. Leaving was looking like a better and better option. Replacing the black card was a phone call away. I’d probably have a new one within an hour, complete with complimentary help with buying whatever I wanted in the city.

I stared down at the necklace. It did match the gown I had purchased from a costume store specializing in vintage apparel. If I did buy it, I could sell it at a charity auction later. I wasn’t about to lose to some snobby manager.

Best of all, a wolf like me didn’t need to keep trophies. I grinned.

The hunt was on.

“Ah, yes. Hello. My name is Mr. Manwich. I’m the manager of Lorindale Jewelers of New York. I have someone here who has possibly stolen one of your customer’s platinum black cards.” There was a pause, then Mr. Manwich frowned.

I somehow managed not to laugh. “This is going to get sloppy, Joe.”

Someone behind me snickered.

“Yes. The name on the card is Allison Ferdinan. What is she wearing? Why are you asking me this?”

I scrunched my face and adopted the deepest, roughest voice I could manage, then said, “Is she wearing a leather coat that looks like it had seen better days back in the 1920s? That’s her.”

A few more people chuckled. The color drained from Mr. Manwich’s face. “Yes. I understand.” He hung up.

The man’s fear was bitter, sweet, and made my mouth water. I swallowed. Then I smiled. “I’m going to a party tonight, Mr. Manwich, and I need a necklace.”

Mr. Manwich made a horrified noise.

It took American Express less than twenty minutes to send a concierge. Samantha Morrison grinned at me, slinging a shiny black leather purse over her shoulder.

“Oh, god. They haven’t fired you yet?” I moaned, making a sign to ward me against evil.

Samantha laughed. “Are you kidding? I’m the only woman in this city who can handle you, Ms. Ferdinan.”

“A-L-L-I-S-O-N spells Allison,” I replied with flippant disregard to Amex’s rules on addressing clients, glancing down at my watch with a grin. “Twenty minutes. It’s a new record.”

“What can I say? When you’re good, you’re good, and I’m good.”

An hour later, I took pity on the manager. I bought the ruby and diamond necklace.

The full moon was rising, and I had bigger game to hunt.
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“I still can’t believe you did that, Allie,” Samantha muttered around a mouthful of McDonald’s fries. At least the fast-food joint hadn’t questioned the use of my credit card.

I guess I really could have it my way once and again. Either that, or Samantha’s glare frightened them into cooperation. 

“Did what?” I asked, looking up from my ritualistic slaughter of my hamburger. What can I say? Old habits died hard, and hamburgers didn’t exactly classify as hors d’oeuvres.

“You took that manager for a ride,” she replied. “And I don’t mean the good type of ride.”

I stabbed a piece of the burger with my fork. “Oh, Sloppy Joe? Yeah. He deserved it. Give me some credit, Sammy. I bought the necklace, didn’t I?”

“At over a fifty-percent reduction. That was slick, girl. I didn’t know you had it in you.”

I grinned. “Old dogs can learn new tricks. Didn’t you get the memo?”

“And speaking of tricks, what are you doing here tonight of all nights? Are you insane? Don’t tell me you decided to join the circle.” Samantha stared at me with wide blue eyes.

That got a snort out of me. I shook my head. “Owed a client a favor. He needed a date for a party.”

“You are insane. What if…” Samantha glanced over her shoulder before leaning towards me. “What if someone finds out?”

“Don’t worry,” I said, stabbing at another piece of my burger. It lasted all of five seconds before I gulped it down. A lady, after all, didn’t talk with her mouth full. “I have a large enough insurance policy to cover my card, even with that pretty shiny necklace burning a hole in my wallet.”

“Is ‘pretty’ a new word for ‘gaudy’? And anyway, I’m not worried about that, you idiot. What if they find you, Shimmer?”

I flinched at Samantha’s use of my nickname. It was a throwback from well over a hundred years ago, but it still made its rounds through the supernatural community with the same virulence of a cold. “Sammy, what do you think will happen? We’ve been around a long time, girl. If they find me, well, it’s because I’ve lost my touch in my old age.”

“You aren’t that old.”

“Says the seventy-seven-year-old masquerading as a thirty-something mother of two,” I grumbled.

“We all have our flaws.”

I wrinkled my nose and eyed the remains of my burger, stabbing one of the last pieces of meat. It lasted almost half a minute. “I’m going to need a purse.”

“Okay,” Samantha replied, shaking her head. The look she gave me wasn’t promising. A talk loomed on the horizon, and it’d be at least three days before I could escape New York. “Color? Type?”

I gestured at my beat-up leather coat. “I may be ancient, but I’m no fashionista. That’s why I have you. My dress is white and red. I even have heels. They’re red.”

“You’re wearing heels? What the hell kind of party are you going to, and why wasn’t I invited? The purse is easy. Kate Spade and we’re done. There’s one nearby. Let me do the talking this time, please.”

“You got it, Boss,” I replied. I eyed my plate.

I abandoned the fries. My wolf wasn’t hungry for deep-fried rabbit food. I cringed and drew several deep breaths. One of these days, I’d stop referring to my inner beast as my wolf.

She was me. I just didn’t want to admit it.

“Are you going to be okay? Don’t you usually head out west when this happens?” Samantha fidgeted and glanced at her watch.

“I’ll manage, somehow.”

“If you need my help, call me. You know I’ll do anything I can.”

“I know. Any luck on my new ID?”

Samantha sighed. “It’s ready when you need it. We still need to go over your options, but that won’t take long. It’ll take twenty-four hours to finalize, though.”

“Good,” I replied. With luck, I wouldn’t need it, not for a few years. “Everything’ll be fine.” 

Then again, it was a full moon on Halloween. What could go wrong would. There were too many strange, dangerous things in the world for it not to.

“If you’re sure…”

I smiled for Samantha’s sake. “I’m sure.”

With a little luck, it wouldn’t be a lie.


Chapter Two




[image: Image]




Trading my leather jacket and my worn jeans for rubies, diamonds, and a pearl-encrusted ball gown was not a satisfactory exchange. Cinderella, at least, got a prince worth keeping, if you happened to believe the perfect fairy tales Disney offered. I bet the real Cinderella had snapped her pretty neck when she lost her glass slipper. Either that, or she had wised up and shoved it up Prince Charming’s ass.

Samantha didn’t leave until the hairdresser had finished torturing my scalp. Apparently perfect curls were in, and my determined stylist was going to work magic on my untamed mane of hair, like it or not. If Mark wasn’t surprised by the transformation, I was going to eat my damned necklace.

I suspected Samantha helped by cheating, but I wasn’t going to say anything. Unlike me, Samantha was good at using her witch powers for small but useful tricks. I was almost jealous of her. While I classified as a witch too, I couldn’t do anything like Samantha could. Mine was a difficult-to-control power I buried, hoping it would never resurrect. 

I showed up at the Plaza by limousine at ten until nine. A crowd of costumed figures stopped and stared. A man dressed in a classic black-and-white suit with graying hair hurried to open my door, offering me his hand.

I kept my touch delicate, emerging from the safety of the limo.

“Are you here for the gala, ma’am?” he asked.

I inclined my head. He snapped his fingers, and a bellhop appeared with a clipboard. “Your name, ma’am?”

“Allison Ferdinan,” I murmured.

“Ah, excellent, Miss Ferdinan. We’ve been expecting you. Mr. Dupree is waiting for you inside. This way, please.”

I followed the man inside, careful not to step on the hem of my gown. The hotel’s foyer, the definition of wealthy refinement, was layered in cottony spider webbing. The lights were dimmed, and candelabra-lined paths led to the registration desk and other parts of the hotel. I pulled my jeweled fan from my brand-new purse and fluttered it over my face to hide my grin. Men in faux-fur werewolf masks flanked the doors leading to the grand reception hall.

A peacock stood nearby, leaning against one of the walls, his costume complete with a long tail of brightly-colored feathers. Mark grinned at me, most of his face obscured by a halo of blue.

My brows rose. “You’re a chicken who got trapped in a paint factory. It suits you, Mark.”

“And you, my dear, look radiant,” he replied, pushing away from the wall to take my hand. “What have you done with my Allison?”

I let his possessiveness slide—this time. “Killed her. I threw the body in the Hudson. The sharks looked hungry. I didn’t think you’d mind.”

He grinned at me, reaching out with his other hand to touch the necklace hugging my throat. “Is this real?”

Ladies didn’t snort. They didn’t snicker, either. I smiled instead. “Of course not,” I lied. “What can I say? Pretty impressive for a cheap knock-off, isn’t it?”

If I told him the truth, I suspected he’d try to find out where I had stolen it from. When he found out I hadn’t stolen it, he’d spend the next several months trying to figure out where I’d gotten the money to afford it.

“You never cease to impress me. So, who are you?”

“The love child of Cinderella and Dorothy, of course. Who else could I be?” I lifted my skirts enough to show off my red heels. “Ruby slippers and everything.”

Mark stared at my feet. “Please tell me you didn’t mug Dorothy for her shoes.”

“Oh, Mark. Don’t be silly. That’s far too much work. I bribed her using your credit card.”

His laughter drew the attention of both the werewolves and guests loitering in the lobby. “You little bitch.”

“That’s no way to speak to a lady,” the trembling voice of an old woman scolded from behind me.

I think it was to my credit that I didn’t jump, whirl around, or grow a tail. I did, however, make a mental note to put my back to the wall as soon as I could.

I turned around.

The Wicked Witch of the West grinned at me. Green eyes stared down the length of her beaked nose, complete with several warts. Her pale skin matched Mark’s, the candles giving her a jaundiced appearance.

My eyes widened.

I couldn’t really feel the woman’s power, not like some Jedi playing with the Force could, but my heart skipped several beats before fluttering in my chest. I felt something, though, and it made my insides shiver. 

I hid behind my fan. “A good All Hallow’s Eve to you, Great Witch,” I murmured.

“And to you, child. Mark, baby, won’t you introduce us?”

Mark bobbed his head, and the plumes of his costume wreathed his face. “Mother, this is my girlfriend, Allison. Allison, this is my mother.”

If I remembered correctly, the woman wasn’t Mark’s real mother. She had died when he was little. I glanced at him, but he was too busy staring at his mother to notice me. I settled on an oldie but a goodie.

I curtsied. “I’m charmed, Mrs…?”

“Livingston. But please, call me Olivia.” The Wicked Witch of the West focused her full attention on Mark. “Such a charming girl. Why haven’t you brought her home sooner? You should be ashamed of yourself, boy.”

“I—um—I mean, we’re both busy people, Mother. It’s hard to get away from work,” my friend mumbled.

If my eyes widened any more, they were going to pop out of my head. Mark, a man capable of wearing a peacock costume in public, was afraid of his mother? 

“Allison,” Mrs. Livingston purred. I fluttered my fan and turned my attention to the witch. “However did you meet my son?”

“He kept failing his calculus tests in college, ma’am. One of my professors begged me to help him pass.” I grinned behind the shield of my fan. “He’s hopeless with numbers.”

The old woman cackled. “So you appreciate math? How rare. I feared he’d never get a degree. He’s always been more interested in other pursuits.”

I glanced at Mark. He paled. He never divulged the nature of his income to me, providing receipts and bills using numbered inventories instead of named line items. Did his current work relate to those other pursuits?

Interesting.

“He does well enough. He’s smart enough to keep me around.”

That earned me a hair-raising cackle.

Some people, like me, wore costumes or put on masks for Halloween. Others took them off.

I knew one thing for certain: I didn’t want to test Mark’s mom. Werewolf or not, I doubted I’d come out as the victor. I had learned early on there were always bigger, smarter, and stronger predators out there. Or, as the case likely was, a more powerful witch. It was a rule. Power balanced power. If that balance was disturbed, there’d be an Inquisition.

I smiled, nodded, and conceded defeat.

With luck, the woman wasn’t aware of that fact. I don’t think she realized I’d seen through her lack of a mask. At least I hoped not. I wanted to live to see the morning.

Somewhere in the hall, a clock chimed nine.

“Ladies and gentlemen, ghouls, zombies, and vampire lords, distinguished members of the fae courts, demons, devils, haunts and specters, witches of renown and lovely princesses! Welcome,” a deep voice boomed from hidden speakers. The crowd hooted and clapped. “May this All Hallow’s Eve prove terrifying.”

A cold wind gusted through the room and the candles went out. Startled cries rang out, followed by the titter of nervous laughter.

“It was a dark and stormy night,” the voice rumbled, pausing in the overly-dramatic fashion favored by far too many of the wealthy.

“Really? Does it get any more cliché than that?” I muttered. Thunder boomed from the sound system, and lights flashed overhead.

“Hush, child,” Mark’s mother chided.

“The mists of the ether world part, for just this night, allowing mortals and immortals to mingle. Will you gamble your soul away to a devil in disguise? Will you join the Wild Hunt? Will you dance beneath the light of this full moon and join the creatures of the night?”

The silence sent shivers racing through me. I drew deep, long, and steady breaths to smother the need to answer the full moon’s call. The darkness made the desire worse.

The night was for wolves, and it was for me.

I clasped my hands behind my back. No tail. I hadn’t changed. I wasn’t going to change.

I kept telling myself that until some of the tension flowed out of my muscles.

“When the light pierces the darkness, prepare yourselves, revelers of the night. This All Hallow’s Eve is a night for masks, a grand masquerade of men, monsters, and beasts. Some among you may vanish to reappear as something more—or less—than you once were. Tonight is a night for mystery. Enjoy, and do not believe your eyes, for they may deceive you.”

A single candle illuminated the darkness. Shadows twisted away from the candelabras as they were lit.

Mark was gone.

For some reason, I wasn’t terribly surprised. I fluttered my fan in front of my face to hide my frown.

“That naughty boy needs punished,” the Wicked Witch of the West said. Then she cackled.

I shivered. “Indeed.”

“M’lady,” the deep voice of the narrator murmured at my side. An old man, bent and crooked, held out a glittering mask. “You are to wear this.”

I stowed my fan in my purse and took the mask. It was designed to cover the eyes, nose, and forehead. White ribbons hung from each side of it. The style was plain, but hundreds of clear jewels studded its surface.

“Oh, how lovely. Let me tie that into place for you, dear girl.”

I was really starting to feel like Dorothy, except she had a loyal dog to keep her out of trouble. Good girls wanting to please future mother-in-laws cooperated, I reminded myself. I turned to let the witch tie the mask in place.

The satin lining was warm against my skin. As the Wicked Witch of the West secured the ribbons around my head, I felt a faint tingle.

A good girl wanting to please a future mother-in-law who was likely a witch did not react to the presence of magic. I waited until the woman finished tying the mask in place before I turned around.

“How does it look?”

“You’re beautiful, child,” Mrs. Livingston said, patting my cheek.

Her touch numbed my face.

“Enjoy your evening, m’lady,” the old narrator said before stepping away to disappear into the shadows.

For some reason, I doubted flippancy was going to work with Mark’s adoptive mom. I swallowed back the need to be sarcastic, retrieving my fan. “Mark didn’t tell me much about the party,” I admitted. “He just said to come in costume.”

I fluttered my fan.

“Oh, you’re in for a treat, darling. What better for a party than a little horror and mystery with a chaser of the spooky and fantastical? How like Mark. He always did like his surprises.”

“It’s part of his charm,” I murmured.

I was definitely planning some horror for Mark in the very near future for getting me involved with his witch of a mother.

“Come, dear. Let’s get out of the entry.”

I smiled because it was expected of me, clasped my hands in front of me, and followed the old woman into the shadowed room.
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The mask was definitely doing something to me. I felt way too good for someone stuck with Mark’s mother, forced into acting like his girlfriend without the satisfaction of having the relationship and its perks. To make matters even more unnerving, I was aware of the full moon rising, but the need to transform and embrace the night wasn’t there.

Had the witch detected what I was? Like my wolfish nature, I tried to smother any signs of my other abilities. Out of sight and out of mind was what I preferred. Sometimes, years went by without me remembering that I, like the Wicked Witch of the West, was something more than a regular woman. I kept my talents on a very short leash, so others wouldn’t notice me.

What did the mask do? Something like that took time to prepare. There were rituals. Sanctifications. Each stone required purification. Was it meant to protect me from the things Mrs. Livingston and her circle of witches knew would be at the party?

Mark couldn’t have known about my nature. Then again, I never had suspected, not even for a moment, that his adoptive mother was a witch.

Did he know? It was possible he didn’t. Witches weren’t like werewolves.

They didn’t have a tendency to bare their fangs and start howling at the moon. They didn’t, to my knowledge, think of members of the opposite gender as food or mates during the winter, either. I held my breath, waited for my lungs to burn, then released it in a slow sigh.

The air reeked of perfume, sweat, wine and other spirits.

Without the mask, I would’ve managed somehow. Some wolves, like me, learned to control themselves. Most wolves had their pack to help them when the need to change grew too strong to resist.

I didn’t have that. I doubted I ever would.

Once a rogue, always a rogue.

I closed my eyes. Why would they give me a mask that could tame my nature and hold my instincts at bay?

I shivered.

“Don’t like the dark?” the Wicked Witch of the West cooed.

“I’m surprised nothing’s jumped out at us yet,” I replied.

“Don’t worry. The frights won’t happen until the lights come back on.” I felt Mrs. Livingston draw closer. She lowered her voice to a conspiratorial whisper and said, “I helped set it up.”

“I’m impressed.”

“Just wait until later. We’ve barely begun.”

“I don’t suppose there’s a refreshment table, is there?” Vodka probably wouldn’t impress Mark’s dear mother, but I’d take anything to help dull the edge of my nervousness. I kept smiling. I suspected I’d keep on smiling until my face hurt and my expression froze into place. “Water would be fine.”

“Oh, child. We can do much better than that.” The witch cackled. She led me to a secluded corner of the room. A table surrounded by candelabras waited, covered in wineglasses and cocktail shooters. “Come, then. I guess Mark doesn’t talk about the family much, does he?”

“Some,” I said.

“Oh?”

“His birth mother died when he was little.”

“He actually told you that?

I blinked at the surprise in the old woman’s voice. “Well, yes. I think he said he was five or six? Kindred spirits, I guess. I never knew my mother.”

“Oh, child. I’m sorry. I guess you would understand him a little, then.”

“He doesn’t talk a lot about his family,” I admitted.

Neither did I, but unless the witch asked, I wasn’t going to give her my life story. Not when I couldn’t guess which one of us was older at a glance.

“He doesn’t. Did he tell you anything about his mother?”

Maybe it was due to the mask, maybe it was due to the sad tone of her voice, but I blurted the first thing that came to mind. “Chocolate chip cookies.”

“What?”

“She made him chocolate chip cookies.”

The Wicked Witch of the West picked up one of the glasses of wine, handed it to me, then took one for herself. I sniffed at the red liquid, which looked a little too much like blood for my comfort. It tasted cloyingly sweet.

A woman in a red gown glided to the table, edging away from Mrs. Livingston in the same cautious fashion of someone escaping the striking range of a hissing cobra.

“Caroline, I’m so pleased you could make it,” the Wicked Witch of the West crooned.

I’m not sure which one of us shuddered harder. Mrs. Livingston stared at the front of the girl’s dress. Pale sequins forming a W across her chest gleamed in the firelight. I fluttered my fan so I could catch the young woman’s scent. Relief left me weak in my knees.

Caroline didn’t smell like a werewolf, at least. Another witch? It made the exquisite mask make much more sense. With so many real witches around, it would ensure there weren’t any unfortunate mistakes. An old memory tried to resurface, but I quelled it. Witches and wolves were fire and gasoline far too often, and any one of them could’ve been the Inquisition’s slave.

If I had known helping Mark would involve the risk of burning at the stake by the self-called protectors of humanity, I would’ve already been on a flight back to Atlanta. If I didn’t pass muster with Mrs. Livingston, I’d be in a lot of trouble.

“What is your costume, Caroline?”

“Scarlet letter,” the girl mumbled, chugging down the contents of her glass and grabbing another. 

I sipped at mine, struggling to keep my expression neutral. Caroline was wise to fear Mrs. Livingston, and with each passing second, I wanted to join the woman in drinking as much as possible to take off the edge of my growing anxiety.

The old witch sniffed. “How fitting.”

Caroline fled.

“I’m surprised he told you about the cookies,” Mrs. Livingston said, staring at Caroline’s back.

I blinked, jerking my head in the old woman’s direction. “Why?”

“I was certain he had gone and recruited some girl to get out of his upcoming engagement. That clever, clever boy.”

I was going to need a lot more than one glass of wine to deal with this conversation. I took a sip to buy myself some time. It wouldn’t help my ruse if I knew about Mark’s betrothal. I forced my eyes to widen. “What engagement?”

The Wicked Witch of the West’s gaze snapped to my face. 

I took another sip of wine, hoping my smile didn’t show. When she didn’t answer, I moved my shoulders in the slightest of shrugs. “It is something he would do, I have to admit.”

“Yes, it is. You’re after his wealth, aren’t you?”

I choked back a laugh. “I don’t need Mark’s money. I didn’t even know I was going to meet you until I arrived in the city.”

The darkness hid the old woman’s expression. “Is that so. . .”

“It is. Ah, hell. Samantha’s going to kill me if she gets another call today about me,” I muttered. While I was dressed for a gala at the Plaza, that wouldn’t stop me from getting kicked out if I caused too much trouble.

“Samantha?”

I didn’t snort. I wanted to, but I didn’t. There was no way I was telling her about my finances, Mark’s mother or not. I’d become the prey she believed her son was. “She’s my assistant whenever I’m in New York.”

Anger and suspicion burned in the witch’s eyes. “What does a freelance accountant need with an assistant when in New York?”

I took another sip of my wine without looking away from the old woman’s face. Women, wolves, witches, and the wealthy had a tendency to share one important belief: The one who looked away first was the weakest.

We locked gazes until the old woman inclined her head. I matched her gesture, and we both averted our eyes at the same time. As Mark’s girlfriend, I had to have the strength to stand up to the wealthy. I had to stand on my own two feet. I had to make her believe I was nothing more than a girl Mark fancied.

So long as she never guessed I was a wolf, I would live to see the dawn. To do that, I had to make her believe I was a serious contender for Mark’s hand in marriage. 

Faking a wince, I gestured at my gown. “I have the fashion sense of a blind, three-toed tree sloth. Without her help, I’d still be shopping, and my clothes would clash.”

“Mark may have mentioned your normal attire.”

I finished off my glass, placing it back on the table. Count Dracula materialized from the shadows, whisking it away. I waited for the man to depart. “What can I say, Mrs. Livingston? Tonight is a night of masks.”

Maybe it was because of the wine, or maybe I was tired of being pushed around, but I smiled and met her gaze again. “Even a girl like me enjoys playing Cinderella every now and then. If I wanted your son’s money, I wouldn’t date him for it. There’s something called a prenuptial, ma’am, and I won’t marry anyone without one.”

“And what do you have that my son might possibly want?”

“That’s something you’ll have to take up with him,” I replied, eying the neat rows of half-filled wine glasses.

If I got drunk enough, maybe I’d be incapable of a transformation, fancy witch-worked mask or not. The Wicked Witch of the West tested my patience in a way no other woman had in at least fifty years.

Maybe instead of gold, rubies, and diamonds, I should have worn enough silver to knock myself into a stupor.

“You have a lot more backbone than I thought you would, Cinderella.”

“Just wait ‘til midnight,” I muttered, reaching for another glass of wine. The lights turned on. White flashes danced in front of my eyes. “Ugh, they could have warned us.”

“Mayhem. Murder. Masks,” the deep voice of the narrator boomed through the room. “There is one less of you than there was before. But who could have done it? Why?”

The lights dimmed and a spotlight fell onto a figure lying on the floor. Caroline’s crimson dress pooled on the floor around her. The crowd converged on her.

“The rules are simple, children of the night. All of the clues you need to solve this dastardly crime can be found within the Plaza. Good luck, and act swiftly, or you might be next.

Mrs. Livingston cackled.
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Caroline was either the best actress I’d ever seen, or she was really dead. I crouched next to her, torn between touching her neck to feel for a pulse and running away before the sweet scent of a fresh kill overwhelmed my restraint.

A clock chimed ten. The power of the full moon slammed into me, tugging at my heart and tightening my chest. The need to embrace my inner beast and become one with the night quickened my breath.

Scents flooded my nose. Strong perfumes mingled with cologne, and the sweat of hot, living bodies stirred my hunger. I licked my lips, and for one brief moment, I imagined the salty sweetness of fresh blood on my tongue.

There was another hunter in the room with me, taunting me with their kill. Their prey was either dead or left to die. It was a challenge to the scavengers, to the hunters, and a warning to the prey.

“What do you think?” Mark’s mother asked.

“She’s an amazing actress,” I replied, careful to keep my tone light. I rose to my feet. If I grew a tail, I could only hope my gown would hide it long enough for me to slip from the party and find a place to gain control over myself.

Or complete the change and go on a rampage.

Another minute passed in silence. I shook my head. “This would be why I’m not a police officer.”

The Wicked Witch of the West giggled. I shivered at the sound. “I see. Very well, Cinderella. Shall we mingle with the other guests and learn about this terrible, terrible deed?”

“I thought this was when Mark was supposed to come rescue me from a fate worse than death,” I muttered.

Oops. So much for staying civil. I guess it was inevitable. Bodies brought out the worst in me. Especially when the body wasn’t one of my making. To make matters worse, I couldn’t exactly raise the alarm.

If I did, I’d reveal to those who knew the truth about werewolves and witches that I wasn’t just some girl after a wealthy boy. Then the Inquisition would find silver old enough to reduce me to ashes, purging the world of one more rogue werewolf.

“Why can’t you be wealthy?” Mrs. Livingston lamented.

The old woman’s question caught me by surprise. Had she heard me? Did she think it an amusing quip?

Was it possible the woman actually liked me? Confused at the question, I answered honestly. “Ma’am, who says I’m not? I’m your son’s accountant. Do you really think he’d trust someone who didn’t have access to at least some money with his money?” I glared at the old woman. At least the brewing fight between us distracted me from Caroline’s body a little. “Don’t forget: I know exactly how much he makes a year, where he transfers his funds, who owes him how much, and what he owes. I know how much he’s paid in taxes, and I know how much I saved him last tax season.”

The witch’s mouth dropped open. “Just what—”

“I paid more in taxes than he did last year. I’ll let you do the math. Unless, of course, he learned how to count from you.” I pivoted on a heel and stalked my way towards the refreshment stand.

The lights dimmed, and the spotlight focused on the fallen woman once more. “By now, you have all had a chance to look at the unfortunate victim. Why was she killed? Who can you trust? One among you is the killer. You hide among us, plotting and scheming, biding your time to strike again.” 

The crowd cheered. To me, Caroline looked so pale, strangely peaceful, and entirely alone.

Guilt nibbled at me before taking a huge bite. A woman was dead, and I had, for a brief moment, seen her as nothing more than wasted food. I might not have known her, but she had been someone’s daughter. Maybe she had a lover. She certainly had friends who would miss her.

Everyone else saw her as a pawn in a game, unaware of the truth.

Maybe.

I despaired. Halloween truly was a night of masks, horrors, murder, and lies.
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Like Cinderella at the prince’s ball, hiding in the crowd was impossible. My rubies and diamonds twinkled in the light, and drew every eye to me. While the deep voice of the narrator rumbled on, laying out the rules of engagement for the mystery game, I staked out the guests. I listened, I watched, and I waited.

I also went through two glasses of wine, one for each hand. I was classy like that. It’d take a cask or more to dull the edge of my irritation and quench my thirst for the hunt.

Dracula passed me with a tray. I drained the last of the wine and plunked down both glasses.

“Vould the very lovely lady vant another one?” Dracula purred at me.

“No, but you have my thanks,” I replied. It wasn’t the staff’s fault the wealthy had extravagant tastes and twisted morals, after all. The poor man probably didn’t know he’d passed by a corpse several times while serving other guests.

“You vould make a lovely bride,” Dracula replied before wandering off. He flashed a smile at me over his shoulder.

The lights dimmed once more. I sighed. What were the stupidly rich going to try next? Wasn’t the death of one woman enough?

A wolf howled. The high pitched, reedy sound cut over the murmur of conversation. I froze. It wasn’t a bark of warning or a signal to the hunting pack.

It was a cry for help.

“Now that you have heard the rules,” the narrator continued when the howl quieted, “I am pleased to introduce to you the grand prize of this evening’s festivities. Behold! A rare black tundra wolf.”

A spotlight illuminated the far side of the room. Dark cloth covered a raised platform. Two of the werewolf-masked men in black suits unveiled a cage. White light gleamed on silver bars. Necklaces, bracelets, and rings dangled from chains woven around the wolf’s prison.

The black animal cowered on a fur blanket. I gasped along with half of the room.

“When you win this wolf, you will acquire all paperwork and permits required to keep the animal in the state of your choice. Boarding will be provided until you can create a proper habitat for your prize. The winner will also receive one hundred thousand dollars on a prepaid credit card.”

The crowd applauded.

I trembled, unable to tear my eyes away from the wolf. It howled again. I breathed in. Fear, excitement, and perfume mingled with the musky scent of a male wolf. A sneeze doubled me over. An itch irritated my nose and spread over my cheeks. My eyes burned. I cursed my werewolf heritage. A human’s nose wasn’t sensitive enough to smell a wolf—or react to their presence if allergic to domesticated dogs.

“In order to be declared the winner, you must bring proof of the killer’s identity and motivation to the Keeper of Secrets before sunrise.”

I groaned and retreated towards the lobby. When I found out where Mark had gone, I was going to kill him. He knew I was allergic to dogs, wolves, foxes, and any other beast even remotely related to a canine.

Werewolves, however, were the worst. I felt the blood drain from my face. With so much silver around, my brother wolf wouldn’t be able to transform back into human form once the lure of the full moon wore off.

How long could a man live as a beast before he forgot his human heritage? If I lost, I’d never know. If I won, another werewolf would learn I existed. The weight of hopelessness crashed down on me.

If I made a noticeable, serious effort to win, Mark would notice. Under any normal circumstances, I would’ve left. I dug through my purse for my handkerchief, cursing myself for foolishly believing the Plaza wouldn’t have dogs, let alone werewolves.

The lights turned on.

“Please enjoy your night of chills and thrills,” the narrator concluded.

I wouldn’t, but I kept my mouth shut. The lobby of the hotel was still dark, lit by the flickering glow of the candles. I fished my cell phone out of my purse and started to dial Samantha’s number.

“I’m sorry, Lady, but cell phones aren’t permitted for the duration of the party,” a zombie said, shuffling for me.

I squeaked and hung up the phone. Globs of flesh dangled from the ruined remnants of the man’s jaw.

“Was going to call a friend to bring my medicine,” I replied, choking back a snarl. Even with my nose in its itching, clogged state, I was pretty certain the man wasn’t actually an undead.

“This way, Lady. The concierge will see to your needs.”

I put away the phone and followed the zombie across the lobby.

After tonight, I doubted I’d ever enjoy Halloween or parties again.

Especially not Halloween parties.


Chapter Three
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Caroline’s body was gone by the time I made it back to the reception hall. Whatever medicines the concierge had given me numbed me for the most part. My eyes were still burning holes into my head, but the itching and sneezing faded to something almost tolerable.

The wolf’s cage was covered, but his scent lingered in the air. I sniffled.

“Allison, where on Earth have you been?” The Wicked Witch of the West pounced on me before I’d managed to take three steps into the room. I blinked at her and clasped my hands in front of me so I wouldn’t rub at my sore eyes.

“Mark didn’t tell you?” I squinted at the old woman and blinked several times to keep my eyes from watering. Sniffling was inevitable.

The old woman tensed. “Mark didn’t tell me what?”

“I’m—” I sneezed and covered my nose with my handkerchief. “I’m allergic to dogs.”

“Oh. Oh! Oh, my. Now, that is a problem, isn’t it?” Mrs. Livingston glanced at the covered cage, deep lines scoring her brow. “Will you be all right?”

“I think so,” I replied, rubbing at my nose with my handkerchief. It didn’t stop my next sneeze. “They gave me pills.” My tongue felt thick in my mouth. I made a disgusted noise. My normal medication had a little bit of a kick, but whatever they were stashing behind the counter, it was strong, I had to give them that.

“Who gave you pills?” The Wicked Witch of the West surprised me by grabbing hold of my shoulders in a firm grip. I dropped my handkerchief. Unable to control the widening of my eyes, I stared at her.

Why would my mention of pills spook the woman so much? “Concierge? I was going to call Sammy, but…” I shrugged.

“No calls,” the woman finished for me in a murmur, letting me go. Before I could stop her, she stooped down to fetch my handkerchief, pressing it back into my hand.

“Thank you. Damn, though, they’re strong.”

“You’re really allergic to dogs?”

“Well, yes.” I drew a deep breath. The drugs were messing with my sense of smell. “Why couldn’t I have been allergic to cats? I didn’t think there’d be dogs, so I didn’t bring my pills or my inhaler.”

“Inhaler?”

I was glad for the mask. I could feel my eyebrows inching their way towards my hairline. The Wicked Witch of the West was worried about me, even after our little scuffle over Mark’s money? Had Mrs. Livingston been testing me, or was there another reason she was so concerned?

My drug-addled brain offered me no answers.

“For my allergies.”

“Not for asthma, then?”

“No, nothing like that. I’m all sorts of healthy, unless there’s a doggie around. Not so much then. I wish he’d warned me.”

“He didn’t know. Why don’t we go sit in the lobby? We’ll come up with a plan.” Mark’s mother grabbed my elbow and dragged me out of the reception hall. The strength of her grasp surprised me.

“Plan? What plan? What for?”

“To win that wolf, of course. I’ll take the animal, you get the cash. Deal?”

I tried to hide my surprise. Why did she want the werewolf? I struggled to keep my composure. Why couldn’t she win the wolf on her own? I shook my head to try to clear it of the fog preventing me from thinking coherently. “Oh. I don’t need the money, though.”

“You don’t?” The old woman’s tone turned suspicious.

“Ma’am, with all due respect, I told you I don’t need Mark’s money. I don’t need free offerings, either.”

“You’re wearing a multi-million dollar necklace my son swears he didn’t buy you, and you don’t need the money?”

Glaring while red-eyed from allergies wasn’t a sufficient deterrent. The Wicked Witch of the West ignored my displeasure. She dragged me across the lobby. I couldn’t shake free of her hand or even slow her down. She didn’t stop until we reached a bench.

Accepting my temporary defeat, I swept my skirts out from under me and sank down onto the cushion. “I pay off my credit cards every month, I assure you.” I worked my fingers under my mask and pinched my nose. Breathing out of my mouth tickled the back of my throat. The almost drunken feeling of the medicine’s influence eased a little. “This little thing?” I gestured to my necklace. “I’ll donate it to charity after I pay the bill.”

“To charity?” Once again, the witch sounded surprised. “But why?”

At the rate I was going, I was going to surprise the woman to death. I wasn’t sure if Mark would be upset with me or not if I did.

“Cinderella can’t attend a ball without a necklace. That’s all. Why keep something I’ll never wear again?” It didn’t hurt I’d paid less than a million for it once I had finished swindling the manager of the jewelry store. “And anyway, I never said it was real.”

“It looks real enough to me. You might be able to fool Mark, but you can’t fool my eyes. Tell the truth. Did you steal it?”

“You’re pretty quick with your accusations, Mrs. Livingston. Did you select Mark’s betrothed through a hundred page application including a full disclosure of her finances?”

The witch stiffened, glaring down at me.

Bullseye.

“Just answer the question,” she snapped.

“I solemnly swear I did not steal or borrow my necklace.” I sneezed so hard that lights danced in front of my eyes. “Why do you want that wolf?”

My question earned me another glare. “That’s none of your business.”

Mark was going to kill me. But war had pretty much been declared between us. In-laws weren’t supposed to like each other, anyway. “Then how, why, and where I got my necklace is none of your business.”

“How dare you!”

“What? Expect you to be my equal? Oh, how terrible of me.”

“You’ll never take my Mark. I do think we’re quite done here, aren’t we? That wolf is mine, Miss Ferdinan. I recommend you stay out of my way.”

I could have stayed quiet and avoided adding fuel to the flames, but I couldn’t resist smiling. “Last time I checked, Mrs. Livingston, Mark was a free man. Should I find out otherwise…” 

The drug-induced fog in my head cleared a little under the heat of my anger. I sat straighter and clasped my hands on my lap, lifting my chin to meet her stare.

“You’ll do what?”

I paused for drama’s sake. The witch recoiled a step. “I’ll destroy you,” I said in as calm of a tone as I could muster.

The Wicked Witch of the West’s mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. I think she believed me.

When I didn’t say another word, the old woman cleared her throat. “Prove it, then. Win the wolf, and I’ll believe in your sincerity.”

I glared at her until she stormed away. “Fine,” I called out to her departing back. Mrs. Livingston halted, but didn’t turn around. “If you really want to dance, we’ll dance,” I finished with a dignified sniff. “I hope your wits aren’t as antiquated as your appearances.”

She waved her hand in acknowledgment of my words. I muttered curses, uncertain of who had won that round.

Just what had Mark gotten me into? If I lived through the night, I was going to kill him in the morning.

At least I had a reason to try to win a wolf I didn’t even want.
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When it rained, it really poured, and none of my powers as either a werewolf or a two-bit witch could change my luck. Mark was gone, likely hiding right under my nose among the costumed figures, laughing at my misfortune. Caroline’s body had also disappeared.

I didn’t want to think about who had taken her corpse away or what they intended to do with her. Without knowing what killed her, I’d have to start making guesses.

At least I knew a few things. She hadn’t been shot or stabbed. I doubted the Plaza would’ve been happy if a game stained their floors with blood. Had Caroline been strangled? That seemed unlikely.

I hadn’t smelled her fear, and her expression had been too peaceful for so violent of a death. I hadn’t heard anything suspicious in the hall, either. A fight wouldn’t have gone unnoticed, even in the dark.

How else were people murdered? I propped my chin in my hand and hummed. The medicine definitely wasn’t helping me think.

Oh. Medicines. Drugs. Poisons. Caroline had drunk wine not long before her death. Had she been poisoned then?

I shivered at the implication. Had her death been some random murder? I didn’t want to believe it. Wolves hunted for a purpose: To survive, to eat, and to win mates. Only humans were capable of such pointless killings of their own kind.

Random murder wasn’t likely, not at such a party. There were too many things that could go wrong. No real hunter would rely on luck alone to down their prey.

I wanted to pull at my hair from frustration. Instead, I rose to my feet, making my way to the concierge.

“Are you feeling any better, ma’am?” the man behind the candlelit counter asked. Unlike the rest of the staff I’d seen in the building, he wasn’t wearing a costume. His suit was pristine, and his black hair greased back.

“Much, thank you. Where’s the kitchen?”

If my request startled him, he didn’t react beyond pointing and giving me directions. I thanked him.

I made it all of five steps before a wave of anxiety swept through me. Something tugged at me, took hold of my heart, and squeezed. Each breath burned in my lungs. I staggered a step, but kept walking towards the hallway. The deep tone of a bell rang in my ears. I lowered my head and squeezed my eyes closed.

The shadows hid how I faltered. I shuddered.

The wolf howled.

Realization slammed into me. The full moon had reached its peak. Its call resonated with my heart, and my bones ached with the need to change, but I was powerless to answer. 

Ice stabbed at me where the mask touched my skin. A sneeze tore through me, and the desire to transform ebbed. Warmth replaced the mask’s chill.

The wolf howled again. I halted and listened to his sad song. His was a cry for freedom, a vocalized desire to join the hunt.

My throat tightened. I’d lived for so long as neither wolf nor woman that I didn’t know where one began and the other ended.

I wanted freedom too, but not to hunt. I’d been hunted for long enough.

I lifted my head and headed towards the kitchen. Like some fairy godmother, the Wicked Witch of the West hadn’t provided me with what I wanted or what I had bargained for.

She had, however, given me what I needed. Hopefully I wasn’t selling my soul to some devil in disguise for the chance to set the black wolf free.
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The kitchen wasn’t the bustling hive of busy bees that I expected. Someone dressed up like a raccoon scurried about, emptying a dishwasher. A blonde-haired ballerina in a pink tutu refilled wine glasses. Covered trays of hors d’oeuvres waited on every available counter.

A plain wooden box rested next to one of the trays with a stack of letters inside. I stepped into the room, dodging the edges of the counters.

The raccoon noticed me first. It gestured to the box with a gloved hand before returning to work.

A clue, then? I took an envelope from the box and shoved it into my purse. The ballerina smiled at me when I approached. She poured another glass of wine and set it on a waiting tray. I watched as she poured several more glasses before setting the emptied bottle into the sink next to her.

Dracula glided into the kitchen with a tray of empty glasses. I got out of his way. Like a well-oiled machine, the raccoon relieved him of the tray, and the ballerina gave him a new one laden with wine.

Caroline had drunk wine from the table. Even if Dracula, the raccoon, or the ballerina had poisoned a glass, it didn’t account for anything more than a random, senseless killing. I had a clue, but I doubted it’d guide me to the woman’s actual killer.

“What type of wine is this?” I asked.

The ballerina dimpled at me. “It’s a Château Margaux from Bordeaux, ma’am.”

“Can I see one of the bottles?”

“Have fun,” the woman replied, turning back to her work. I picked up one of the bottles and looked at the label. It was written in French. I rolled the bottle between my hands before checking my white gloves. No stains.

I checked the bottom. A small piece of paper was taped to the glass. I glanced over my shoulder.

No one else was in the kitchen.

I took the paper and left.
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I avoided the reception hall. Without proper lights, I didn’t want to even try reading what the scrap of paper from the wine bottle said, let alone the contents of the envelope. With the moon at its peak, the allergy medication wasn’t going to last long. I could already feel the last remnants of the fog in my head burning away. So long as I stayed as far from the other werewolf as possible, I’d be okay. I hoped. 

I found a quiet hallway, pulling the envelope out of my purse. I gave it a shake. Something heavy shifted in it. I tore it open and a silver coin embossed with a stylized letter “I” fell onto my palm.

My blood ran cold in my veins. I knew the mark. It was one I had never wanted to see again. A business card fluttered to the floor.

I shivered as my eyes locked on the mark of the Inquisition. The silver numbed my hand through my glove. Once, I had been a secret of the Inquisition, locked in a cage until they needed me to hunt down a witch or wolf. Red flashed before my eyes, like fresh blood spraying from new wounds. I shuddered, swallowing back bile.

I didn’t want to remember when my name had been Inquisitor. 

It was a long time before I managed to dump the coin into my purse. Still shivering, I stooped to pick up the fallen card. 

The Keeper of Secrets wears no mask.

The message offered me nothing but more questions. Was the Keeper of Secrets a part of the Inquisition? There hadn’t been one, so many years ago when I’d been forced to kill for them. Why would a message be left with a coin stamped with the symbol?

I dumped the coin and the card in my purse and turned my attention to the note that had been taped to the bottom of the wine bottle.

Traitors are punished.

I crushed the note in my fist. I should’ve known. The evidence of the Inquisition’s presence had been right in front of me the entire time. Only the Inquisition would bring a werewolf to a place like the Plaza and use him as a prize, disguised as a normal animal. Only an Inquisitor could pull off a murder in such a large crowd, disguising it to look like a game.

Caroline had been a scarlet letter, all right. She’d worn the truth for all to see, and like an adulterer in the past, she’d been killed for her crimes. Worse still, her death was used as the amusement of others.

Her letter, however, had been W.

Witch.

My fear chilled me. Did Mark know about the Inquisition? I wanted to doubt it, but Mark was involved with the organization of the party. I hoped against it. The Inquisitors liked their secrets, and kept them even from family when they could. I had that much going for me, at least. The Inquisitors liked their secrets enough that unless the Wicked Witch of the West learned the truth, I was probably safe. He could’ve pulled off the party without knowing about the Inquisition, if he acted on behalf of his mother.

I shook my head, pushing my fears aside.

Nothing changed the fact I was engaged in a pissing contest with a witch at a party reeking of the last people on Earth I wanted to be near. I closed my eyes, rolling the paper into a tiny ball. The narrator’s voice haunted me.

I wondered if he knew just how right he was. If the Inquisition learned I existed, I’d end up like Caroline: Cold and dead.

Traitors were punished. No one left the Inquisition and lived.

Except me.

I was in a lot of trouble.


Chapter Four
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It was a lot easier to ignore Caroline’s death once I suspected her of being part of the Inquisition. They were fire, I was gasoline, and the instant they learned I had been one of them, they’d burn me. But that’d only happen after they learned everything they could from me.

There wouldn’t be a whole lot left of me to burn once they were finished with me.

Caroline had it easy. One moment she’d been alive. Then, bam! Like a gunshot in the dark, she was gone. The Inquisition wouldn’t show me such kindness. The fortunate died when they were tortured for information.

If I didn’t die during their interrogations, they’d laden me with silver, take everything they could from me, set me on my own kind, and then finish me off. They’d pit me against wizards, witches, and wolves, and wouldn’t care in the slightest if I made it back alive.

If I made it back, if they thought I was of no more use to them, then they’d burn me at the stake.

A death like Caroline’s was far, far better. Quick and efficient. That was the best I could hope for, if they discovered the truth.

All in all, I was in a lot of trouble. The mask I wore made sense, if the party was hosted by the Inquisition. They had the black werewolf in the throes of the full moon at Halloween. If he escaped from his silver cage, the enchantments on the mask would be enough to prevent him from trying to change me into a werewolf. I was a prime target for a wolf in thrall. I was, to appearances, young. I was also unmated. So close to winter, if he didn’t already have a mate, the black werewolf would have been on the prowl for one, and he wouldn’t care if she were human or otherwise. The ritual needed to transform someone from human to werewolf wasn’t something that most werewolves could perform on an unwilling subject. The victim had to agree, in some form or another. Had the Inquisition forgotten that fact?

Of course, the Inquisition didn’t know I was already a cursed beast fighting the moon’s call.

I sniffled, rubbing my gloved finger under my nose. Their precautions saved me from being revealed. With one wolf in thrall to the moon, even my control would falter. While I had never forced the ritual to transform someone into a werewolf on anyone, if I were going to, it’d be on a night like tonight.

The shiver started in my shoulders and made its way right down my spine.

With another full-body shudder, I shook my head and tried to purge all of the what-if questions rattling around in my head. I couldn’t set the wolf free if I got caught by the Inquisition.

I pivoted on a heel and stomped my way back towards the lobby. I considered throwing the slip of paper away. Under the disguise of taking more allergy medicine, I ate the clue. Luck had never been a real friend of mine, and the last thing I needed was the Inquisition figuring out I suspected what was actually going on.

I could pretend I hadn’t found the clue. Nothing in the rules stated I needed to present the evidence. All I had to do was find a way to set the black wolf free.

Taking a seat at an empty sofa, I let the silver coin fall between the cushions. The business card, however, I kept, stashing it among my credit cards. Then, I waited.

The Wicked Witch of the West found me some twenty minutes later, with a sweet smile on her face. “Are you feeling any better, child?”

I sneezed. Grabbing my handkerchief, I dabbed at my nose. “I’ll live.”

For now. It was a subject up for debate. Either the allergies would do me in, or I’d stuff my foot into my mouth and ruin over a hundred years of hiding.

“I would have made better arrangements had I known.”

I had to give the old woman credit. She was really good at the dual good guy and bad guy act. I hadn’t lived as long as I had without being able to play the same game. A werewolf like me played well, or died. That was how things had been and would always be. I matched her smile with one of my own. “Mark couldn’t have known.”

“You’re right. He couldn’t have known. Why, he’s probably tearing apart the hotel looking for clues right now.” There was an unfriendly edge to Mrs. Livingston’s smile. “You’re beneath him. If you weren’t, he’d be here with you instead of trying to win on his own. He’s playing you, girl. You’ll never be fit to become his bride.”

I met her eyes without changing my expression a bit. She recoiled as though I’d struck her. I wondered how I would’ve reacted if I had really been Mark’s girlfriend, having learned of his betrothed. Unhappy, I decided, was at the top of the list. I had plenty of reasons to frown, but rich women hid their displeasure behind venomous grins.

“Mrs. Living—”

“What are you filling my girlfriend’s ears with, Mother?” Mark called out from across the lobby.

I kept smiling, but like Mrs. Livingston, I let it turn sour. 

Mark froze in midstride.

“Allison?”

Two could play hardball, and I wasn’t about to lose everything to the Wicked Witch of the West. It was like I’d been thrust into some real-life romance novel, complete with every cliché I could think of. In our little game of cats, mice, fake fiancées, and evil step mothers, the existence of Mark’s betrothed wasn’t a secret, not anymore. It was, however, a part of the game women played in high society. To fulfill my favor to Mark, I had to play by the rules of a game started hundreds of years ago in royal courts across the world. “Your charming mother was just about to tell me about your fiancée.”

Horror paled Mark’s face. He stared at his mother before turning to me, mouth partially open.

I’d seen deer trapped in the glow of headlights look more responsive. Instead of rising from the chair, I sat straighter, hands clasped on my lap. I wasn’t going to burn bridges.

Pulverization was more up my alley. It’d hurt both of us less that way, in the long term. “Weren’t you, Mrs. Livingston?”

The Wicked Witch of the West stared at me with her lips pressed together in a thin line. “Indeed.”

Smiling was starting to make my jaw ache, but I didn’t relent. “What’s her name?”

“Victoria,” Mark choked out, as though her name was forced from his throat. He coughed and ducked his head until the plumes of his costume hid his face. “Her name is Victoria.”

That caught me by surprise. Well, well, well. It seemed Mark’s fiancée and I had something in common, although Mark didn’t know my real name was Victoria. I let my smile falter. “When were you planning on telling me?” I snapped.

Mrs. Livingston’s eyes focused on me before she turned to Mark. “That is something I want to know too, Son.”

“I didn’t want you to find out this way, Allison. I… I had planned to… I mean…” He fell silent, staring down at me with wide eyes.

“Is that all I am to you?” I let my words serve as both hammer and nails to the coffin of a relationship doomed to failure from the start. If Mark hadn’t anticipated such a dispute, it was his fault for being blind. I did feel a little guilt as I pressed on. “Am I just some toy you can discard when your fiancée comes calling?”

“She is not my fiancée!” Mark snapped, shaking his head so hard several of his feathers came out. “I never agreed to marry her.” He sank down at my feet, resting his hands on my knees. “You have to believe me, Allison. I’d never betray you. Not for all of the money in this world. Not for any reason. You’re the one I want to marry, not her. I’ve never even met her.”

The Wicked Witch of the West sucked in a breath. “Marcus Alexander—”

Mark interrupted his mother with a jerk of his hand. Then he turned back to, taking hold of my left hand. “Allison Malinda Ferdinan, please marry me.”

I don’t know where he had pulled the ring out from, but he held it up to me with a trembling hand. A single diamond caught the candlelight.

It twinkled.

My eyes burned, but I didn’t cry. One day, he’d stare at the true love of his life with wet eyes, and the girl in front of him wouldn’t be me. But, I had promised to play his game. There was nothing but the truth in his gaze.

Had he been serious about proposing all along? It’d be like him, creating an illusion so the truth of his sincerity could become something truly powerful. 

Any other girl would’ve been flattered. Too bad I wasn’t her.

I wondered how much it would hurt him when, as had happened tens of times before, I vanished to become someone new, someone he’d never see again. Would it hurt him as much as it would me?

Time wasn’t kind to werewolves. It didn’t let us forget.

Not trusting my voice, I sat perfectly still. The dip of my chin was as close to a nod as he’d get, although it wasn’t the yes he hoped for. Mark smiled as he slipped the band over my gloved finger.

The cold, tiring touch of silver seeped through the thin material. I stared at the ring and shivered. It wasn’t just a piece of jewelry, but it was old. Old silver, forged and reforged again, carrying with it an age almost as great as mine.

It hurt, but the white material didn’t blacken. It was pain I embraced, because I deserved it for the betrayal I would soon commit.

A clock counted the midnight hour.

I really was Cinderella, but I didn’t have glass slippers, and there’d be no happy ending for us.
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No one said a word, and the silence was suffocating. I alternated between holding my breath and pretending I wasn’t trying to gasp for air. Sneezing and sniffling weren’t options, not when I was pretty certain any sudden noise or motion would set the mother or son off.

I was trapped in a Mexican standoff, and my so-called fiancée and his mother were about to start firing bullets at each other. I was glad looks couldn’t kill, because I’d be a charred corpse otherwise. I understood why Mrs. Livingston wanted to burn me alive. As for Mark, I could make a few guesses, all of which involved my attempt to circumvent his grand plan to escape his mother’s plan for his married life.

A zombie shuffled to Mark, leaning over to whisper something in his ear. Mark rose to his feet with a deep frown. “I’ll deal with it.” He tried to smile at me, but it didn’t last long. “Allison, I’m sorry. I’m needed.” Mark kissed the Wicked Witch of the West on the cheek before leaving me alone with her.

I focused my gaze on Mark’s extravagant, feathered costume in the effort to forget about the ring on my finger. It didn’t exactly burn me, but it hurt all the same. Little jolting stabs ran from my fingers to my neck. It wouldn’t leave a mark—the silver wasn’t old enough for that— but I was more than ready to call the engagement off to get the damned thing as far from me as possible.

Over time, it’d probably poison me. I shivered.

“He loves you, doesn’t he?”

I was really, really tempted to chase after Mark and kill him. His one little favor was blowing up in my face. How was I supposed to answer her question? Worse, she was right, and it had happened without me knowing it.

I wasn’t allowed to love anyone. In the best-case situation, I’d kill him when I failed to resist the change. In the worst case, I’d make him become just like me.

Cursed. Violent. Bestial.

Love didn’t survive that sort of change. It was the golden rule of werewolves. Picking a human mate ended in tragedy.

But that was the reason for the jewel-encrusted mask I wore, to prevent the black werewolf from being able to take me for a mate and convert me into a werewolf. But Mrs. Livingston didn’t know I knew that. She also didn’t know I had reasons to want the wolf for myself, if only to set him free. To play my part, I had to pretend I wanted the wolf. Mrs. Livingston could understand greed as a motive. It was my last defense, and I wielded it like a sword. “You’re the Keeper of Secrets, aren’t you?”

Mrs. Livingston stared at me. One of her eyebrows hiked up to her hairline. “Why would you say that?”

Distraction successful. I twisted the ring on my finger. It didn’t help ease my reaction to the metal. Once again, the diamond winked at me, taunting me with its fiery beauty.

“That ring belonged to his birth mother,” Mrs. Livingston said, sinking down onto a nearby armchair. “It’s all he has left of her.”

Why the hell would Mark give me his dead mother’s ring? I don’t know how I managed not to flinch. This should have been an arranged trick to help him escape a marriage he didn’t want. A marriage he hadn’t quite confirmed existed, for that matter. It had been a lucky guess on my part, and painfully correct.

I was at least a hundred and fifty years too old for him. In the best-case scenario, I’d get him killed before he realized he’d fallen in love with something right out of a horror movie.

“It’s beautiful,” I said. It was the truth, too. The stone glittered with a purity I’d never match, and the silver shone with the luster of the moon on a clear night.

“Why do you think I’m the Keeper of Secrets?”

The corners of my mouth twitched upwards. “Why ask me to win the wolf if you could earn it yourself? You said you’d helped organize it. Who else?” Shrugging my shoulders was a bit much, but I didn’t really care if she thought of me as flippant or arrogant. I didn’t have to be nice to the woman. I was expected to be polite. I could handle polite, although I would’ve rather been anywhere else on Earth other than in her company, but I wasn’t brave enough to say it. The woman was an Inquisitor, and I didn’t need to give her any more reasons to look closer at me. They had ways of exposing wolves.

I’d gotten more than a little lucky avoiding exposure with the ring on my finger. If I had been any other wolf, any younger of a wolf, I would’ve already joined my brother in his cage. 

“Clever. What proof do you have?”

Smiling made my jaw ache. “Absolutely none. Isn’t leaving proof around bad form?” I let my smile fade into a faint frown, averting my eyes to scan the lobby. “Where do you think Mark went?”

“My son’s a busy man.”

I sniffled before faking a yawn. “Oh, I’m sorry. I was at the airport at five this morning. I’m afraid Mark hadn’t told me this was an all-night affair.”

Mrs. Livingston stared at me, her eyes narrowed, but she nodded in acknowledgment of my comment. The explosion I expected from her didn’t come. It was easy waiting with the patience of someone too tired to really care, ideal for the role of a weary newly-engaged.

I blamed the silver ring.

“I’ll never accept you,” the old witch whispered. There was a hard edge to her tone, but there was a quiver to her words that cracked her stern visage.

I might not have liked her, or the Inquisitors she had allied herself with, but I could respect a woman’s love for a child. It was a little like a pack, though there was no way I was ever going to admit that to the overly-wealthy woman.

This time, my smile was the real thing. “And I always preferred honesty. Mrs. Livingston, before you try to, you can’t buy me off. I told you once, and I’ll tell you again. I don’t need Mark’s money.”

Anger flickered in the old woman’s eyes, but the Wicked Witch of the West said nothing.

“I’ve enough money of my own, and I earned it all.” I held up my throbbing left hand. “Do you know what this is?”

Mrs. Livingston’s eyes focused on the diamond. Once again, she waited in silence. When I didn’t speak, she pointed a crooked finger at the ring. “What is it, then?”

“A message to you. Mark isn’t someone you can just pawn off as you see fit. Let him choose, or he will choose someone you can’t stand—like me.” I twisted the ring on my finger. “If you don’t want me to marry your son, I’ll consider it. Maybe.”

With the speed of a striking snake, she gripped my wrist. “What do you want?”

“Some things don’t deserve to be caged, Mrs. Livingston. Others should, but aren’t. If you’re a woman of honor, you’ll release the wolf back to the wild where it belongs. Swear on it. Swear on everything you hold dear. Swear on all of your power as a woman. If your arrangement for Mark is so important to you, you will take that black wolf and set him free into the wild tonight before the sun rises. Swear on it! You will provide proof, sent through Mark, that you have done as I demand. Then, and only then, will I consider breaking off the engagement.” 

Mrs. Livingston flinched, but she didn’t reply. Leaning towards her, I forced our eyes to meet again.

“Swear on your power, your wealth, and your son that you will free the wolf into the wild.”

“I swear,” she whispered.

“Swear properly,” I snapped. While forcing the oath revealed I knew at least something of the nature of witches, I wasn’t about to leave without her sworn word. It was the only way I could ensure she would do as promised.

The Wicked Witch of the West trembled, although I couldn’t tell if it was from fear or anger. “I swear on my power, my wealth, and my son that I will set the wolf free, unhurt, before dawn, providing proof to my son to deliver to you that I have done so.”

A normal human wouldn’t have been able to feel the pulse of power as the witch committed to the oath. If she broke her word, the Wicked Witch of the West would no longer be a witch. With a little luck, she would never suspect I had purposefully goaded her into an unbreakable geas. Ignoring the momentary sensation, I rose, grabbed my purse, turned, and headed for the hotel’s main doors. One of the doormen moved to intercept me.

Our eyes met.

I don’t know what he saw in my expression, but he backpedaled and opened the door for me in a hurry. I stepped out into the cold night, pulling out my cell as I crossed the street to the fountain.

Samantha answered on the second ring.

“Samantha, pick me up at Central Park near the Plaza.” I hung up without giving my friend and partner-in-crime a chance to respond. Ignoring the surge of guilt at using Mark for my own means, I stowed the silver engagement ring in my purse.

I hid among the revelers on the street. It took Samantha an hour to find me on the paths leading to the pond.

I was almost disappointed that no one bothered me. I guess even the things that went bump in the night on All Hallow’s Eve feared an angry Cinderella.


Chapter Five
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“Allison, talk. What in hell is going on?”

For a little after one in the morning, traffic was heavy. We were traveling at an impressive pace of three blocks an hour. I kicked off my heels and stretched my legs. “Cinderella doesn’t like the evil stepmother.”

“Well, that’s a given. You look like hell.”

“Thanks. They had a dog at the party.”

Samantha glanced at me out of the corner of her eye, arching a brow in an eloquent fashion I didn’t have a prayer of matching. “A dog? You look like someone jabbed hot pokers in your eyes. What’s with the mask, anyway?”

Shit. I had forgotten to give the damned thing back before I had stormed out of the Plaza. “I might be in trouble, Sammy.” However much I didn’t want to admit it, I needed to give my friend a chance to back out. Being with me was about to go to a whole new level of dangerous.

The SUV made it a quarter of a block before traffic ground back to a halt. I busied myself with untying the mask. 

Samantha made a displeased noise in her throat. “Well? What sort of trouble?”

If I lost control without the bejeweled mask, Samantha could subdue me. At least, I hoped she could. I didn’t want to think about what would happen if she couldn’t. The headlines, at least, would be spectacular.

“Inquisitor trouble. They executed a witch and disguised it as a murder mystery.” I peeled the mask off my face. Even in the darkness, it was a pretty thing, glittering in the faintest of light. I suspected it was worth at least as much as my necklace. I fished the business card out of my purse. “Put your hazards on.”

Samantha obeyed, laughing a little at my request. “Seriously? This is New York, Allison. No one is going to care. You folks are just too polite in Atlanta.” 

Before I could regret my decision, I got out of the SUV and tossed the mask and card into the nearest trash can. I jumped back into the vehicle and slammed the door. I settled down, buckled up, and let my breath out in an explosive sigh. “Hell of a night.”

“How do you know the witch was executed?” There was the faintest quiver in Samantha’s voice. If we hadn’t been together for fifty-odd years, I probably wouldn’t have noticed it. I didn’t blame her.

The Inquisition scared us both, and Samantha had as much to lose as I did.

Lying wouldn’t work. It never did with her, so I gave it to her straight. “I used my nose. Death’s got a scent, Sammy. If it weren’t for whatever witchery was on that mask, they would’ve had two werewolves in their clutches instead of one.”

“They had a werewolf? I think you better tell me everything from the top.”

I did.

It took us another hour to go four blocks. At the rate we were going, Mark would’ve been able to catch up to the SUV on foot. Samantha refused to look at me the entire time. Maybe I deserved the punishment of her silence, but it didn’t stop me from squirming.

“You’re right. You’re in a lot of trouble,” she said. Then she sighed, letting out a strained laugh. “Can’t you go to one little party without getting into trouble? Mark must be furious. And you kept the ring?”

I flinched. “It’s made of old silver, Sammy, and it was his mother’s. I wasn’t going to spite him like that. I’ll find some way to give it back to him.”

“Oh. Sorry. So, what’s the plan?”

I hadn’t put a whole lot of thought into that. Wrinkling my nose made my face ache and roused my need to sniffle. “We get the hell out of New York, that’s what. I’ll catch a flight out of Newark, I guess. I’m sorry for dragging you into this.”

Samantha smiled. “I have a better idea.”

The seatbelt tried to strangle me as I sat straighter. I yanked on it with a wordless growl, which earned me a glare. “What’s your idea?”

“Give me a sec.” Samantha hit a button on her steering wheel. “Call Boss,” she said.

The SUV dialed, piping the audio through the speakers.

“Peter,” a gruff voice answered.

“It’s Samantha. I need to take a few days.”

Peter barked out a laugh. “You’re aware the Queen Bitch is in town, right?”

I slapped my hand over my mouth and swallowed my laugh. A snort exploded out of my nose. There was a moment of uncomfortable silence. “You’re an asshole, Peter.”

“Oh, why, hello Queenie. It’s been a while.”

Samantha cleared her throat. “This is my phone call, thank you very much.”

Ignoring my friend, I propped my elbow against the window and grinned at the dashboard. “It has been a while,” I agreed. “I’m stealing Samantha, Peter. She’s mine.”

“The last time I checked, stealing people is called kidnapping, Queenie. How long do you want her for?”

I smirked, glancing at Samantha. She sighed. “A week, Boss.”

At least Peter wasn’t a problem. He was willing to do anything, so long as I didn’t break too many laws. I doubted he’d care if I broke a lot of laws, so long as I wasn’t caught. Anything that ended up on my credit card was money in his pocket, one way or another. 

“Personal time or on the clock?”

Before Samantha could answer, I replied, “I’m paying. Use the private card.”

Peter whistled. “Please tell me you aren’t buying another company on the sly. Even routing through Swiss accounts, it’s hard to hide that sort of movement, Queenie.”

“I wasn’t hiding it. I was just doing a friend of mine a favor.” I bit my lip. It’d been one of the most dangerous tricks I’d done, arranging a sale between me, myself, and a third party. Anyone wanting to follow my trail would first need to dig to establish a connection between all of my accounts. Most of those Swiss accounts, numbering in the hundreds, I had closed immediately after the transfers. Someone really determined could trace it back to me, but not without a great deal of work. “I just want some privacy for a bit.”

I could hear the lie in my voice, and smell it as a sour taint to the air. Pinching my nose so I wouldn’t sniffle, I stared over at Samantha. Her eyes were fixed on the road.

“Don’t we all? If you need anything from me, let me know,” Peter replied.

When I could speak without sneezing, I let go of my nose. “Actually, there is something you can do for me, Peter.”

“What is it?”

“Build me a paper trail to Atlanta. Put a concierge on the plane instead of me. Get her to Atlanta, then send her to the Bahamas for a week, on me. Up for the challenge?” I couldn’t help but grin. Magic of the mundane sort was what Peter did best, and he was always boasting he could do anything for me. I hadn’t tested it much before. It was time to see how close to real magic he could get.

“You want me to have an employee pretend to be you?”

“I thought you could do anything,” I teased.

“I know just the girl, and I can book a private plane to both locations. What’s going on?”

After testing my luck with one lie, I gambled with the truth. After a moment’s hesitation, I decided on a story that wouldn’t cause too many questions, I hoped. “I tangoed with some of the rich and famous. Decided I didn’t like it. Thanks for your help, Peter.”

“You’re playing a dangerous money game again, aren’t you?”

I wrinkled my nose and bit back the urge to sigh. “Always.”

“I’ll be using my card and name on Allison’s behalf for at least a week,” Samantha said.

“Okay. I’ll unlock your limit. Pay Samantha’s cards for the next week from the usual account, Queenie?”

“Yes.”

“Have fun, ladies. Call me if you need anything.”

“Thanks, Peter.” Samantha hung up before I had a chance to say anything. “I can’t believe you did that.”

“I’m sorry. I couldn’t help it. It does simplify things, you have to admit.”

Samantha shook her head. “You’re impossible. Did you ever tell Peter you’re a Fenerec?”

“Werewolf,” I grumbled. “And hell no. It’s bad enough he knows I’m an unaffiliated witch.” Without my latent powers as a witch, the old silver would’ve done a lot more to me than make me uncomfortable.

“Peter wouldn’t betray you. You earn him way too much money.” Samantha wrinkled her nose at me. “Sometimes, you’re the bravest woman I’ve ever met. Other times, I swear you tuck your tail between your legs and hope the world doesn’t find you.”

I snorted. “It’s only because the reward for turning in a two-bit witch with less than middling ability isn’t as much as the interest he scalps me for.”

It was bad enough Peter knew about the Inquisition. It didn’t surprise me. The Inquisition paid well for rogue witches and wolves. I didn’t want to imagine the reward for the head of a wolf-witch.

“It doesn’t hurt that he believes you’re worthless to the Inquisition,” my friend agreed. “But he calls you Queen Bitch. Why then, if he doesn’t know you’re a Fen—sorry, werewolf.”

That took me by surprise. I twisted in my seat to face Samantha. “I didn’t tell you? He told me I was acting like a bitch a few years back. I told him he could call me Queen Bitch, thank you very much, and hung up on him. It stuck. Why didn’t you ask me earlier?”

Samantha stuck her tongue out at me. “Because every time I see you, I’m too busy cleaning up your messes.”

“Oops.”

“Bad dog! Learn some restraint, please.”

I tried not to grin, failing miserably at it. “I’ll try.”

“Thanks.” Samantha scowled at me.

I turned back to the window and stared out of it. Dark clouds obscured the sky. “What’s the plan, then?”

“I’m taking you out into the country. I’m going to lock myself in the SUV. You’re going to wander off and kill some rabbits, or whatever the hell gets in your way. If you’re not back in a day, I’m going to hunt you down and force you to change back. After that? No idea.”

Apparently no one had sent my body a memo that being allergic to one’s self was a nuisance. I winced. “But, Samantha, I’m allergic.”

“Oh, stop your whining. I have your meds in the backseat. Just be quiet and let me drive.”

I shut my mouth. There was no arguing with Samantha when she was right.
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Samantha stopped the SUV deep within the Appalachian Mountains some three hours after escaping New York City. I could feel her eyes boring holes right through me, and while I fidgeted, I didn’t touch my seat belt or make any move to get out of the vehicle. It was still dark and cloudy outside, but I could still feel the presence of the moon low in the sky. It tugged at me, begging me to do the one thing I knew I shouldn’t.

Once I left, I didn’t know if I’d return. Despite the SUV’s warmth, I shivered.

“How long has it been, Allison? And don’t you even dare lie to me.”

I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “Ten or twenty years.”

The air soured with Samantha’s anger. “Christ, woman. You go out to the sticks several times a year, and you’re telling me you don’t even change? Are you insane?” Samantha beat her balled hand against the steering wheel. “Get the hell out of my car and don’t you come back until you’ve gotten at least one kill. You hear me? Out! I’ll be waiting. I’ll piss out the damned window if I have to until you’re sane.”

I cringed and unbuckled. “Fine.”

My friend shook her head and splayed her hands over the wheel. “Damn it. Be careful, Shimmer.”

The handle of the door may as well have been ten thousand miles away. My fingers twitched, but I couldn’t bring myself to grab it. “What if I can’t change back?” I whispered.

Samantha sighed. “Then I’ll get out of the damned car, figure out which wolf in this damnable forest is you, and beat you until you change back. If that doesn’t work, so help me god, I’ll collar your mangy ass and sell you on eBay.”

I glanced at the plastic bags littering the backseat of the SUV. I shivered. It’d been haunting me, like some foul breath on the back of my neck. It was new silver, but silver all the same. To reinforce her threat, Samantha twisted around and yanked at one of the bags, revealing a collar and leash.

“There are laws against animal abuse, you know,” I muttered.

“Shimmer, the moon is going to set soon. Go while it’s still up. I’ll be here, okay? How do you want me to handle the GPS?”

I bit my lip. The collar and the portable GPS device were just two of the tools Samantha had in her arsenal of dealing with bad wolves. Unfortunately, wolves didn’t have hands, and I didn’t relish the idea of wearing a collar before trying to change. “Put it on me before I recover.”

Samantha paled, but grabbed the box with the GPS in it, opened it up, and tested it before nodding to me. “Damn it, Allison, you’re a pain in my ass.” With deft, graceful fingers, she attached the box to the leather collar. “I’m ready. Let’s go.”

I drew a deep breath. I considered praying, but I had no idea if there were any gods out there who would listen to the plea of a werewolf. With my luck, I’d annoy one of them and end up cursed. The hinges squeaked as I shoved the door open. I left the necklace on the dashboard. If I didn’t manage to return to human form, at least Samantha would be left with something. Samantha followed, keeping her distance.

The lure of the full moon had waned, but the need to change roused at the thought of taking to the wilds on four paws instead of two feet. Breathing deep of the cold, wet forest, I succumbed to my wolf.

Before I had been forced through the initial ritual transforming me into a werewolf, one of the members in my new pack had told me the change was a little like being torn into several pieces, only to be stitched back together again without the benefit of painkillers. The others had agreed.

For me, it was a little like the shifting of the seasons. It ambushed me from behind, stealing my humanity and casting it aside in the same fashion as someone who discarded a winter coat because it was spring.

I rose to my paws and shook myself off. Something hugged my throat. With a snarl, I kicked at it with my hind paw. Metal tags jangled. An itch started on my right foreleg, and I attacked it with my teeth. A growl rumbled through my chest.

My nose burned as I breathed in my scent.

“Stop that. Bad Shimmer.”

I froze, bearing my fangs. Fear hung in the air, sweet and enticing. I quieted, so I wouldn’t scare off my prey. She, judging from the sweetness of the scent, was close.

“Shimmer!”

It took me a moment to remember that the metal box my prey hid in was an SUV, and the witch within wasn’t prey, food, or a prospective mate. It took twice as long to remember the female’s name.

Hunt, part of me demanded. Watching the SUV, I bit at my itching skin. Samantha wasn’t food. Samantha wasn’t prey.

Samantha was pack. Furless, weak, and incapable of hunting. Samantha needed feeding, as did I.

Hunt, my wolf ordered. I drew a deep breath. The stench of metal, oil, silver, and fear burned my nose. The full moon peeked through a gap in the clouds and bathed me with its light.

Lifting my head high, I howled.

There was no answer. A snarl worked its way out of my throat. Of course there was no answer. Samantha was the last of my pack. Humans had extirpated my brothers and sisters from all of the wild places nearby long ago.

I would, as always, hunt alone.
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The rabbit squealed and thrashed in my jaws, and I didn’t wait for it to die before feasting. Its cries ended in a gurgle. I gulped the warm flesh down as fast as possibly without choking.

There weren’t other wolves to steal my kill, but that didn’t mean there weren’t other predators or scavengers out in the trees, waiting for their moment to strike. My growls rumbled in my chest. The first rabbit, as was my right as the dominant Alpha Female of our pack of two, was mine.

My weaker sister would get two rabbits, fresh killed for her, until she could hunt with me, until her song joined with mine in the still quiet of the dawn. I was aware of the moon dipping beneath the horizon as the sky lightened to the east. Drizzle dampened my fur. A sneeze burst out of me, the incessant itching of my muzzle intensifying with each breath.

Dragging my nose over the leaf-strewn ground didn’t ease the itch. If anything, it made the crawling sensation creep over my skin worse. I attacked the worst of the spots with my fangs.

When I couldn’t make it stop, I took my frustrations out on my rabbit. The tiny bones cracked beneath the force of my jaws. I licked the blood from my muzzle. A breeze stirred the leaves still clinging to their branches. Voices whispered, and I lifted my head, twisting an ear to listen. Snapping the last of the bones and swallowing them, I rose. Sniffing at the air, I stalked after the sound.

The musk of perfume tickled my nose. Humans, I decided with a silent baring of my fans. Females. I breathed deep, fighting the urge to sneeze. There was another scent mingling with theirs. Something more earthy, richer.

A male.

I flattened my ears back, dropping to my belly so I could crawl through the underbrush to get closer. The whispers grew in volume.

“Are we done yet? Hikers might find us if we don’t hurry,” a woman hissed. She sounded young. I flicked my tongue out to lick what remained of the blood from my muzzle. 

Young ones were easy prey. My ears pricked forward. Not only were they easy prey, they were a threat to the mountain. The forests, the hills, and the mountains belonged to the wild ones, to the wolves.

They belonged to me.

The humans murmured again, with the young dissenter’s voice rising over the others.

I kept my fangs bared. The humans were invading my territory. No other wolf had claimed it from me.

“Quiet, Dana. The power of the Hallow’s Eve has not waned yet,” an older voice, that of a woman’s, snapped in reply.

I edged my way forward, shouldering through the brush. Under the cover of rustling leaves, I wormed my way closer to my prey.

“The sun’s rising,” Dana whined. Other voices—all feminine—murmured their agreement.

I shoved my nose through a thicket far enough to see the humans. Six of them huddled around something on the ground. It glowed with a pale light. My snuffling held my need to sneeze at bay.

The humans didn’t notice my noise.

Ears still pinned back, I took stock of my prey. My nose, in its weary, itching state, had missed the scent of a second male. A low, quiet growl rumbled in my chest. Four females sat together, the two younger, smaller ones—teenagers—flanked by the older ones. The males, while adult so far as my nose could tell, were young.

Humans. Frail. Larger than me in body, but so weak, so submissive. The girls flinched as one of the older females stood. “Once more,” she ordered.

I flattened myself closer to the cold of the ground. The males, like the younger girls, recoiled from the standing figure.

Submissives. I clacked my fangs. I couldn’t use them to feed my sister, who wouldn’t eat humans. The males weren’t dominant enough to be worth bringing back as a mate for either one of us.

“Once more,” the woman repeated. “Now!”

The humans stood in obedience of the woman’s order. Despite the chill of the autumn dawn, they stripped out of their clothes. Sweat glistened on their shivering bodies. As they took their places in the circle, I got a better look at the object they surrounded.

The quartz crystal glowed with an inner light, bright enough in the morning gloom I couldn’t tell what color the gem was. The wind masked my growls.

I recognized it, and a shiver of fear rippled through me.

The wild places of the world, my territory, my mountain, was no place for a witch-circle’s focus stone. I froze, staring at the facets of the gem as light rippled over the trampled ring around it. The humans stretched out their hands to the center of their circle. The wind strengthened, tearing leaves free from the branches and raining them down on the clearing.

The cold bit at my sore nose. Energy cracked in the air, sparks of static dancing over my fur. An acrid odor deadened my sense of smell.

“Focus!” the old woman barked. One of the younger girls made a whimpering noise, silenced by a glare from the dominant witch. “Think only of the cold of winter, of purifying snow, and of the power of the great blizzards.”

A chant started from one of the young girls, a pale little thing who looked like the easiest prey of the lot. One by one, the others joined her. The crystal’s light turned into the blue-white of undisturbed snow and ice. A beam of white light stretched from the ground to the sky, burning away the fog of morning.

The static strengthened with their chanting, sparks dancing from their ring to sweep over the ground. Frost spread from the circle, caking the grass and the trees before penetrating the thicket to freeze my fur.

Using the voice of the wind, their magic sang to me. It touched me, worming its way into my head. Its cajoling urged me to join the circle and add my song to theirs. I desired to summon the full, true fury of winter. The need for the cold and a mate ignited within me.

The chanting grew in volume until the humans shouted their words to the sky. My breath froze in my lungs. The drizzling rain turned to sleet. I struggled to draw a breath. Snow fell, blanketing my nose and sticking to my coat.

Freeze, the magic urged. My body shuddered from the cold.

I closed my eyes. With the darkness, I could feel the winter fighting the fledgling autumn. In that moment, the seasons shifted.

If no one stopped them, the witches would succeed.

My rage boiled, shattering the ice within me. A wolf flowed with the seasons. She didn’t fight the tides of time. She didn’t change the circle of life. Lifting my head, I howled. The tiny part of me, she who knew the nature of humans, who always hid somewhere in my chest and head, howled with me.

In that moment, we were wolves, her and me.

We erupted from the bushes at the interloping humans, the enemies of wolves, of nature, and of the wild places of the world.


Chapter Six
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My fangs closed on the arm of the old, dominant female. Blood flooded my mouth. Its sweetness was wonderful—salty, metallic, and warm enough to hold the winter cold at bay. My tongue numbed as a static charge swept through me. Settling back on my haunches, I braced myself with my front paws before shaking my head with all of my strength.

The witch screamed, the shrill cry of a dying animal.

A second shake brought her to her knees. Letting the mangled ruins of her arm fall from my jaws, I pounced on her, snapping at her exposed throat.

“Oh, god! Oh, god!” one of the younger females shrieked. Their fear, intoxicating in its strength, drowned out the scent of the fresh blood splattered over me.

My fangs clamped onto the witch’s shoulder, my growls deep in my chest and rumbling in my throat. I gave her a final shake, and she fell limp beneath me. A shape lunged at me from the side. Releasing my prey, I jumped at the crystal in the center of the circle.

I slammed into an invisible barrier, its chill freezing the blood on my muzzle. Pain lanced through my head.

“Kill it,” the old woman gasped out on a gurgled breath.

I twisted to face the humans, pressing my flank to the barrier. The five unhurt humans held their ground. One of the younger females knelt next to the old witch I had mauled. I ducked my head and bared my teeth before howling at the lightening sky.

The world around me stilled, except for the falling snow. It swirled around me before blanketing the ground, muting the vibrant colors of autumn with gray. I felt the pulse of static burst over my fur from the crystal behind me. Blue lights flickered around the naked forms of the witches.

I howled again.

Another wolf answered me. My ears perked forward. It wasn’t the shriller call of a pack warning me away or challenging my territory. It was the warbling inquiry of a wolf seeking permission to enter my turf, my domain.

I barked a warning of danger, of predators, and of difficult prey. The witches stirred at my call, blinking away the stupor holding them still.

If I wanted to stop them, I had to take them all out before they remembered to use their witchcraft against me. The oldest one lived. I couldn’t smell her death. Not yet.

The others hesitated.

I lunged for the second of the older females. She raised her hand, fingers splayed, to ward me away. The stench of burning fur filled my nose. A dull throb spread across my shoulder and along my back. My full weight slammed into the woman’s chest.

We went down in a heap. Before I could close my fangs around her throat, someone tackled me from the side, throwing me off of my prey. I howled in rage.

I wasn’t a large wolf, but I wasn’t small, either. By werewolf standards, though, I was a runt. I snapped my teeth at the interloper. One of the males managed to get his fingers into my fur, throwing me down to the ground. He slammed his knee into my shoulder before he pummeled my muzzle.

Bright bursts of light danced in front of my eyes.

Fingers wrapped around my nose, pinning my mouth shut. I struggled to draw a breath through my clogged, blood-stained nose.

“Hold it down,” the man gasped.

I thrashed and kicked out my hind legs. I felt the resistance of my claws scraping over bared skin. A burst of fresh blood hung in the air. Some of it was mine.

Something in me broke loose. With strength I didn’t know I possessed, I tore free of the human’s grasp and sank my teeth into his flesh.
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Blood stained the snow red. I stood with my legs splayed and head ducked. The humans were gone. Snarls rumbled out of me with every breath.

I didn’t remember the witches escaping. There wasn’t enough blood on the ground for me to have killed or devoured them. There was a gap in my memory, a dark blur. The cold remained, pulsing from the abandoned crystal in the clearing.

The scent of fear and blood lingered in the air. A sneeze wracked through me, awakening pain in my side and across my back. My skin itched and crawled as though a thousand little bugs burrowed into my fur. I twisted around and chewed at the worst of the spots. 

It didn’t help. Shaking myself off, I checked the circle one final time. I was alone.

I howled my fury and frustration.

The other wolf answered. It was close enough that I froze, snapping my head in the direction of the sound. The luring aroma of male teased my nose. I backed towards the crystal, nestled in its barrier. A branch snapped somewhere beyond the thicket.

I barked a warning before growling.

My prey had fled, but they left the crystal to me. It, and all of its chilling power, was mine. It had been abandoned. The bloodied clearing was my territory.

A small gray wolf halted at the edge of the clearing, his head low and cocked to the side to expose his throat. The musky scent of the male once again reached my nose. I sneezed, chomping at an itch on one of my forelegs. My eyes didn’t leave the interloper. The cold of winter settled over me, heightening my awareness of him and reminding me that it was the season of mating.

The wolf across the clearing whined, dipping his head lower. The submissiveness of the gesture drew another snarl out of me. I barked a final warning. With a whine, he retreated a pace.

Behind me, the crystal thrummed, the waves of cold intensifying with each passing moment.

The wolf in me wanted it gone.

The witch in me wanted it.

I shivered. In order for either the wolf or the witch in me to get their way, I had to get through the barrier. Keeping one eye on the submissive male, I turned my nose towards the crystal. The barrier reminded me of ice. I rubbed at my nose with a paw in the futile effort of stopping myself from sneezing. I turned back to the invader.  

The gray wolf continued to watch me. I pinned my ears back. He wasn’t much smaller than me, but he wasn’t my kind. He wasn’t my species. He wasn’t my pack. While he was undeniably a wolf, I was bulkier in frame, build for bursts of power and true strength. His legs were more slender, as though built for nothing more than running.

Even our coats set us apart. I was red and black. Through the blood caking my fur, I could make out the white stripe across my nose when I glared down at the intruder. I lifted a black-socked paw and stomped at the snow.

The gray wolf flattened himself to the ground with a whine. Submissives. I snarled my disapproval.

I wanted—no, I needed—an Alpha. A leader with whom I could form a proper pack of my own. Together, we would rule the wild places, and be strong. The winter called to me, however early, and I was, yet again, without a mate.

The crystal’s thrumming strengthened.

Freeze, it whispered to me.

I disobeyed the command, growling my displeasure at the objects attempt to subjugate me. The grey wolf swayed, falling to his side with a thump. His legs twitched.

I snarled, twisting towards the barrier. Rage shattered the ice forming within me. The gray wolf, the little submissive male, was an interloper in my territory. It was my duty to punish him. Something swelled within me, similar to the ominous charge of an encroaching hurricane ready to pummel the shore.

The seasons were my domain. The urge to create a den and take a mate faltered beneath the indignation that it wasn’t true winter. The stone was at fault, and it belonged to me.

It was my responsibility.

Winter wasn’t coming early, not when I stood guard. No matter how much I loathed autumn, winter had to wait for its turn. I barked once. The wolf in me raged, but it was the electric power of the witch that surged forward at my call.

The barrier shattered in a dusting of snow. Frost tinted my fur blue as the temperature dropped from the crystal’s influence. I shuddered and recoiled before I caught myself and braced my legs once more. I curled my upper lip in a snarl and felt the tender flesh of my gums freeze.

The noise I made wasn’t quite a bark. It came out as a short growl. Sparks of energy lit the ice coating me. A bolt of blue-white light arced between me and the stone.

The crystal erupted in a shower of pearlescent fragments. Lightning crackled out in a ring while color and light curtained upwards in a vibrant display of green and red. A column of snow and white luminescence shot upwards. In defiance of the sun, an aurora danced through the air until the ground and the sky shimmered.

The gray wolf lay still. I barked once, but the male didn’t move. I narrowed my eyes, snorting my disgust. I turned away and left the rival animal to live or die. The trees beckoned to me. The air warmed with each gusting of the wind, until the snow turned into rain. Snow melted away to reveal the dark, earthy tones of autumn. 

I threw back my head and howled as I ran.

My name was Shimmer, the Caretaker of the Seasons, and I belonged in the wild places of the world.
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I heard the rustle of leaves and the crunch of breaking twigs long before I acknowledged the gray wolf following me. Slinking through the trees, he kept enough distance to avoid being perceived as a threat without being left behind. Each time I halted, one ear cocked back, he continued to move, not even bothering to hide his presence.

It was a miracle of sorts that the wolf was still alive after the crystal’s influence. I had to give the male credit. If he had tried to hide his presence, I would’ve killed him, even though I wasn’t hungry enough to eat the trespasser. It was still too far to drag him back to my sister.

The itch plaguing me spread to my ears. When I halted to scratch at my traitorous skin, the male whined. As if sentient and determined to elude my efforts, the itching, crawling sensation shifted to my paws. Biting at my pads didn’t ease the discomfort. I echoed his noise.

The gray wolf wormed his way closer to me, stretching out his front paws when he was within biting distance. His tail thumped against the ground hopefully. I chewed at one of my claws, eyes focused on him. My whine turned to a low, soft growl.

He rolled over, exposing his pale belly, tail whipping back and forth with excitement. His scent made a sneeze burst out before I could stop it. There was something odd about the other wolf’s scent, as though there was some sour undertone to his male musk.

It reminded me of human sweat.

I pounced, planting my paws on his shoulder. My growls drew another whine from the male. Before he could react, I seized his exposed throat in my jaws.

His fur tasted like soap.

With my nose pressed so close to him, the dirt, the blood, and the scent of wild things that should’ve accompanied the musky scent of a male wolf wasn’t there. The little gray wolf wasn’t a proper wolf at all.

I squeezed my fangs down on his throat until he quieted, trembling beneath my hold. Fighting the urge to shake my head and put the thing out of his misery, I released him. Pity drove me into ramming my nose into his belly, shoving him along the ground. I worked my way between him and the ground so I could force him to his paws.

Only then did I howl, calling for the hunt. Silence answered me. I growled a warning, then I howled again. 

The gray wolf still trembled, but he lifted his head and joined my song. I fell quiet, ears pinned back. I herded him with nips at his flank, driving him into a lope until he took the initiative to lead the hunt.

First, I would teach the human-tainted pup to hunt. Then I would drive him away so I could find a mate worthy of me.
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A high-pitched whistle assaulted my ears, buzzing its way through my skull. I jerked in the direction of the sound, slowing to a halt. It sounded again, piercing my ears. I breathed deep in my effort to catch the scent of the sound’s source, the tip of my nose twitched with the need to sneeze. 

While faint, I could smell blood on my claws. Annoyance at the unknown noise deepened my bark as I called to the young gray wolf.

He burst out of the underbrush, his tail whipping in excitement. A rabbit writhed in his bloody jaws, its squeals not quite as high pitched as the whistling.

I lunged forward, snapping my jaws down on its head to silence the little beast. Its skull collapsed under my fangs.

The whistle sounded again.

The male’s tail wagged even faster. Turning in the direction of the noise, he made a low whining sound before staring back at me. I huffed my agreement.

Perhaps the sound would lead us to more prey. My hunger grew, but I wouldn’t steal the younger wolf’s first kill. 

Next time, however, I would teach him his place in my pack, however temporary it was. Then I would drive him away, so he could find a pack who wanted a lowly submissive.

The erratic bursts of whistling led us down the mountain. Something rumbled as we drew closer. At first, I thought the sound was from the young wolf finally learning how to growl. I cocked an ear towards him, and then turned to face the actual source of the sound. It wasn’t the wolf. I froze, snuffling as I tried to catch the scent through the itching burn in my nose. 

A sneeze knocked me back a pace. I rubbed my aching, dripping nose against my foreleg. I tried again, breathing deep of the cool air.

My wolf didn’t recognize the scents, but the part of me I wanted to suppress did.

Oil. Smoke. Gasoline.

A car.

Humans.

I bared my fangs in a silent snarl. The whistle sounded again. It was close. Before I could bark a warning to the gray wolf, he dropped his rabbit in his excitement, bounding forward. He then jerked to a halt, twisting around to snatch his prey, and barreled through the trees. He vanished into the morning fog enveloping the forest.

I huffed. Whatever surprise we had for our prey was likely ruined by the foolish pup. I growled. Alerting our prey gave them a chance to escape. It was yet another thing I would have to teach the young pup before I sent him off on his own.

A human shrieked, and at the high-pitched sound, my wolf rejoiced. 

The part of me I didn’t want to acknowledge recognized the voice and named its owner pack.

I surged forward, tearing through the brush. Thorns tore out clumps of my mangled fur. I ignored the burn of fresh cuts, ripping free from the thickets to a clearing marred by exposed, packed dirt.

The gray wolf stood on his hind paws, shoving the rabbit’s carcass at the partially-opened window of an SUV. Blood dripped down the vehicle’s pale paint. I first stared at the young wolf, then at the cringing female hiding within her metal, wheeled cage. The prey—pack, the annoying part of me insisted—had escaped.

The male had, on his own, learned to feed his pack, at least. While I didn’t want to include the human as my pack mate, the gray wolf left me with no other choice. I sat on my haunches and draped my paw over my nose.

“Oh god, I don’t want that. Shoo! Go away,” the woman squealed. Samantha, my caged self remembered. Pack.

I lowered my paw to the ground with a snarl. A human wasn’t part of my pack. I was a wolf. I guarded the wild places from the humans.

Pack, the quiet, caged voice within me insisted.

The gray wolf whined. He was tenacious, I had to admit. It took him a while, but he managed to ram part of the carcass into the window. What didn’t fit draped over the side mirror.

“God, that’s nasty,” the human female—Samantha, my annoying counterpart chided me—said. “Go away. Go!”

Wolves couldn’t laugh, but my tongue lolled out, and I huffed my amusement. The gray wolf wagged his tail, staring expectantly at the human woman hiding within the SUV.

Pack.

My nose burned, drawing my attention away from the pup and his attempts to feed our furless, scrawny pack mate. Dragging it across the ground offered little in the way of relief. I growled my frustration, the sound ending in a whine. 

The whistle sounded. I pinned my ears back. The whistle hadn’t come from my human pack mate? I tensed, falling back a pace, teeth bared. 

Dropping away from the SUV, the gray wolf barked, running in the direction of the noise. 

I let him go, focusing my attention on the metal, gas-stinking vehicle and the human within it.

Pack.

I prowled forward. Samantha squeaked, climbing over the seats to get as far away from me as possible. I stood, planting my bloodied paws on the side of the SUV. Snatching the rabbit by its foot, I yanked it down.

Pack, the annoying part of me once again insisted. Snarling my frustration, I pinned the rabbit beneath my front paws and chewed a hind leg off.

Pack or not, if she wanted her share, she’d have to come and take it from me.
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“Allison?”

I lifted my head from the comfort of my paws. Little more than a few tufts of fur remained of the rabbit. I put my ears back and bared my fangs in a snarl.

My name was Shimmer.

Allison, that annoying, supposed-to-be caged part of me disagreed.

Something buzzed. My hackles went up, and my snarl turned into a low growl. The bloodied window of the SUV lowered.

“You scratched half of your fur off,” the human chided.

I pinned my ears flat, increasing the volume of my growl. Samantha, my inner voice reminded me. Pack.

Human.

I quieted and turned my head, pretending the human female wasn’t there until I had a chance to figure out what to do with a fangless, pale-skinned, furless excuse of a human in my pack.

The human was braver than I had originally given her credit for. I caught a glimpse of her leaning out of the window, avoiding the blood staining the vehicle. “Come on, Allison. You have to change back. You promised.”

I voiced my displeasure. Why would I, a wolf, make a promise to a human? I didn’t need anything she could offer me. Maybe she desired to be a wolf? I could understand that. The wild places didn’t have enough wolves. Humans encroached, spreading like some living plague, killing the natural, wild places of the world until nothing but the stench of metal, asphalt, oil, and gasoline remained. I bared my fangs. I didn’t blame her for that desire, despite the fact she was human.

I could change that. I regarded her like prey. Unlike a rabbit, she could fight me. She might even be able to land a blow, if she really tried. The other humans had managed. The sting of burns still marked my shoulder and back. It wouldn’t change the outcome. I could hunt her. She would fall before me.

Pack, my inner voice warned.

“Allison, stop that.”

I growled louder.

“Victoria Allison Elisabeth Mayfield Hanover, do not make me get out of this car and kick your furry ass.” Samantha pounded her fist against the door. “Do you hear me? I’m not joking. I will come out there.”

My ears ached from the effort of flattening them against my skull. Did the human really think she could frighten me? The name, however, was worrisome. The part of me that shouldn’t exist reacted to the name. She knew my name in its entirety; it was an old name, and the inflections the human female added gave it power, demanding respect and obedience. Samantha’s voice took on an accent, an old, lilting British accent that didn’t exist in the world anymore. It had been eradicated decades ago.

It was my name.

I shuddered. It wasn’t a wolf’s name, but I couldn’t deny that it belonged to me. Snarling couldn’t change that fact. I couldn’t deny it. I couldn’t even manage to tear my eyes away from the human’s steady, certain stare.

I had a human name.

“Come on, Allison. We have to go before that other wolf returns.” Samantha leaned out the window, edging closer to me. “It’s cold. I’ve got clean clothes in the back for you. I have to get this off the car before it freezes.” The human wrinkled her nose at the blood splattering the SUV.

My name was Shimmer. I was a wolf. I belonged in the wilds.

But I couldn’t deny that my name was also Victoria. I had too many names for any one wolf to have to bear. A few remembered me as Aurora, while others simply called me the Caretaker of the Seasons. I was Allison, too, but Allison was a lie among many lies.

The caged part of me broke free, and the weight of my human memories crashed down on my shoulders.

I didn’t belong anywhere in the world. Not among the wolves, and certainly not among the humans.

A cold wind blew, and I howled my grief.


Chapter Seven
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Samantha watched me with the wary regard of a mouse cornered by a hungry cat. I didn’t blame her.

My wolf was restrained, but I wasn’t confident in my ability to keep her at bay. My wolf didn’t want to be caged again. I was human, but I couldn’t guarantee how long I’d stay that way.

At least I didn’t itch anymore. My eyes ached and burned, and my skin was red, raw, and stinging under my clothes, but I could breathe without sniffling or sneezing. The skin of my right shoulder and back felt tight, as though I suffered from a bad sunburn. I’d gotten lucky. If the witch had been any more powerful, I’d have real burns. 

Samantha scrubbing the rabbit blood from her SUV broke the silence.

Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.

“The Inquisition will have your head on a silver platter if they find out you used someone’s true name on them,” I said, making a point of staring out the passenger’s side window. I couldn’t tell if my eyes were still wolf-yellow, and until they returned to their normal shade—or Samantha relented and got back in the SUV—I was better off keeping my gaze away from her.

I didn’t want to give my wolf any ideas.

“Oh. You remember that?”

My cheek twitched. There were a lot of gaps in my memory, especially around when I changed, but this time, my wolf and I both remembered. It was better than usual. This time I remembered most of what had happened. I swallowed.

I could still taste human blood on my tongue.

Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.

“You’re going to polish a hole right through your mirror if you keep scrubbing at it like that. I think it’s clean, Samantha.”

Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.

I buckled my seatbelt and burrowed into the leather seat. I rubbed at my arms and shivered, glancing at the empty ignition out of the corner of my eye. It made sense not to leave the keys in the car with a werewolf. I couldn’t blame her for that. I wouldn’t want to share space with me either at the moment.

The growling noises I was making probably wasn’t helping.

Squeak. Squeak. Squeak.

“Look, it’s not my fault there’s rabbit blood all over your tank of an SUV, Sammy.”

I flinched at the clap of cloth against the window. 

Samantha halted her polishing. “You laughed about it. You sat there, tongue hanging out of your mouth, tail wagging away, laughing at me while that mutt of a gray wolf tried to shove a rabbit through my window.”

A wise witch feared a newly-changed wolf. A wise wolf feared an angry witch. If she finally lost her patience with me after all of our years together, I doubted she’d leave much of me left. I shrugged. “Pack shares with pack. I even saved you some.”

Squeak.

“You left its head next to my door. I have rabbit brains on my shoe.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed until my sides hurt and tears blinded me. Samantha slapped the rag against the window, spitting curses at me. When I managed to control myself, she jerked open the driver’s side door, reaching over me to grab a lighter from the glove box. She set the blood-stained cloth on fire, tossing it on the damp dirt road to burn down to ash.

“Hey,” I said, twisting around to face her. “At least I didn’t try to eat you this time.”

“This time,” Samantha snapped.

“I’m sorry I didn’t come back right away.”

My friend sighed, stomping out the ashes until nothing but dissipating smoke remained. “Frankly, I’m surprised and impressed I didn’t have to tranquilize you. But really, Allison? Rabbit brains?”

I sat straight. The gray wolf had tried to feed Samantha without me having to intervene and teach him the difference between a human pack mate and prey. “Shit.”

Samantha froze. “What’s wrong?”

“That wolf was tame.” How could I have not known? How could I have forgotten? I really was getting old. I closed my eyes and concentrated on the more blurry memories of arriving at the SUV.

No, we had been led to the SUV. “There was someone with a dog whistle. It wasn’t you, right?”

Samantha’s face paled. “No.”

“Are you sure?”

I was glad looks couldn’t kill, because Samantha’s gaze would’ve lit me on fire and burned me to cinders if they could. “Are you serious? Why in the hell didn’t you tell me earlier?” Samantha kicked at the remains of the towel until it was buried beneath a layer of wet leaves and dirt. She jumped in, slamming the door so hard the SUV shook. I grabbed for the handle above the window on my side.

She turned the engine over and tore off, tires kicking up debris. The SUV bounced through the rough woodland trail. When she hit the asphalt of the highway, rubber squealed.

“Damn it, Sammy!”

“I thought you had found yourself a wild wolf and thralled it!”

“I’m pretty sure wolves have been extinct around here for at least fifty years,” I mumbled.

“Have you lost your mind? Were your brains addled in the woods, Allison? What were you thinking? No, wait, excuse me. Obviously you weren’t thinking at all! Who else would have a tamed wolf? You know better. You know better, and you almost walked right into their trap.”

Shit. The Inquisition. I slumped in my seat, slapping at my forehead. “I’m so stupid.”

“Yes, yes you are. Is there anything else you haven’t told me?”

I groaned. While the memory was a little hazy, I remembered the circle of witches and their focus crystal. I drew a deep breath before telling Samantha.

“Did you kill anyone?”

“I don’t know.”

“If they were Inquisition witches, we’re both dead. You know that, right?” Disgust laced Samantha’s words.

I pressed my temple to the cold window. The rain fell harder, obscuring my view of the trees with their changing colors. “Take heart, old friend. They’ll kill you first.”

“And what about you, Allison? What will they do to you?”

I smiled. “Don’t worry. Wolves are tough.” I didn’t have the courage to tell her that Inquisition would torture me for years before killing me. I couldn’t even hide in the wilds as just another wolf among many anymore.

So far as I knew, my species had gone extinct over a hundred years ago. Then again, there were a lot of ghosts wandering the world without humanity knowing about them.

What was one more?
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I was more than half asleep when Samantha’s phone rang. I wondered why people still called it ringing; Samantha’s phone played some annoying, upbeat hip-hop song I expected from a teenager rather than a seventy-something year old witch masquerading as a thirty-something, divorced mother of two. Cracking open an eye, I glared at the dashboard.

The sun shining in my eyes and the bright blue lights of the radio informed me it was a little after one in the afternoon.

“Samantha speaking.”

Peter’s voice barked out of the stereo. “Where’s Allison?”

“She’s asleep next to me. What’s up?”

“What the hell happened last night?”

“Peter, you’ll wake her up if you start shouting.” Samantha’s voice softened. Only the deaf, dumb, and stupid could miss the warning in her tone. Until I found out what Peter was calling about, I would continue pretending I was asleep. “What are you talking about? We were up near Slide Mountain in the sticks. You have my GPS. Check it.”

I forced myself to keep still and draw slow, even breaths.

“You weren’t in Baltimore?”

“What? No. The limo dropped Allison off at the Plaza near nine. I picked her up around one. We hit a Walmart on the way up to Slide.”

I could hear Peter tapping away on a keyboard. “Well, I’ll be damned.”

“What’s going on, Peter?”

Peter’s silence woke me up all of the way. I jerked upright, the seatbelt locking and digging into my throat. Samantha glanced at me. I put my finger to my lips.

The hazards clicked several times before I realized Samantha was pulling the SUV off the interstate to the shoulder. “What’s going on, Peter?” my friend repeated, deep lines appearing across her brow.

“I’ll call you back in ten.” Without giving Samantha a chance to reply, Peter hung up.

It didn’t take a genius to realize something wasn’t right. Even my human nose could pick up Samantha’s anxiety. I stifled a yawn. “What was that about?” 

“I’ve no idea, Allie.” The witch leveled a glare in my direction. Samantha’s knuckles were white on the steering wheel. “What have you gotten me into? Peter’s never acted this way before, not even when you pulled that corporation buyout two years back.”

I wisely kept my mouth shut. The buyout had sent both us scrambling across the globe to secure the deal. Materializing the funds of over a hundred of years of playing the money game hadn’t been easy, at least not without getting caught. Two years later, and I was still spending far too much time untangling the mess of foreign accounts. Each one had been used to cover the originating owner of the hundreds of millions needed to make the acquisition of the European law firm, which I had merged into my developing American firm.

Still, my past and future selves benefited from the effort. The fragmentation of accounts had let me create new identities, faking births of women I would eventually become while phasing out those too old or otherwise no longer of use to me.

Part of me envied Samantha. Witches, at least, were still human, living out a normal life and dying as nature intended. While some managed to defy the passage of time, they were few and far between. Maybe witches were smart enough to understand the true burden of watching so many be born, live, and die in an endless cycle, unable to be anything more than a continual bystander of their own lives.

I tired of reincarnating myself so I could move through a society set on turning my kind into the fodder for horror films and paranormal romance. A shiver ran up and down my spine.

“Allie?”

I shook my head. “Trouble as usual, I suspect.” The degrees varied, but that didn’t change the fact I was a walking, talking magnet for disaster. “Hey, at least I don’t ask you to come on vacation with me anymore.”

Samantha snorted. “Don’t remind me. I just don’t heal like you do, Allie. I still have scars.”

Vacationing in Saigon hadn’t been one of my better ideas. Sammy had been a young witch, then, frightened of what she could do. I’d been an old wolf needing something beyond the safety America provided. Neither one of us had expected the months we had planned to deteriorate to war. I winced. I had my scars, but time had faded them. Hers wouldn’t vanish, especially not the long line across her side.

I had almost lost her that time.

Swallowing back the lump in my throat, I settled with shaking my head. If I had a penny for each and every time I’d gotten involved in something too big for me, I’d have enough to buy therapy. What could I tell a shrink, anyway?

Not a whole lot, that was certain. At least, not a lot without getting locked away for life. They’d throw away the key. If they were smart, they’d equip me with a werewolf-proof straight jacket before burning my file and conveniently forgetting where they’d stashed me.

“Oh stop looking like I’m going to toss you to the curb,” Samantha snapped, punching the button for the hazard lights. The tires squealed as she merged back onto the interstate. “There aren’t many people on Earth who would jump in front of a grenade for me, so I’m keeping you around.”

I winced. Those scars hadn’t faded for me yet, not that I showed my back off to anyone enough for them to find the pockmarks where shrapnel had tore its way through me. “I should’ve forced you to leave earlier.”

“The Inquisition had your number, girl. I wasn’t going to leave you there alone.”

If she had left me in Saigon, things might have been a lot different for the both of us. One more mad wolf in Vietnam wouldn’t have made any difference. “I cost you six months.”

“And a lovely bracelet of scars on my ankle, too.” To my surprise, Samantha laughed. “We did some good, once you came to your senses. Witch and wolf. We made one hell of a team.”

That we had. But, I couldn’t push back my regrets. “Saigon was bad.”

Samantha nodded. “I still flinch when I hear gunfire.”

“You and me both,” I replied, hoping my friend didn’t notice my lie. It wasn’t easy making a silver bullet capable of taking down a werewolf, and fashioning one out of silver old enough to kill me was expensive at best. When someone came after me with that sort of ammunition, the Inquisition would be holding the gun.

The phone rang.

“Keep quiet,” Samantha hissed before answering. “Peter?”

“The credit card panned out and Walmart has security footage of Allison in your SUV. The Plaza’s cameras show her arriving and leaving the hotel. She’s clear.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Look, I can’t talk for long. Let Allison know I can’t send a double of her out of the country. Not now.”

Samantha wrinkled her nose, nodding in my direction.

“I’m awake, Peter. What the hell is going on?”

Peter sighed, a gusty noise so strong it made static burst from the speakers. “You need to trust me, okay? Get somewhere quiet and remote and sit tight for a while. Both of you. Disappear while you can. I’ll cover for you, Samantha. Allison, you’re on your own for this one. I’m sorry. The best I can do for you is issue some cards, but I don’t want Samantha involved in this anymore.”

I closed my eyes, drawing a deep breath, reminding myself it was an expected severance. My kind didn’t last long among humans—even witches. Just because I didn’t want it to happen today didn’t mean it wasn’t my reality. When I spoke, I surprised myself with how calm I sounded. “What happened?”

Peter sighed again. “A lawyer in D.C., one Alan Oleran, was found dead this morning. A reliable witness claims he saw you there with a big dog. You’ve been accused of murder, Allison.”

“But that’s impossible.” Samantha’s grip tightened on the steering wheel. “Absolutely impossible.”

“Why?” Peter asked. 

I couldn’t tell if he was curious or surprised.

At least Samantha was easy enough to understand. The scent of her rage overwhelmed every other scent in the SUV.

“Allie, if you’ve forgotten, is allergic to dogs, Peter. Just ask for proof from her doctor. She’d never, ever, under any circumstance, go anywhere with a dog.” The clipped way she spoke the words kept Peter silent. Samantha reminded me of a caged bear poked with a stick one too many times by its handler. “How long do we have until the cops try to pick her up?”

“I mean it, Samantha. Don’t get involved. Allison, you have four or five hours, tops. I’ll tip them off about the dog allergies. How bad are they?”

“They’re bad,” I replied. I couldn’t tell him most of the truth, so I settled with what the doctor prescribed. “I carry an epi-pen, pills, and an inhaler, all doctor prescribed. The pharmacy charges are on my card.”

“Good. That’s easy to trace, then. That’ll help a lot. Samantha, I expect you back in New York by tomorrow morning.”

Samantha was smiling. I felt my brows rise. Whatever the witch was planning on saying, it wasn’t good, and I didn’t dare stop her.

A smart wolf didn’t interfere with another woman’s hunt.

“Forget it, Peter.”

“Samantha!”

“Forget it, Peter. We’re riding this one all the way down like a modern day Bonnie and Clyde. Thanks for the help, and take care.” Samantha hung up, cocking her head towards me. “I didn’t like that job anyway.”

When the phone rang again half a minute later, the old witch ignored it.


Chapter Eight
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Samantha stopped for gas twice before we reached Cleveland. I kept my mouth shut, staring at the clock for most of the trip, watching the minutes tick by.

Eight hours later, and Samantha hadn’t said a word since hanging up on Peter. Blaming myself wouldn’t fix anything or clear my name, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that we were about to do something we’d regret.

If I didn’t do everything just right, I’d take Samantha down with me in a blaze of glory. I stared out the window. Thick clouds hastened the darkening of the sky.

“Do you have a sewing kit?” I asked.

Samantha gestured at the glove box. I popped it open, fishing out a little pink box. The corners of my mouth twitched, but I decided it was in my better interest not to comment on the color. Grabbing my purse, I pulled out my wallet and threw the rest in the back.

At least being a werewolf had some perks, though I hoped I never had to see an eye doctor. They’d question how a human could possibly have night vision.

I could feel Samantha stealing glances at me as I attacked the seams of my wallet with the pair of tiny scissors I had liberated from the sewing kit. “Mind finding us an Enterprise or somewhere with a mall nearby so we can dump the tank?”

The Grand Master of the Silent Treatment glared at me. One day I’d have to find out how she managed to turn on the GPS navigation unit embedded in the center console and order it to the nearest rental place without uttering a single word. If I didn’t know better, I would’ve accused her of being a wizard.

But then again, angry witches weren’t to be tangled with if possible.

The phone rang. I jumped, the scissors stabbing into my finger. I hissed, shaking my hand before sucking at the wound.

To my surprise, Samantha answered. There was a long moment of silence.

“Samantha?” Peter asked.

The old witch grunted. I bowed my head, resuming my tedious task of picking out stitches.

“Allison’s been cleared for now. They’re not even going to bring her in for questioning due to the overwhelming evidence there was no way she should have committed the murder. The severity of her allergies and the trip to Walmart both helped establish her alibi.”

Samantha answered Peter with a huff. 

“Right. Queenie, are you there?”

“She hasn’t run us off a cliff or shot me yet,” I replied, picking out another stitch. “How did you find all of this out?”

Samantha glanced at me. When I turned to face her, she nodded before focusing her attention back on the road. I nodded in reply. Dealing with Peter was something I could do. Maybe by the time I was done with him, she’d decide to speak to me again.

“Friends in high places,” he replied in a neutral tone.

I arched my brows. “Friends in places high enough to flaunt police procedure?”

“It’s in our better interest to see your name cleared.”

Somehow I resisted the urge to snort. Truth supported his statement. Peter didn’t care where I got my money, so long as it looked like I had more cash than sense. With the balances I ran through one card alone, one day’s interest alone could pay a month’s salary for an employee. If I was accused and imprisoned, they’d lose a lot of potential income.

“Don’t suppose you know who set me up?”

“No idea. It’s being looked into. I can’t tell you any more than that.”

Wrinkling my nose at the SUV’s dashboard, I yanked out another stitch. “Fine. Thanks for the help, Peter. Don’t call back.” I paused. The line remained connected. While Peter was just another human, I’d known him for long enough I started to regret the hard edge to my voice. I forced my tone to soften. “Goodbye, Peter.”

Samantha punched the disconnect button with a little more force than necessary. “That sounded like a rather final goodbye, Allison.”

“With a little luck, it is. You can change your mind, Samantha. I can go at this alone. Will your kids be okay without you?”

“They’re with their mom, living their lives as they should. It’s not a problem.”

“Bullshit,” I spat.

“It’s true, Allison. I love them, but they were never mine.” Samantha’s sigh froze me from the inside out. 

I kept silent, staring down at the wallet. Its seam was half destroyed, but I was unable to force my fingers back into motion. 

“Look, I knew this would happen someday anyway. I can’t stay young forever, I guess. What about you? It’s a lot harder for you to hide,” Samantha continued with a shrug.

“Do you have your real ID on you?”

That earned me a snort. “Of course.”

I returned to my work. Stitch by stitch, I dismantled the rest of the seam. I dug my fingers into the opening and pulled out three cards. “It’s not a problem. How good are you at cutting hair? You’ll need to match a style.”

Samantha laughed, but it was a short, bitter sound. “I think can manage. What’s the plan?”

“I’ll get a rental. There’s something I need to pick up from Atlanta.”

“Atlanta? Don’t tell me we’re going to your condo.”

It was my turn to snort. “Hell no. I need something from a storage unit in the outskirts. It’ll take ten minutes.”

“We’re driving how far for a ten minute detour?”

I couldn’t quite manage to smother my smirk. “I thought you liked road trips.”

“Allison…”

“Fine, fine. I need to pick up some papers so I can get a new cell phone.”

If looks could kill, I suspected I would’ve been a pile of cinders in the span of a minute. “How is a cell phone going to help us?”

“You’ll see.”

“You know I hate when you do that, right?” Samantha drummed her fingers on the wheel.

“Less talkie, more drivie.”

“Hotel first,” Samantha grumbled.

I countered with a dainty sniffle. “How about dinner?”

“Dinner, hotel, then rental.”

“Deal.”

Samantha hummed. “How does steak sound to you?”

“Buffet?”

There was a moment of silence followed by a soft, snorted laugh. I glanced at Samantha. Worry lines marred her brow. “Just how hungry are you?” she asked.

“I could eat a horse,” I quipped.

Samantha whipped her head around and stared at me, her eyes widening with alarm.

“Damn it, not a live one! Eyes on the road, eyes on the road!”

Spitting curses at me, Samantha forced her attention back to driving. Tapping my ID and credit cards against my leg, I craned my neck to try to catch a glimpse of the moon through the clouds.

My wolf slumbered.
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Once upon a time, I suspected the long mirror had been mounted on the wall instead of leaning against it. Peeling paint and the warping of the frame distorted my image. I shivered, eying the cracking paint covering the tacky wallpaper, expecting an army of termites to come pouring through at any moment.

The stench of smoke numbed my nose, and judging by the sweet smell, I doubted the last tenant had cared much for tobacco. I tried breathing out of my mouth. Could werewolves get high from second-hand smoke? I suspected I’d find out before morning.

I closed my eyes and listened to the snip of the scissors. With each cut, weight fell away from my head. I could feel the locks fall around my feet, tickling as the hair settled to the floor.

“Go shower,” Samantha ordered. “If I cut the rest as is, it’ll look like a rat’s nest.”

I snorted. Changing into a wolf and back to human again hadn’t done my curls any favors. The car ride hadn’t, either. “That’s not far from how it should look,” I reminded her.

“A punkish pixie cut is far more refined than a rat’s nest.”

“Fine,” I muttered, stalking into the bathroom. Maybe a shower would purge the creepy-crawly, too-filthy-to-be-legal feeling from my skin. Being dirty beat having allergies, though. The knob for the cold water was stuck, and not even my inhuman strength could turn it. I eyed the hot water warily. Maybe I could scald the wolf out of me.

A smart woman would’ve tested the water outside of the tub. Jaw set with determination, I turned the hot water on as fast as I could before retreating out of the spray.

Cold water burst out.

I ground my teeth from disgust, trying not to stare too hard at the streaks in the tub I hoped were from rust. Taking the quickest shower of my life, I toweled off, hoping I didn’t contract fleas. When I emerged from the bathroom, wrapped in the cheapest bathrobe Walmart sold, Samantha stood opening and closing the scissors.

Even when wet, my head felt a lot lighter without the majority of my thick mane.

“The picture,” Samantha demanded. I scooped the ID off of the dresser and tossed it to her.

“Allison Victoria Hanover? Are you serious? Dear god, it says you’re forty-seven.”

I grinned. “The haircut helps pull it off.”

“No shit. How long have you been running this ID?”

The question was expected, but I didn’t want to think about the years. It was my true name, a whim I had regretted not even a month after I had created the identity. The memories I had sworn to forget roused each and every time someone said my name. “Thirty years,” I whispered.

“That long? Damn, woman. How are you going to pull this off? You don’t look a day over twenty-five.” Samantha went back to snipping the scissors at the air, her expression neutral.

“I just say I was blessed with longevity and a little help from the modern marvels of cosmetic surgery. Don’t worry about it,” I replied, gesturing to her weapon of mass hair destruction. “Do your worst.”

Samantha wrinkled her nose. “I’ll make it a little longer than the picture so it looks more natural.”

Without answering, I sank into the tattered chair, leaning my back against one of the chair and dangling my legs over the other while Samantha went to work. It’d been a long time since I’d cut my hair to play the other Allison—the one I didn’t want to acknowledge or rely on, but had to.

“You didn’t tell me about this Allison.”

I flinched. “I don’t like her.”

“How can you not like her? She’s you, isn’t she?”

“Maybe that’s why I don’t like her,” I muttered.

“Fine, if you’re going to be that way about it. What do we do after we get to Atlanta?”

“Once I have a new cell, I make arrangements for your new job?”

The snip of the scissors ceased. “What makes you think I’m looking for a new job?”

“I’ve a hundred thousand reasons why you are, paid out over the course of a year.”

After a long pause, the snipping resumed. “That’s not fair.”

“Sure it is. You pay the kids’ mother to let you pretend her kids are yours. It’s not cheap. You couldn’t have been making a lot of money with Amex.”

“You’re right, I wasn’t.” Samantha tugged on my hair. “I wasn’t making enough.”

I heard the hurt in Samantha’s voice and winced. “Well, I’ll fix that. It’s hard work, and your boss is a real bitch, but you’ll have enough to pay off your debt to Peter without starving yourself.”

“Four point six,” she whispered.

“What?”

“Million. My debt.” Samantha kept cutting my hair. 

My mouth opened, but no sound emerged. How had the witch gotten into such a dire financial state? I didn’t have the courage to ask. Wealth was a game I played well, maybe too well. Past experience warned me that a werewolf in trouble—financially or physically—was dangerous. A witch driven into the same corner could be equally lethal. If she snapped, she wouldn’t just hurt herself.

I kept quiet. If Samantha wanted to talk, she would. If she didn’t, nothing I could say or do would make her utter a single word.

“I was paid forty a year, and client expenses were my responsibility.”

Rage washed through me, hot enough to make sweat bead on my brow.  I flushed, and for a moment, all I could think about was hunting Peter down and tearing his limbs off one at a time so I could listen to him scream. “You’re serious. That’s it?”

“That’s it,” she replied in a quiet voice.

“In New York City.”

“In New York City. I was an add on, an extra hired through a firm. They only kept me because I could deal with you.”

“Damn it, Sammy. Why didn’t you tell me?”

“I don’t want your pity.”

I flinched. “I’m not offering pity. I’m offering an honest-to-god job you’re qualified for. Sure, your boss isn’t the nicest person in the world, but it’s a job, right?”

“I don’t want your pity,” Samantha repeated.

It was hard not to make a disgusted sound. I swallowed back the urge, struggling to keep my tone neutral. “I’ll start pitying you once you’re worked half to death during crunch time.”

Instead of answering, Samantha combed her fingers through my hair. I waited. When the silence remained unbroken, I sighed. “It’s not pity, Samantha.”

“What sort of job?”

“There’s a company called Smith & Sons Legal in Atlanta. It’s the primary face of Marrodin.” I drummed my fingers on the tattered upholstery before tracing one of the many stains marring the fabric.

“That’s the place you work.”

“Right, it is. Anyway, Marrodin owns a lot of corporations. Small business, legal firms, and even banks under a network of branch companies. You’d work for them as a secretary.”

Samantha snorted, tugging at a lock of my hair. “I have no experience in secretarial.”

“Can you book hotels, rentals, planes, or vacation homes?” It was well enough she was focused on my hair so she didn’t see my grin. If she did, I had no doubts she’d slap me.

“You know the answer to that.”

“Can you run errands to stores? Keep track of a calendar? Route calls as instructed? Use common sense? Take notes in a meeting?”

“Well, yes,” she replied, doubt deepening her tone. “But I’ve no actual experience. Who would hire me, a concierge for a credit card company, in that sort of role?”

“You just leave that to me. The point is, you have secretarial experience. You’d have to coordinate some meetings, but I’m sure the other secretaries there can help you with that.” Getting Samantha hired wouldn’t be an issue, but I couldn’t help but worry how she’d handle the stress of the job.

Then again, she managed to put up with me often enough. If anyone had a good chance of success at Marrodin, it was her.

“Go look in the mirror,” Samantha ordered.

I rose from the chair, turning to face my reflective nemesis. The first thing I’d have to do, I decided, was invest in a straightening iron. Samantha had somehow managed to tame my mane, to a certain degree. It still looked like a beaver had chewed on my head despite her efforts. My ID had straighter hair, but I hoped most cops would write it off as a bad perm. “Perfect.”

“It doesn’t look much better than a rat’s nest,” Samantha replied, disappointment in her voice.

“Nothing a straightening iron can’t fix. And anyway, Allison Victoria Hanover is too busy to care about her hair,” I replied with a dainty sniff. I could maybe fix it with a little witchery of my own, but I’d wait for that until after Samantha was asleep.

“How much does the job pay?”

“That I can’t tell you. A least a hundred thousand, but I’ve seen some get offers of two-fifty or higher. It depends. What I do know is if you last three months, you get stocks, a raise, and benefits.” It wasn’t quite a lie. The pay did vary for the position, but Samantha didn’t need to know why it varied.

Samantha stared at me, her mouth open and her eyes wide. “That’s crazy.”

“So is your boss.”

“And you’re sure you can get me this job?”

The hope in Samantha’s voice hurt. How could I have been so blind not to see my old friend’s plight in the first place? “Positive. There’s been an opening for a while, and I think you’ll be perfect for it. But I’ll warn you now, there’s a lot of turnover in the position.”

“How much turnover?”

I laughed. “It’s almost legendary. Everyone in Marrodin has heard about it. You know, I can’t actually remember the last time one of them managed to stay a full month. Serves them right, too. The job needs someone who can be quiet, do their work, and that’s it.”

Samantha’s eyes brightened, focusing on me with the same intensity of a moth drawn to a flame. “Okay. What’s the dress code?”

“I recommend you do not show up to work naked. Use your judgment. Your boss doesn’t care about how you look. Your boss, however, cares about your performance. Be honest. If you don’t know how to do something, ask. You’ll get one chance to learn.” I paused, arching my brow at the old witch in silent challenge.

To my surprise, she cringed. “And the other secretaries?”

“Samantha, if you last a month, you’ll be their new best friend. None of them want to deal with your boss.” I grinned. It wasn’t a lie—not really. I pushed the other secretaries away easily enough. A degrading comment here, a ruthless nickname there, it all worked to keep them at arm’s length.

Samantha, however, was different. I didn’t have to worry about other short-lived mortals trying to get too close to me, not with her as my secretary.

“Oh, god. What am I getting into?”

“You’ve got a one way ticket to hell in a hand basket, Sammy. VIP seats, too. Just don’t be late.”

“Who will be my boss?”

“You’ll see. Or, as the case may be, you won’t. Keep your cell phone close. Answer by the third ring.”

“Up to two-fifty?” I could see the need in her eyes. With over four million in debt, I couldn’t blame her.

Freedom from debt was a powerful motivation.

“With benefits,” I promised.

“For making appointments.”

“Among other things.”

Samantha swallowed. “Okay.”

I reached out and patted her shoulder. “You’ll be fine.”

I doubted she believed me.
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Sleeping pills were truly amazing things. It wasn’t hard to get Samantha to drink a glass of water with two dissolved in it. Not even a witch could resist the wonders of modern medicine. Within ten minutes, she was so sound asleep she didn’t flinch when I squealed in her ear. I smiled, brushing the hair out of her face, committing the youthful her to my memory.

Soon enough, the young, vibrant Samantha I knew and loved would be gone, until the pictures in my head were all that remained. The real her, in her seventies and showing all of the signs of age catching up with her, would shine for the world.

And shine she would, so long as I had something to say about it.

Ten o’clock was a bit late to make phone calls, but the woman I was when I played Allison Victoria Mayfield Hanover, CEO and business woman, didn’t wait on the clock. The phone rang twice before someone picked up.

“Anderson,” a sleepy voice mumbled.

I drew a breath, reminding myself that assumed my identity wasn’t the me I had to always be. I snapped, “Get up.”

A thud answered me, followed by the clatter of the handset hitting the floor. I heard the young CEO groan. “Ms. Hanover?” Confusion and shock added a tremble to his voice. 

Good. If I kept him off balance enough, he wouldn’t ask too many questions or give me any problems.

“That girl. How is she doing?”

“Marie? Ugh.” Floorboards creaked and the springs of a bed squeaked.

“Fire her. I think I’ve found someone useful. You’re up for some poaching, aren’t you?”

“Victoria? Isn’t it a little late for work?”

“Oh, don’t be a baby. I pay you to put up with it. Now, about that secretary…”

“Can you give me five minutes?”

I huffed, turning my head to stare at the blinking light of the alarm clock. “I’m watching the time.”

I heard him set the phone down. It took him three minutes to return. “Okay. What am I firing Marie for?”

“I’m sure you can find something,” I snapped. “Not a good fit. Whatever you want. Give her a reasonable severance package, but I want her gone tomorrow. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am. Who am I poaching?”

I rooted through Samantha’s purse and pulled out her real ID. “Her name is Samantha Ethridge, working as a concierge for Amex.” I gave him her cell phone number.

“A concierge?”

“For black card holders.”

Anderson chuckled. “You want to poach a concierge. Unbelievable. Do you really think she has a chance?”

“From my understanding, she has four and a half million reasons to do well.” I let a hint of smugness enter my tone. “I like a woman with motivation.”

“Debt?” Concern laced Anderson’s tone.

“Bingo.”

“That’s risky. She’ll have a lot of access to financial information.”

“Why don’t you let me worry about that? If it makes you feel better, run her record. I promise you, it’s clean. They don’t let people with criminal history handle their black card holders.” I rattled off her address and date of birth so Anderson could pull her records. “Bring her in at two fifty with a chance to negotiate it up. Benefits in, raise and stocks if she lasts three months.”

Anderson sighed. “Easily done. Okay. When do you want me to pitch the offer?”

“Noon tomorrow.”

“I’ll shuffle the schedule. When does she start?”

I laughed. “How about tomorrow?”

Anderson sucked in a breath of air, a hissing sound that only enhanced my satisfaction. “That’s not enough time for her to give notice.”

“You’re a big boy. Why don’t you give Amex some reasons to let her go?” I drummed my fingers on the splintering desk. “Worst-case scenario, she can work evenings until Amex cooperates, if necessary.”

“Wow. You really want her. I’ll play ball. Anything else, or can I go back to bed?”

I clucked my tongue at the young CEO. “When’s the next board meeting?”

“At three tomorrow. Uhm. Day after tomorrow, sorry. What time is it now? Ah. Thirty… no, forty-one hours from now.”

“Make it five. I’ll call in. I want my new secretary in that meeting. Am I understood?”

Anderson gulped. “Yes, ma’am.”

“I’ll talk to you then. I do hope you’ll have good news for me regarding my new secretary.” I hung up before he could reply.

My next call was to Peter. “Peter here.” He didn’t sound very happy.

I drew a deep breath and spoke without pausing. “It’s Allison. Thanks for the help earlier. We’re about to meet up with some people. I just wanted to let you know I’ll do my best to keep Sammy out of trouble. We’ll be in touch.”

He hung up on me.

I made one last call, and my hands shook as I dialed the number. No one spoke on the other end of the line, though I could hear heavy breathing. “In four hours, find a silver SUV in the docks and deliver your best package to it. There will be something quite shiny waiting for you in the glove box.” I rattled off the tag number, make, and model of Samantha’s tank. The necklace I spent a fortune on wouldn’t make its way to a charity auction, but it was a small price to pay to keep us both alive.

“Wear a vest,” a tired, wheezy voice replied.

I hesitated, but hung up. Normal bullets wouldn’t kill a werewolf like me, but my old friend didn’t know that. There was a lot he didn’t know, though as far as humans went, he knew a lot more than most. If he wanted me wearing Kevlar, he’d make sure I disappeared in such a way where the camera believed I was truly dead. I considered the cryptic order to wear a vest.

To make two of us disappear, I’d have to create a stand-in for Samantha. That was something I could accomplish at a Walmart on the way.

If I wanted to make the drive from Cleveland to Detroit, create a fake Samantha, get a Kevlar vest, and make it back again before Samantha woke up, I had to hit the road. I dressed, did my best to smooth my short-cropped hair, and left the hotel.


Chapter Nine
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A little after two in the morning, I parked Samantha’s SUV in the depths of the industrial ports of Detroit. The spot I picked was quiet and crumbling, with the waters of Lake Erie lapping against the concrete and steel monstrosities serving as piers. The faltering economy left the once prosperous, bustling dock empty of ships and workers as far as I could see. In the distance, the lights of the major shipping docks still in operation winked at me.

I adjusted the placement of my fake Samantha in the passenger seat, pretending to hold a conversation for the sake of the nearby security cameras. Waiting was the worst part. The minutes ticked by as I talked to myself, careful to pause between phrases to maintain the appearance I wasn’t alone in the vehicle. With a little luck, my positioning of the car was just so, letting the security feeds pick up my face without revealing that my partner wasn’t actually a person.

Some twenty minutes later, a pair of headlights washed over the SUV. The driver left his sedan running, emerging from the vehicle clad in black and wearing a mask. He stopped some fifteen feet away, dropping a suitcase on the ground and kicking it towards me.

I drew a deep breath to settle my nerves, pushed open the door, and stepped out into the chill night.

We stared at each other. Beneath the mask, I could imagine the wrinkled, old face—one of many people I’d watched grow from youth to old age, unable to age with them. I pulled out one of the credit cards I’d never use again, and with a flick of my wrist, sent it spinning towards him. It fell to the pavement at his feet. He bent over to retrieve it. At the same time, I stooped to retrieve the suitcase, setting it at my feet.

Our eyes met. Behind the mask, I suspected he smiled.

“The pin?”

“Two-eight-five-three,” I replied.

Age hadn’t slowed my old friend down. In the time it took me to blink, he pulled a gun from his coat, took aim, and fired twice. The flash of the muzzle and the pop of the silenced weapon warned me before the bullets plowed into my chest. They hit the vest under my blouse, driving the breath out of my lungs. My knees buckled, and I went down in a heap. My entire torso throbbed in the aftershock of the impact. I writhed for several moments before I could force my body to still. 

Breathing hurt. It’d been so long since I’d taken a round that I had forgotten how much force a bullet had behind it.

The silenced gun let out a few more pops, the muzzle flash drawing my eye. I counted six shots before a black boot stepped into view. The jab to my ribs woke even greater pain.

“Have a nice night, girlie.”

Corpses weren’t supposed to giggle. Giggling hurt. The throb in my breastbone jolted to the tips of my fingers and toes. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched my killer grab the pretty, expensive necklace from the glove box. Three more shots fired.

“The cameras are out.”

“Thanks,” I croaked.

“Nice pay, lady. Detonator is in the case. I’ll leave the lighter and gasoline over there.”

“Good work as always, Donnie. Shit, that hurts though.”

Donnie laughed. “Anything for you.”

Still lying on the ground, I watched the old man leave. Even my human nose could pick up the sickly-sweet scent of encroaching death. I waited until the headlights of his car faded.

Peter might’ve had friends in high places, but my friends had gone to war with me. Donald was the last of a dying breed of war heroes who could still get illegal merchandise anywhere in a hurry.

“Goodbye, Donnie.” I bit my lip, realization sinking into me. I wouldn’t see him again. Time did that, over and over. Long after he, Samantha, and even Mark were long gone, I’d still be around, wanting what I couldn’t have. I sat up with a hiss and thrust my balled fist over my burning eyes.

Thunder rumbled overhead, and a cold rain started to fall. Despite its chill, it was too warm for my desires. The only thing I could embrace was winter, the season of death.

“Snow,” I ordered the sky in a hoarse whisper.

It wouldn’t hurt if the winter came early for a single night at one isolated place near Lake Erie. Stranger things had happened and would happen. My grief couldn’t change the flow of time. It couldn’t prevent what would happen to Donnie.

I picked myself up off of the ground. Hissing from the pain, I went to work. My blouse wouldn’t do me any good with two bullet holes in it, so I stripped out of my coat and threw it in the back of Sammy’s tank. Grabbing my bag from the back, I took out my scarf, winter coat, and handgun before double-checking to make sure I had brought more than one spare shirt. With that done, I threw the bag out of the danger zone and began my streak of destruction. Dousing the interior of the SUV with gasoline was the easiest part. Igniting my ruined shirt with the lighter, I tossed it in the back.

The SUV burst into flames with surprising ease. The rain ebbed, and the first flakes of snow circled down from the dark sky. The heat from the fire penetrated my damp clothes, but it didn’t warm me.

I prowled the parking lot and piers, one hand near the pocket I’d stashed the pistol. No one was around, not even a single homeless beggar. It took the fire an hour to consume the SUV. When the flames all but died away, I wired the explosives, setting the payload on the mangled floorboards in the backseat. I turned, picked up my bag, and hurried away from the danger zone, glancing over my shoulder at the still-smoking ruins of Samantha’s vehicle.

When I was within sprinting distance of the nearest warehouse, I clicked the button on the detonator. It beeped at me. With the cold air stabbing at my bruised chest, I bolted for the corner, ducking around it. I crouched, covering my head with my arms.

The concussive burst of the explosion hit before I heard it detonate. Pieces of twisted plastic and metal rained down, clattering to the pavement. I waited until I couldn’t hear the thumps of debris before standing. I peeked around the corner. Little remained of the SUV except for its twisted frame. The license plate was intact enough to make out the first three numbers and the state. The rest of it was twisted shrapnel littering the ground.

The snow fell in a thick curtain, obscuring my vision. The wind wailed, voicing my grief so I didn’t have to.

I could’ve left the SUV where it was, but there was something comforting about the early, localized blizzard, and the storm’s willingness to bend to my will. While it would happen soon, Donnie wasn’t dead—not yet. I tried to let the thought soothe me. Staring at the wreckage, I clucked my tongue.

Leaving the ruined frame of the SUV wouldn’t sabotage my plans. It would, however, make it easier for the police when they did find the carnage. A grim smile tugged up the corners of my mouth. It wasn’t everyday a girl got a chance to take a joyride in construction equipment under the cover of a blizzard.

Slipping my hand into my pocket, I fingered the smooth surface of the silver engagement ring. Throat aching from the effort of suppressing my guilt, I jammed the band into the wreckage, careful to wedge it securely so it wouldn’t be lost in the water. With a little luck, it would find its way back to Mark. With my death, he could move on.

When I finished dumping the wreckage into Lake Erie, I wiped my prints from the scene of the crime and left.
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By seven in the morning, I managed to make it back to Cleveland in one piece. I dumped the rental I’d gotten after trashing Samantha’s SUV for a cute little Toyota that liked to pretend it was a sports car. By ten, Samantha and I were on the road, headed to Atlanta. Just before noon, I pulled into the parking lot of a pharmacy under the excuse of needing a refill of allergy medicines. Samantha didn’t even blink over the delay, settling into the passenger’s seat, head resting on her bundled-up coat.

She wasn’t going to get to rest long, but I wasn’t about to tell her that. Anderson didn’t miss appointments I made for him. Samantha’s phone would ring right at noon, and I wasn’t going to be in the way when the call came.

At least the need for allergy medication wasn’t a real lie. It never hurt to have extra. I picked up an extra epi-pen while I was at it, wasting some thirty minutes in the store before peeking out the front door to check on Samantha.

She was still on the phone.

I wasn’t even sure if the town we were in was large enough to be listed on a map. Turning around, I sheepishly asked the amused, pink-haired cashier for directions to the interstate. Resting on the ledge under products the managers didn’t trust near the customers, I caught sight of a well-worn novel.

“Is that book any good?” I pointed at the title.

The woman’s blue eyes lit up. “Is it ever!” Twisting around, she snatched up the book and plunked it on the counter. Careful to hide my cringe, I recognized it as the so-called latest and greatest in smutty chick-lit. “One of my friends recommended it to me. I was really surprised. Unlike most of the stuff out there, this actually has a plot. Well, mostly.”

I choked back my laughter, unable to stop myself from grinning. “I’ve got a few hours to drive with a girlfriend. She’s into reading all sorts of things. What do you recommend?”

“This,” the woman immediately replied. Then, to my surprise, she came out from behind the register and waved for me to follow. Nestled in one of the corners was a small rack of books on a turning display case. She picked up three paperback novels, one I recognized as the smutty chick-lit, and thrust them at me. “This one is a mystery, and this one is a horror. I’ve read these two several times.”

I tucked them into the crook of my arm. Wandering down the aisle, I picked up a few other items, mostly from the personal hygiene section, and paid for everything. Ten minutes later, I wandered back to the Toyota.

“What were you doing in there? Buying the store?” Samantha arched her brows at me, arms crossed, fingers drumming away on her elbows.

“A little bit of this, a little bit of that. I got you some books, in case you get bored. I do believe one of them is the latest and greatest in smut lit. One is a horror, and the other is some mystery.” I tossed the bag at her. Samantha caught it, peeking inside.

“And you bought half of the allergy meds in the store, from the looks of it.”

“There are a lot of dogs in Atlanta.” I thrust my hand into the bag, grabbing the box with the epi-pen. I took the epi-pen out, stuffed it in my purse, and threw the junk into the back seat. “Ready to go?”

“Yeah, I’m ready.” Samantha stared at me, shook her head, and took out one of the books before flinging the rest of the bag into the back seat. To my amusement, she kept the smutty novel. “You knew they were going to call me.”

I laughed and clucked my tongue at her before I glanced upwards, muttering something about patience. “Of course I knew.”

“You even knew when that interviewer was going to call me.”

Settling into the driver’s seat, I buckled up and turned the car back on. The engine purred. Without answering, I got back on the road, following the cashier’s directions back to the main interstate. After letting Samantha stew for a while, I replied, “Of course I knew.”

“What am I going to tell Peter, Allison?”

“Victoria,” I corrected. “Hmm. For you, Vicky. Because you’re special.”

Samantha’s brows rose. “You’re serious.”

“I am.”

“But what about Peter?”

“Last time I checked, saying ‘I quit’ worked quite well when leaving a job. Or, you just don’t call. You don’t show up for work the next day. You just disappear. You go back to being you. The real you, not the person you’ve been faking for years.” As I merged back onto the highway, I floored the gas, grinning as the little car tried its best to pretend it belonged on a race track. “I love this car.”

“It’s just a Corolla.”

I sniffled. “But I like it.”

Samantha glared at me. “And don’t you think that’s a little unfair to Peter after all of these years?”

“Every wolf and witch for herself, Sammy. He’s an unregistered witch. If the Inquisition so much as looks at him funny, he’ll start singing like a damned canary, and you know it. It’s better for all of us this way. I don’t know who his friends in high places are, but he could be double crossing us without even knowing it.” Under the disguise of adjusting my rear view mirror, I glanced at my old friend. She hadn’t yet dropped her thirty-something mask, but I could already see the wrinkles of stress and worry marring her pretty face.

Time wasn’t doing either one of us any favors, but unlike her, I’d live. I tried to swallow away the tightness in my throat. Like Donnie, she wasn’t dead. Not yet.

“I know, I know. I don’t like it, but I know.”

“Are you going to call him?”

Samantha shook her head so violently her hair whipped against the glass of her window with a swish.

“So, what’s the deal?”

Samantha didn’t answer, slapping her hands on her knees. I waited, focusing my attention on the road. When I started to think she wasn’t going to reply to me at all, she said, “Two-fifty, with a fifty thousand signing bonus for short-term notice, full benefits, and an immediate share of stocks in the company.”

“Well done! Maybe you’re wasted in secretarial and should transfer to negotiations,” I replied, not bothering to hide my grin. Maybe Anderson wouldn’t be as worried, considering Samantha’s negotiating prowess.

Then again, that’s what made Allison Ferdinan like Samantha’s alternate alias so much. Neither Allison Ferdinan nor Allison Victoria Hanover had the time to accept anyone but the most efficient and cunning to help with their business.

“Negotiations?”

I wondered how much was safe to tell Samantha. She’d learn it all—eventually—so I dived in. “When Marrodin buys out a company, the negotiators are the ones who get us the best possible deal.”

“Oh.”

“You’re going to need a briefcase, supplies, and a good laptop. I’ll handle that.”

Samantha glared at me, my neck prickling as though she stood behind me with a drawn dagger. I kept my eyes fixed on the road. I waited until the sensation faded before continuing. “Don’t look at me like that. You need a good system, and not some six-hundred dollar piece of shit. You’re going to be a very important person in the company’s business, and while your boss doesn’t care what you wear, she does care about how efficient you are. You’ll get the best, and that’s the end of the story.”

“Okay,” Samantha said with a sigh.

“And despite what I just said about your boss not caring what you wear, you’re getting new clothes, too. On me. And don’t you dare complain. It’s my turn to doll you up. But damn, I’m going to miss that old coat.” I don’t know where Samantha had stashed the old leather coat in New York, but I doubted either one of us would be able to get to it again. 

“You can get another one.”

“Hmph. It’s not the same.”

“Spill it, Vicky. How did you know I’d get the job?”

“Easy. I’m your boss.”

I wished I had a camera. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched Samantha’s mouth drop open and her expression turn blank. Then, after a moment, realization sank in. “Oh my god.”

“Yes?”

Samantha buried her face in her hands and groaned.
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I pulled into the parking lot of the storage facility near Atlanta a little after midnight. Samantha was asleep and didn’t stir as I killed the engine. Leaving her to rest, I swiped the card to my unit, lifting the garage door open.

Leaving my Mustang jacked up was one of my smarter ideas. The device I had used supported the car on more than ten points on the frame. I checked the tires before lowering it to the ground. After six months of isolation, it was more than a little dusty, but a car wash would fix it. Wiggling into the driver’s seat, I reached over and pulled out a wallet from the glove box.

Tossing the wallet onto the seat, I put the key in the ignition, held my breath, and turned it. The car started with a rumble, too deep to be a purr. It was more like the warning growl of a wolf. Leaving it to idle, I stepped out, heading for the safe in the back of the storage unit. Taking out my briefcase, I opened it while kneeling on the ground. After confirming everything I needed was in order, I popped open the trunk and tossed it inside.

I woke Samantha by rapping on her window. “You’re driving. Got to drop the rental off.”

She jerked her head in a nod, stifled a yawn, and crawled over the console to the driver’s side. Five minutes later, we were on the road. It took ten extra minutes to run both vehicles through the nearest all-night car wash and wipe the Toyota clean of our prints. While my fake IDs would cover the issue of rentals, the last thing I needed was someone recording my fingerprints with any one of my falsified identities. Once we returned the Corolla to the nearest rental place, we were off, heading into Atlanta proper.

So close to home, I wasn’t about to start taking chances, especially not when Samantha’s burnt-out SUV could’ve already been found. The water near the piers was deep enough for cargo ships, but I wasn’t able to get rid of the evidence of a car fire or the scrape marks from the lift shunting the rubble into the lake.

It was time to break the news to Samantha. “Donnie’s dying,” I announced in my best manner-of-fact tone.

“What? Oh, shit. Really?”

“He didn’t say as much, but I could smell it on him.”

“Damn,” Samantha whispered. While I couldn’t see any tears in her eyes, I heard them in the way she clung to the curse as she spoke. “When did you see him?”

“Last night while you were sleeping,” I replied. 

“What? Why didn’t you wake me?”

I wasn’t about to mention the fact I had drugged her, but I wasn’t going to lie to her either. “We were a little busy blowing your little car to teeny tiny bits.”

“You. Did. What. To. My. Car?”

“Boom,” I replied, and I thought it was to my credit I didn’t laugh outright. “Donnie pumped two rounds into me first, too. Cameras caught it all until he shot them out.”

All according to my plan, of course, but it was her loss if she couldn’t figure that out on her own.

“I thought you would put it into storage! You’re not serious, are you?”

“Dead serious. Someone framed me for murder, Sammy. I needed to disappear. No, we needed to disappear. Donnie helped me. I didn’t want you hearing the gunshots.”

“Gunshots?”

I winced at the fear in her voice, but I nodded anyway.

“He really shot you?” Samantha shuddered.

“I was wearing Kevlar, Sammy. I’m fine. Bruised a little, but fine. You know Donnie. He doesn’t miss.”

“He shot you.”

“Samantha.”

She ignored me. “He shot you, Vicky?”

I sighed. “What’s a couple of bullets to the chest when compared to a grenade? Bulletproof vests are great things. Every girl should have one.”

Samantha’s composure cracked with an ear-piercing shriek. “Wait. We’re dead?”

“Look on the bright side, Sammy. You don’t have to wait three days to come back to life.” I sucked in my breath as a stray thought struck me with all of the force of an oncoming train. “Does Peter have your real ID?”

A shake of Samantha’s head answered me. I huffed out my relief. “Good. Take off your mask, Sammy. Be yourself. My secretary is a little old lady who has seen too much of the world to be intimidated by the big, bad wolf.”


Chapter Ten
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Atlanta was my turf, but it didn’t feel much like home as I dodged the places Allison Ferdinan frequented in favor of the high-end boutiques Allison Victoria Mayfield Hanover preferred. While it wasn’t too hard to trick people into realizing we weren’t the same person, it was easier for me—and for them—if they never realized my existence was a lie.

The sense of regret accompanying the loss of an old friend dogged my heels. Buying Samantha’s new laptop was simple. I tipped the clerk a hundred dollar bill to deliver it to Marrodin’s headquarters. Considering it was a five minute walk away, I expected the young man would be off on his next break. With that out of the way, Samantha could work no matter when I needed her.

My second stop was a Mercedes dealership. I’d destroyed Samantha’s ultra-expensive, suitable-for-wealthy-clients SUV, so it seemed fair I paid proper penance. An old secretary without children didn’t need a tank. I put the classiest sedan the dealership sold on one of my cards with instructions to deliver the vehicle to Marrodin’s Headquarters. I’d transfer ownership of the car to Samantha later, but I added her to my insurance until I had a chance to do that.

Before I could retreat to the safe haven of a hotel, I bought a stack of newspapers with apartment listings. I hunted down the nearest fast food joint for lunch, wandering to my hotel with my prize.

I made it to my room ten minutes before the board meeting. Buying a new cell phone would be a task for after the conference call. If anyone bothered to trace the hotel number, hopefully I’d be checked out and gone before they knocked at my door. Punching in Anderson’s office number, I listened to the ring tone. His secretary answered.

“Put me through to Anderson,” I ordered.

I heard Elizabeth inhale. “At once, Ms. Hanover.”

Anderson answered on the second ring. “Anderson speaking.”

“Has it started?”

“Connecting you to the conference room,” he replied. One of Beethoven’s symphonies played in my ear while I waited. I hummed along as I logged my laptop into the corporate website just in case I needed it.

“Can you hear me, Ms. Hanover?” Anderson’s voice had the distant sound of someone on a speaker phone.

“Crystal clear,” I replied, pausing and letting the board members stew. “You know the routine, ladies and gentlemen. Business as usual. Ask questions if you need. I have all night.”

“Then I’ll open with our land mine of the day,” Anderson said, a nervous wobble in his voice.

“On the minutes?” Samantha asked.

“Not yet,” Anderson answered.

The young CEO won my full attention. I spun in a half circle in my chair, stretching out my legs to rest my feet on the end of the too-springy hotel bed. While I suspected the news related to Oleran’s murder, Anderson sometimes had a way of surprising me. “What sort of bomb do you have that can’t show up in the minutes?”

“One of our accountants with Smith & Sons’s, Allison Ferdinan, has been accused of murdering one of our defense lawyers, Alan Oleran.”

Judging from the lack of table talk on the other end of the line, I assumed they had been talking about it for some time, preparing themselves for the call with me. While I wasn’t surprised, I took my time thinking about it, because the board members expected me to. “Question and investigate the accountant, their work, and bring it to the attention of Smith & Sons’s board. Send official condolences to Oleran’s family, and make arrangements to pay for the funeral,” I ordered.

“The accountant is going to be a problem,” one of the women announced. I grinned. At eighty-nine, Amelia Donavan was the oldest of the board members, served on the Supreme Court, and had once been a lawyer to be feared.

She still was, the rare times she decided to take a case in her own hands.

When I had brought her on to serve as the CEO of Smith & Sons, I hadn’t expected her to transform the one office group into a competitive, national firm.

It didn’t hurt my wolf liked her almost as much as I did. “Amelia. It’s lovely to hear you. Why is the accountant a problem?”

“She disappeared from New York City on Halloween night, last seen at the Plaza around midnight. Her credit card was used at a Walmart west of the city. She placed a call to her credit card issuer a few hours later, and hasn’t been seen or heard from since.”

Damn, news really did travel fast. “Find her,” I barked, although I knew all they would find was the burned-out husk of an SUV—if they managed to fish it out of Lake Erie.

“Yes, ma’am,” Donavan replied.

“Call the meeting to order and record the minutes.” I learned back in my chair.

“I hereby call this meeting—”

A knock interrupted Anderson.

“What now? Come in,” the young head of the board called out.

The door creaked open. “I’m sorry, sir, but there’s someone here to see you, and he has a police officer with him,” Anderson’s secretary said, her voice soft from her distance.

“Give us five minutes and then bring them in.”

“Yes, sir.”

I rubbed my temples. “Pet, you’ll speak on my behalf. Record the discussion with the phone system, Anderson.”

“She means you,” I heard Anderson whisper.

“Yes, ma’am,” Samantha said. Instead of the vibrant, youthful voice of the thirty-some Samantha I remembered, my friend’s voice wavered with age.

“Conversation is recording, Victoria,” Anderson said.

“Good. Pretend I’m not here. Don’t embarrass me, Pet.”

An uneasy silence took hold of the conference room, broken by the squeak of chairs.

“Anderson?”

“Yes, ma’am?”

“Order new chairs. Good ones. Bill my private card for them.”

Someone tried to swallow back a laugh. It emerged as a snort. Another chair squeaked.

“Squeak squeak,” I said.

Someone tittered.

The knock at the door silenced the moment of levity.

“Come in,” Anderson ordered. I spun my chair around and punched the mute button on the hotel phone.

The door creaked as it opened. “Sir, Officer Marten and a guest are here as requested.”

“Show them in.”

The heavy thump of boots on the conference room’s hardwood floors broke the quiet. “Ladies, Gentlemen, I am Officer Marten. I serve in Washington. I’m looking for Mrs. Donavan.”

A chair squeaked. “I’m Mrs. Donavan. What can I do to help you, Officer Marten?” Amelia asked.

“First, I’d like to offer my condolences. Alan was a good, hardworking man. I’ve had the honor of working with him on several cases.”

The uncomfortable silence of those not sure what to say in the face of grief and disaster hung over the room. Amelia sighed. “Thank you. We’re all a little shocked.”

“Would you prefer if I asked my questions in private?”

“No. Most of us knew Alan,” the old woman replied. It wasn’t quite true—I didn’t know him. But considering Oleran worked as a defense attorney in D.C., I was willing to bet he’d worked with most of the CEOs of the major Marrodin branches at one point or another. But since Amelia was directly in charge of him as Smith & Son’s CEO, it made sense that the police officer wanted to speak with her. 

“Please, sit down, gentlemen,” Amelia said.

Squeak.

“Is there any reason Allison Ferdinan might want to kill Alan Oleran?”

“No.” I heard the tap of fingers on the thick hardwood of the conference table. “Alan never came to Atlanta. Miss Ferdinan worked exclusively with Georgia and New York clients.”

“So they never met?” There was surprise in the officer’s voice.

“Not to my knowledge. Here is a file of her attorneys. I had HR pull the list of names as soon as we heard about the accusations. Miss Ferdinan is a very hard worker. We were about to force her on mandatory vacation when she requested vacation to go to New York City. D.C. wasn’t on her itinerary.”

There was a long silence. “Miss Ferdinan had an itinerary?”

“Of course. She has access to a lot of financial information about Smith & Sons. We ask all employees with access to such confidential information to submit itineraries when they are leaving town, in case we need to get a hold of them.”

“Is it possible to speak to Miss Ferdinan?”

Another moment of silence, this time broken by the clearing of Donavan’s throat. “I’m afraid we have no idea where Miss Ferdinan is. She didn’t show up for work this morning. No one has heard from her since she spoke with her credit card company on the first,” Amelia said. I heard the thump of drummed fingers. “The card company called Smith & Sons today wanting to speak to her. There was no activity on any of her cards, either. We’ve been asking around, Officer Marten, but I’m afraid we don’t know anything. She wasn’t seen by security at her condo, either.”

I bit my lip. Amelia had been far more thorough than I anticipated.

“I recommend filing a missing person’s report, then. Thank you for your time, ladies and gentlemen.” 

Squeak. The door opened and then clicked closed.

“Now that was interesting,” Anderson said. “Amelia? Will you file the report?”

“As soon as the meeting is over.”

I reached over and unmuted my phone. “Good work, Pet.”

“But I didn’t say anything, ma’am,” Samantha replied.

“Exactly. You could have. Good judgment. Now, I will be quiet, and you’ll finish business so we can go have dinner. Pet, you will join me as soon as your work is finished.” I imagined all of the board members wincing. I grinned. My wolf liked being Allison Victoria Hanover. She was content and pleased with the situation. I couldn’t blame her. We had earned our place at the head of the pack.
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I booked Samantha into a long-stay hotel, which was a ten minute walk from the Marrodin corporate headquarters. Once she was secured, I hopped back in my Mustang and headed off. At the rate I was going, I was going to live at a twenty-four hour Walmart. I bought a cell phone as well as enough clothes to last a week and found a hotel a little farther from work with underground parking. I’d have to get Samantha a state-of-the-art computer from a much better store in the morning, but a six hundred dollar piece of crap was enough to do what I needed.

Prowling around the hotel room, I tried to work out the worst of my nerves so I could sleep. Hell waited for both of us in the morning. After some ten minutes of pacing holes into the carpeting, I plopped down on the squeaky office chair, booted up my laptop, and went to work.

Someone had framed me for murder, and I didn’t even know who I’d supposedly killed, so I started there.

Alan Oleran was easy to find on the internet. News of his death had spread like wildfire. I whistled. No wonder I’d been framed. Allison Ferdinan would’ve had ample reasons to hate any one of the high-profile attorneys associated with Marrodin’s branch company Smith & Sons, at least on the outside. Oleran hadn’t been someone I’d dealt with, either as Ferdinan or as Hanover.

While Allison Victoria Mayfield Hanover tended to meddle in all things relating to Marrodin, the corporation was larger than any one employee. I hadn’t been directly involved in bringing Oleran into the firm. In either case, I remembered the accounts I had worked on, and Oleran’s hadn’t been one of them.

I had worked with prosecutors.

Drumming my fingers on the desk in a steady rhythm, I stared at the news report, and at the face of the middle-aged man with graying hair. If the article hadn’t told me, I wouldn’t have believed the trim, somewhat muscular Oleran had only been forty-seven. I searched for more news on his death and paused at a news site with an article including a photograph of Oleran after his death.

His murder had taken him by surprise, I guess. Did anyone really expect to die? His eyes were wide in horror and shock, mouth opened in a scream I doubted he had managed to voice.

I would’ve been shocked and horrified too if my throat had been ripped out. Whoever—whatever—had done it was strong. Strong enough I doubted it was human. Four jagged slices ran across Oleran’s jugular, each tear not quite enough to decapitate him. Another inch, and his spine would’ve been cut clear through.

Even if I had real motivation to kill Oleran, even if I had fallen under the moon’s sway on Halloween, I doubted I could’ve pulled it off. A regular werewolf might have been able to, but scrawny was the first word I applied to myself. Raw power and lethal force had never been one of my strengths. Why would anyone accuse me of being the killer?

Muttering curses, I kept searching.

Almost an hour later, I found my answer. The photograph wasn’t on one of the standard news feeds. To my disgust, it was on one of the least-reputable paranormal activity sites out there. The image was so blurred it didn’t surprise me the police had decided against pursuing it.The woman might have been me if I were far, far prettier. We were about the same build, but her long, dark hair fell in perfect, controlled curls. She was dressed as though born to high society, not realizing her high-heeled shoes and suit weren’t ideal night-walking attire.

Her dog was a different story. I recognized the breed. Who kept a grey wolf as a pet? Its leash was connected to what I guessed was a breakaway collar. While it was too small to be a werewolf—unless it was a runt like me—it was plenty large enough to make people believe it was capable of clawing out a lawyer’s throat.

I wrinkled my nose. Detective games weren’t up my alley, but it wasn’t difficult to understand why the murderers had chosen Halloween. It was the one night in the year where no one would have blinked twice about a wolf on the streets.

Still, whoever had done it knew enough about me to exploit my work and peg a murder on me, but not enough to estimate the severity of reaction to all things canine.

Allergies: 1, Culprit: 0.

But why me? I’d dodged a very uncomfortable accusation by the virtue of my over-enthusiastic immune system. The last thing I needed was someone looking too closely at Allison Ferdinan. While I’d gone out of my way to make her identity as flawless as possible without spending decades cultivating her, she wasn’t perfect. If anyone looked too closely at her, they might find a discrepancy. It was possible I had somehow made a mistake when creating her.

That sort of revelation could prove very, very lethal to a werewolf like me.

I shivered. At least Allison Victoria Mayfield Hanover was as bulletproof as I could make her. The owner of Marrodin had to be.
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I picked Samantha up at her hotel twenty minutes after the conclusion of the board meeting. The average prison convict looked friendlier. She leveled a narrow-eyed glare at me, one graying brow arched high. There was something majestic about her as she opened the passenger side door of the Mustang and slipped inside. The beauty of her youth was there, but I got the sense she no longer noticed it. Her age showed in her eyes, a dulling no magic could heal or reverse.

“Guess who was with the cop,” she said after she buckled in and closed the door.

“Uh oh. Who?”

“Markus Dupree.”

I frowned. What was Mark doing in Atlanta? “What was he doing?”

“Looking confused, mostly. When Amelia announced you—Ms. Ferdinan, that is—was missing, his face was priceless. It looked like he’d been kicked in the nuts by a horse.”

“Samantha!” I laughed at the mental image of Mark’s face.

“Well, it’s true. I don’t know what happened on Halloween, girl, but the boy looked spooked. For a moment, I think he was downright terrified by something.” Samantha crossed her arms over her chest. “So? Spill it. What happened?”

“I did kind of spite his proposal to his mother—step, adoptive, or whatever type of mother she is.” I put the car into gear and headed towards downtown. “He’s way too young for me, Sammy.”

“Who isn’t? Aren’t you one of the oldest living things on Earth? Most trees don’t even have anything on you.”

“That’s harsh.”

“True, though.”

It was, to a point, though there were plenty of trees who had been around far, far longer than me. “I know,” I admitted.

Werewolves—like trees, rocks, and other things too stubborn to die—lived a long time, but we didn’t endure forever. Then again, I didn’t know many other wolves. That was the price of being a packless rogue. With time, old werewolves like me would die, be it from plague, injury, or murder. New true wolves, wolf offspring of human parents, would be born, and they would revitalize my cursed race through the rituals that had turned me into a twisted ruin of a human.

The world kept turning, and I remained in the hole I’d dug for myself, unable to claw my way out. I swallowed, and shook my head to drive away the thoughts. “How does sushi sound?”

“I’d rather have McDonald’s.”

“Red Lobster?”

“Now you’re talking serious business.”

“Red Lobster it is. Good work at the meeting, by the way.”

Samantha chuckled. “The board members seemed impressed. But seriously? Pet? No wonder you don’t keep secretaries for long.”

I ignored the comment about my choice of nicknames for my secretaries. “Of course they were impressed.” I laughed long and hard. “I didn’t paint the walls with your blood. For some reason, I tend to lose secretaries during those meetings.”

“It helps that I know you.”

“So it does. Don’t think I’ll go easy on you. I’m taking the liberty of finding you a decent apartment or condo, by the way.”

I felt Samantha’s eyes burrowing into me as a prickling sensation crawling up and down my spine. “I can’t afford a condo.”

“I can. I can’t have you living in a shitty place. I have a car on order for you, too. You’ll have to entertain, run errands, and do all of the things I can’t.”

The anger in my old friend’s gaze eased to a gentler curiosity. “What do you mean?”

“Ms. Hanover is a very, very private person. I haven’t been to an actual board meeting in five or ten years, give or take a few. Those people might recognize me on the street. You’re my eyes, my ears, and my hands. I’m a ghost. That’s why I go through so many secretaries. They don’t understand their role in my life. You do.”

“Damn it, Vicky. How do you survive like that? It’s worse than I thought.”

I shrugged. “How else? Using people like Ferdinan. But until I find out who framed me and why, I can’t rebuild. Too many people have seen my face. They know who I once was. I have to lie low and vanish for a while, until people have forgotten the murder of one certain lawyer.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Don’t be. It’s not your fault.”

I gave Samantha some time to think about what I had told her. While my old friend was aware of my need to shift identities, there had been a lot I hadn’t told her.

“The people are really nice at your company.” Samantha said.

“It’s a job requirement.”

“Vicky!”

“I’m being serious. It is.”

“And how did you manage to pull something like that off?”

“Despite common belief, there are a lot of good people in the world, Samantha. I just make it my job to find them. I use evals, past history, references, old flames, anything I can get on every employee with the potential to rise up the ranks. The unsavory get the door. The nice ones are the people I cultivate. We teach them how to do business without backstabbing their partners. I bring in good people who want to make a difference in the world.” The ideal earned me as much scorn as respect among the other high-ranking CEOs from other corporations, but I tried not to care what they think.

My employees were the only ones who mattered.

“You mean people like Donnie, before…” Samantha trailed off, and I caught a glimpse of her shuddering out of the corner of my eye.

“People like Donnie, before he went to Vietnam,” I said.

“Yeah, like him.”

“Idealistic is the word you’re looking for, Samantha. I hire idealistic people.”

“You can’t do things the easy way, can you?”

“Nope.”

“What are you going to do about Mark?”

I drew a deep breath, letting it out in a slow sigh. Mark wasn’t my problem anymore, but I still felt a twinge of guilt. “He’ll move on.”

“He didn’t look ready to move on.”

“He can’t love a corpse forever, Sammy. He’s young. He’ll bounce back. He’ll have to find another accountant, but he’ll recover. He’ll find someone else.”

Samantha’s smile was sly, and I shivered. “I would be careful if I were you, Allison Victoria Mayfield Hanover. I think he loves you.”

Laughing, I pulled the car into the lot at the Red Lobster. After I parked, I twisted in my seat to face Samantha. “Look, you. He proposed to me to get his mother to change her mind about a betrothal. That’s not love. He loved the fact I didn’t cheat him out of his money when I easily could have. He didn’t love me.”

“I know what I saw,” my friend replied with a dainty sniff.

I wrinkled my nose at her. “And what do you think you saw?”

“I saw a man terrified that he lost something he couldn’t replace.” Samantha opened the door of the Mustang, got out, and leaned down to face me. “I think he’s right, too. You’re one of a kind, and any smart man would be frightened of losing you.”

There wasn’t a whole lot I could say to that, so I kept my mouth shut, and got out of the car. While I couldn’t tell Samantha the truth, I was too old and worn out for love.

Love was for those who didn’t carry the weight of so many years on their shoulders.


Chapter Eleven
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I found Samantha a nice condo in one of the best neighborhoods in the city.  The apartment I picked for myself was on the top floor of a rickety building in dire need of demolition. I left My Mustang on the street. It wouldn’t surprise me if it was stolen or vandalized by the end of the week.

Instead of a bed, I made a nest of pillows and blankets, burrowing into it while resting my laptop on a large box. It was like college all over again, but worse. My mouth twisted in a rueful grin. I’d lost count of the number of times I had denned in apartments unfit for habitation while repeating college over and over again.

It would have to do. Marrodin could function without me. Samantha would settle in, doing my work until I found out the truth. I had a killer to hunt, and I couldn’t afford distraction. Within Marrodin, Samantha would be as safe as I could make her.

I stared at the login screen of my new laptop. I didn’t even know where to begin. Old age didn’t mystically grant me detective or forensic skills. After logging in, I hunted down Oleran’s work files, pulling up a complete list of the cases he had worked on since being hired at Smith & Sons. Defense lawyers had fewer enemies than prosecutors, but the bitter truth was that any man or woman on his past docket had far more reason to kill him than I did.

So why did they try to frame me for the murder? Why choose a pretty woman who resembled me? It didn’t make any sense. I replayed the events of Halloween in my head. Most everyone had avoided me except for Mark’s mother, the two-faced Wicked Witch of the West.

“No way,” I muttered, tapping my fingers on the laptop’s monitor frame. Then, the contrast in personalities hadn’t meant much to me. It had been Halloween, and Halloween was a night of masks. His mother was a witch. Wearing my face for a while wouldn’t have been much of an issue for her. 

Was I such a threat to Mrs. Livingston that she would frame me for murder to get rid of me? If that was the case, why would she have made me so beautiful, when she’d seen me face to face? Had Samantha been right? Had Mark’s feelings for me influenced how his mother perceived me?

If she had murdered Oleran on Halloween during the party, she would’ve had to take a helicopter from New York City to D.C. and fly back again during the party. It could be done, especially by private flight. Mrs. Livingston could have easily killed Caroline and flown to D.C. to continue her grisly work.

My phone rang. “Hanover,” I said, cradling my new cell phone between my ear and shoulder.

“There’s been another one, Ms. Hanover,” Samantha announced.

“Another what, Pet?”

“Murder, ma’am. A secretary from one of banks in Baltimore was sniped this morning.”

“Sniped?” I felt the muscles in my cheek twitch. “Email me with the data,” I ordered.

“It’ll be in your box in five minutes.”

“Good. Transfer me to Anderson.”

Anderson’s secretary put me on hold. While I waited, I checked the news sites. There were a few reports, but all I learned was that the woman had been shot outside of her office.

The killer hadn’t left so much as a single casing, according to most of the outlets. The bullet had also been cut out of her body, too.

Not just a killed by a sniper, then, I decided, staring at the young woman’s face on one of the sites.

“Victoria,” Anderson said, his voice tired. “I don’t suppose you have some magic wisdom to impart, do you?”

“No, but I do have a favor to ask of you,” I replied, wishing to myself I did have some form of useful magic. “Anderson, can you quietly get information on a Mrs. Olivia Livingston? She’s a New York City hotshot, so far as I know.”

“Mrs. Livingston? Yeah, I know of her. She’s been trying to buy up stock for six months, but I was told rather firmly by Eval she wasn’t the type of stockholder we want.”

“Give every member of Eval a raise. How much stock does she have?”

“Give me a second,” he said. I heard him typing away at a keyboard. With every moment I waited, my irritation grew. “Half a percent.”

“I don’t want a single positive increase to her stock figures,” I growled. “Lock down all of our stock if you need to. You’re clever. Find some way to buy her out.”

Anderson made a thoughtful noise in his throat. “That’s not going to be easy. I can try to find out if she’ll sell some of the obscure stocks through a broker, though. Locking down the market would be difficult at best. She has enough money to buy high without worrying about her losses, Victoria.”

“Do whatever you need to, but devalue her.”

“That’s risky.”

“Unless you can get her down to a quarter of a percent, I want her devalued.”

“Give me two days to see what I can do,” he said. “It’s dangerous at best, though. I’ll see what Amelia thinks.”

I wrinkled my nose. The man had a point. “Fine, just make certain she can’t get a hold on the boards of Marrodin or any one of our branch companies.”

“She won’t,” Anderson promised.

“Good. Now, I need another favor from you. About that girl who was sniped in Baltimore, pull her file. I want to know how our two employees were connected. Like with Oleran, extend our sympathies and offer to cover the costs of the funeral.”

“She was a single mother, no other immediate family.”

“You’re kidding me.”

“I wish I were, Victoria.”

“Don’t let that child get into the state system,” I whispered. “If you can’t find someone to take her kid—”

“Kids.”

I struggled with the desire to smash my laptop, throw my phone, and scream. “How many?”

“Two. The girl is six, the boy is eight. Their… their father died last month. Hit-and-run.”

“Oh hell. Okay. Find someone who can take them in for three or four days, and get Amelia on their case as soon as possible.”

“Victoria?”

“What?” I snapped.

“What do I do with them after that?”

I closed my eyes and drew several deep breaths until I could speak without losing my temper. “You don’t do anything. They’ll come with me until we can find them good parents.”

“Oh.”

I opened my eyes and stared at my laptop, meeting the relentless gaze of the dead mother of two. “I’ll call you in a few hours.”

“Okay,” Anderson whispered.

I hung up, pretending I didn’t hear the tears in his voice. Deep within me, my wolf raged, howling in the silence of my mind for blood and vengeance.
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I couldn’t keep two kids in the ratty apartment I’d chosen. It wouldn’t work. A house was best for kids, a quiet little place on the outskirts of the city, where they could run outside, play, and get in trouble. Part of me wanted them to have access to the wild things in the world, but I squashed the wants of my wolf for the reality of the modern era.

For all I had played the roles of many women in my life, I’d never tried to be a mother. Death followed me around, and the thought of bringing children into it sickened me more than the deaths of any number of adults. 

What was I going to do with two kids? 

My wolf was ready with answers, but I tried my best to ignore the beast within. The edge of anger was still there, but it was morphing, changing into a protective fury I didn’t want to encourage. I managed to pull up the numbers of a few real estate agents without throwing my laptop across the room. After several hours of talking to potential agents, I ended up picking a young woman who hadn’t been a real estate agent for very long, but was game for the challenge I presented her.

Cash sales, at least, could be processed quickly. I gave the startled girl the phone number for a Smith & Sons notary and a time limit of two days. It was all I could do. In the worst case scenario, I’d impose on Samantha for a few days until I could get a house situated for them. I dialed Samantha’s new number from memory.

“Samantha speaking.”

“Pet, I’ll be taking care of two kids in the next few days. I may need to impose on your condo until I can find a place appropriate for them,” I said.

“You? Kids? Oh my god. What happened?”

“They’re the murdered secretary’s kids. I can’t just throw them in the state system.” I rubbed at my temples, trying to will away the starts of a headache. “I’m hoping the real estate agent I just hired can work some magic and find something unoccupied that I can fast track.”

“You’re insane.”

“Thanks for the vote of confidence, Pet,” I muttered.

“Of course you can bring the kids to the condo. You didn’t even need to ask.”

I sighed, long and gusty. “This is such a mess.”

“No kidding.”

“Let me know if you find out anything more about the murders,” I demanded before hanging up.

Once again, the pretty face of a young mother stared at me. Her hazel eyes were as close to a wolf’s as a human could get, but there wasn’t any wildness in her as far as I could tell from the photo. Her smile was pretty, revealing a hint of white teeth.

To me, she seemed like the kind of quiet person who did what she needed to for her children, including showing up to work at five in the morning. Why had she been killed? Why snipe her in front of a bank so early in the day?

What was the killer’s goal? Or was it killers? I opened up one of the more accurate reports on Oleran’s death. Both deaths were brutal, but quick. Oleran had enough time to be surprised, but I doubted he had lived long enough to feel much in the way of pain. If the article was right, the young secretary had died before she realized she’d been hit.

But how had the killer managed to cut out the bullet without being seen? In a sick way, the killer’s actions made some sense to me. With the bullet gone and the wound mutilated, I doubted the police would even be able to get the caliber of the weapon accurately. It wasn’t something an amateur would do. Oleran’s death could’ve been a crime of passion, unplanned. The secretary’s had been meticulously planned.

A cold shiver ran through me. If the secretary’s death had been planned, had the death of her husband been more than just a hit-and-run? I doubted I’d find anything on the internet, but I searched anyway.

I suspected I’d spend the next few days running down rabbit holes without seeing a single bunny. 


Chapter Twelve
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Two days after I decided I would adopt two children, my cell phone woke me up a little after seven in the morning. “Hello?” I mumbled.

“Ms. Hanover, it’s Dawn Uthrick. I have found a property meeting your requirements, and I took the liberty of preparing the paperwork. I need your signature to submit the offer to the owners. Can we meet?”

“How much and where?” I asked, jerking upright in my nest of pillows and blankets.

“The house will cost you nine-fifty, and is located in Buckhead. It has six beds, four baths, and a double garage. It’s been unoccupied for three months but has had a caretaker. The owners have already agreed verbally to the price and can sign off on the offer today. Inspection is done, and I have the results for your review. If I have all of the documentation in from you by noon, I can hand it over to your notary for completion. I have also taken the liberty of arranging a temporary lease to allow you to move into the property until the notary can confirm and complete the paperwork.”

I felt both of my brows rise. “That’s really nice work.” Buckhead wasn’t near the forests, but it would ensure I could get whatever I needed for the children. At least the area did have trees, though I considered most of the parks as little more than over-glorified groves rather than forests. At least Atlanta liked wooded parks versus open lawns. It was also the type of place Ms. Hanover would buy as a very, very expensive whim. “Pick a cafe. I need coffee.”

Dawn gave me an address in Buckhead. I told her I’d meet her in an hour. I hung up and dashed for the bathroom. I wouldn’t have time to tame my rat’s nest, but I could at least show up for the appointment nice and clean.

In ten minutes, I was in my Mustang, burning rubber across town.

I found Dawn in the cafe by the sheer virtue of her tall stack of papers and real estate folder prominently displayed on her table for two. Before she could rise, I slipped in the seat, plunked down my coffee, and thrust out my hand. “Call me Vicky.”

“Good morning, Vicky,” Dawn replied, shaking my hand firmly. She was a pretty woman, her blond hair tied back in a neat bun. It didn’t make her look much older, but it did give her an aura of professionalism. “Here’s the offer. Since you’re paying upfront, we can avoid a lot of the regular hassle.”

I took the documents, reading over the clauses, clucking my tongue as I worked my way through the tangle of legalese. I flipped through the pages, then grabbed the folder with the details on the house. It was a single family home nestled next to a copse. “How secluded is the property?”

“Extremely, considering the low price tag for the area. The trees offer almost complete shielding from your neighbors. The back of the house leads right into one of the larger parks.”

“Why is the price so low?”

“Luck, mainly. It seems the wife of the couple lost her job recently, and they can’t afford to pay the mortgage on both properties. The bank has agreed on a short sale to cut their losses,” Dawn replied.

I whistled. “Estimated real value of the property?”

“They paid one and a half million for the home.” The real estate agent looked smug for a moment. “They lived in it for three years before buying their second property.”

Maybe I could give the two children a small taste of the wild things in the world, albeit a bit tamer compared to a proper forest. “Pen.”

Dawn handed over a BIC. I chuckled at the cheap but reliable tool, warming up to the young woman. I signed my name in the appropriate places. “I’ll send authorization of the bank transfer this afternoon. Let me give you the name and number of someone who has access my accounts, and they will make certain the payment is issued on time.”

“Excellent. Normally I’d stay to chat, but if I want to get this processed today…” she trailed off, glancing at me uncertainly.

I rose from my seat, hand once again held out. We shook. “When your schedule allows, we’ll make time for a proper drink of coffee without business getting in the way.”

“I look forward to that. Thank you for the challenge, too. It’s not often we get an opportunity like this.”

It was easy to like the young woman’s easy-going smile and enthusiasm. I matched her grin. “Close this sale, and I suspect I will be able to recommend you to a few others in the market for a house. When should I be cleared to move in?”

“I’ll have your keys for you this afternoon, unless something happens. Let’s meet at the house. We’ll finalize everything there.”

“Good. I’ll see you then, Ms. Uthrick.”

“Please, call me Dawn.”

“Of course, Dawn. Drive safely.”

I waited until she left the cafe before sinking back into my seat. I flipped open the file on the property, staring at the elegant brick house. It was an over-sized rancher, its front lawn manicured to perfection, flowers growing along the drive, guarded by trees probably as old as I was.

Staring at the picture hurt. It was the sort of place I would’ve liked to call home. It wouldn’t last.

It never did.




[image: Image]




The house hadn’t changed much since the photo was taken. The grass was a little longer, but someone had tended the flowers recently. I was the first to arrive, parking my Mustang in front of the garage. I didn’t expect Dawn to arrive for another twenty minutes, but I didn’t mind having the extra time to walk the perimeter. From the front door, I couldn’t see the neighbor’s house. The driveway curved around the trees to the main street, offering quiet and privacy.

As promised, the backyard ended where a forested park began. It wasn’t enough space for a wolf, but I could hear animals rustling through the underbrush in the brief moments when the birdsong quieted.

Perfection in a city the size of Atlanta was a dream within a dream, but the house came close. It would give a pair of children plenty of space to run around and play. I couldn’t ask for much more.

Except, perhaps, a reasonable guide on raising a pair of children who had lost not one, but both parents, in the span of a month. I suspected my next phone call would be to a therapist for the three of us. Add in the fact I’d been accused of murder, and an Inquisition witch was somehow involved in the whole mess, a quiet house away from prying eyes suited me fine.

And if the Inquisition had somehow learned about me, all I could do was hope that my efforts at disappearing would fool them long enough to vanish a second time. I had no idea how I was going to pull that off, not with Samantha and two children to worry about.

I just couldn’t do things the easy way, could I? Samantha had been all-too-right about that.

Dawn arrived five minutes early. She stepped out of her SUV, a model and make too similar to the one I’d torched in Detroit. She stepped out, swinging a set of keys around her finger. Her eyes settled on my Mustang and widened. “Is that a 1964?”

I grinned. With so many of the new cars with old-styled bodies, those who didn’t know better never looked twice at it. It was a hardtop, and I doubted it had a single original part in it. “Sure is.”

“She’s a beauty.”

“Thanks. She’s definitely one of my conceits. Found her as an old broken junker in a yard and fixed her up.”

“You did the work?”

“Most of it. They don’t make parts for this baby anymore. I had those made, but I installed them myself. She’s got so many custom pieces under the hood that I’m doomed if she breaks down on me.” I laughed and turned in a slow circle to take in all of the property before turning to my Mustang once more. “But if you want some fun one day, I’ll take you down for the track for a spin.”

“I’d like that.” Dawn tossed the keys to me. “When I left your notary, two of them pounced on the file and ran off before I could say two words. The lease is sound and approved, so you’re all set to move in. The bank confirmed the funds in your account. This sale will go through without a hitch. How do you like it so far?”

“It’s great. Even more secluded than I thought,” I replied. “You did a fantastic job.”

Dawn glowed. “Thank you, Vicky. I took the liberty of having the utilities turned on. Your notary, to my surprise, had a list of things they thought you’d want in the house, as well as your preferred companies. Installers for cable and satellite will be in by noon tomorrow, so you’ll have internet and TV. Water and electricity were already on.”

“Great. Want to give me the tour?”

The young agent beamed at me and gave me the walk-through. The inside was even better than the outside. A stone fireplace formed the focal point of the living room. The kitchen was large enough for a family of ten, with granite counters and ceramic tiles doomed to break many dishes over the years. There was already a dishwasher, fridge, and stove installed. The basement was spacious, separated into three different rooms. 

To my surprise, the house featured a library. It hadn’t been on the listing, but there was nothing else the room could’ve been meant for. Built-in shelves lined every surface of the wall, broken only by a fireplace and a window. The view of the backyard captured the unsullied forest.

“You’ve done wonders, Dawn. I need to make some stops before the stores close,” I said, escorting the real estate agent out of the house after the usual posturing and fare-thee-wells. I waited until her SUV pulled out of sight before getting into my Mustang.

Not even a werewolf could put together IKEA furniture without divine intervention, so I headed for the largest furniture store I could think of. If I was going to take care of two kids, they weren’t going to be sleeping on the floor.

Afterward, I’d find a quiet cafe somewhere with my laptop and continue my fruitless search for a murderer.
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At eight sharp the next morning, two transports pulled into the driveway. I waited for them on the front step, staring at the dew evaporating in the sun. Maybe the men from the furniture store had been tipped off to the fact I was without coffee because they installed my new espresso machine first. I’d moved enough times to have had the foresight to buy a bunch of paper cups. Bribing the workers with fresh coffee earned me some tentative smiles. They worked without comment, and I directed them with pointing punctuated by yawns.

The movers dodged those installing the television, sound system, and gaming consoles with the grace of dancers.

When they were finished, the house almost looked like someone lived in it. Almost. The rest I’d take care of after the kids arrived. A little after two, the carnival of workers paraded away, leaving me alone in a house far too large for just one person. I set myself up at the kitchen table with my laptop to go over the same lack of evidence.

The only conclusion I came to—more than once—was that Oleran had been an outlet for Mark’s mother to get rid of me for interfering with her plans to betroth Mark. However, I couldn’t force myself to ignore the similarities tying the two deaths. One death of a Marrodin employee was easy to write off as bad luck and circumstance. But two was a different story altogether, especially in such close proximity.

My phone rang as I was scrolling over my spreadsheet of information relating to both of the killings. “Hanover,” I answered.

“It’s Anderson. Are you sitting down?”

“What? Yes. Why? What’s going on?”

“Do you want the bad news or the really bad news first?”

I drew my breath in a hiss. If Anderson was asking me that, I wasn’t sure I wanted to know. Whatever he was going to say wasn’t good, and I suspected it would be a major source of frustration. “Bad first,” I decided.

“One of the cashiers, a nineteen-year-old girl working at one of our financial firms in New York City, was found crucified this morning.”

“Crucified?” I felt my mouth drop open. “Cross and nails crucified?”

“She was hung first, then nailed to a tree in Central Park not far from the Plaza.” Anderson cleared his throat. “It gets worse.” I stiffened at the waver in the young CEO’s voice. 

I hesitated before asking, “What’s the really bad news? What’s going on?”

“You need to come to Emory University Hospital. It’s about Samantha.”


Chapter Thirteen
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It was a miracle I didn’t get busted for speeding on my way to Emory University Hospital. I almost caused more car accidents than I could count on both hands. It took me less than ten minutes to make the fifteen minute drive. I didn’t get along very well with any deity often, but as I parked in the lot I muttered a prayer of thanks that I hadn’t gotten myself or someone else killed in a fiery wreck.

I headed for the ER entrance. If Anderson was telling me to get to Emory, it was because whatever had happened involved the ER.

All I could think about was the one truth of the universe: Everything eventually died, even witches. They weren’t immortal. They were human, and humans died. Nothing could change that.

But why was Samantha at the hospital? Why now?

I didn’t have any answers. I stared at the doors for well over a minute before I mustered the courage to step inside. The autumn chill bit at my back as I moved inside. Spotting the Marrodin group was easy. They stood in a cluster off to one side, their business suits sticking out among the sensible jean-wearing folk who took their comfort seriously.

All of them looked like they’d been clubbed over the head and dragged through hell. I counted heads. Ten. That meant all of the board members on the active roster were accounted for and present.

I closed my eyes for a moment, drew a deep breath, and joined them. “How is she?”

They jerked to face me, red eyes focusing on me. One by one, their eyes widened in recognition as they saw me instead of just hearing my voice. My question was answered by the uncomfortable silence of those trying to decide who would be sacrificed to deliver the bad news. 

Or, as Anderson had so aptly put, the really bad news.

I took in their unhappy, traumatized expressions, the rumpled state of their clothes, and the presence of several boxes of tissues hanging in limp fingers. Dread tightened my throat. My fear roused, but then died along with my hope.

I took in each face in turn. Amelia I recognized in a single glance. So many years of serving on the bench and leading Smith & Sons hadn’t done her any favors. Wrinkles furrowed deep grooves around her eyes. Age left her bent over a cane. Our eyes met.

“She didn’t make it, did she?” I couldn’t force my voice above a whisper.

The old woman’s head dipped down, her gaze settling on the floor. “She didn’t,” Amelia confirmed.

All of them were good people, and good people were shaken by death, especially when it happened next door to their office. And I guess that’s why they had all come—because they were the type of people who cared for someone right away, even if they hadn’t known them long.

I glanced out the window at the stubborn Georgian trees on the fringe of changing their leaves and spat a curse. Autumn could go to hell. I turned back, jerking my head in a nod. Experience had taught me well enough to acknowledge the inevitable truth. It didn’t make me feel any better, but if my simple, helpless acknowledgment eased their nervousness, it was the least I could do.

It was the only thing I could do. “What happened?” I whispered.

“I’ll tell it.” I recognized Anderson’s voice. I turned to him. Brown hair framed a strong face, bringing out the chocolate brown of his eyes. Like the rest of the board members, he cut a clean figure in his suit, without so much as an extra ounce of fat on him. “Amelia heard a ruckus where the secretaries work. Samantha had collapsed. We think she had a heart attack. Amelia did CPR until the ambulance arrived, but…”

“But CPR has a very low chance of success,” I finished for him, nodding my acceptance. Amelia blew her nose in the futile effort of hiding her tears. CPR was alway a risky endeavor at best, with a less than five percent chance of success in the worst of circumstances, and less than forty percent change in the best of circumstances.

A heart attack at the Marrodin offices didn’t classify as a best-case situation.

Even if I had been there, I doubted my werewolf strength and CPR training would’ve changed the outcome.

“Right,” Anderson replied.

“When did it happen?”

“My turn,” Amelia said, lifting her head with all of the pride and confidence of a Supreme Court judge. “The police officer and young man who showed up to the board meeting a few days ago came back to talk to Samantha. According to Elliot’s secretary, they were arguing over one of the files. The two men left, quite annoyed when they didn’t have their way. Samantha collapsed right after.”

“She seemed fine this morning. She wasn’t a frail lady,” one of the women chimed in. It took me a moment to recognize Crystal Lockhart’s voice. At twenty-seven, she was the youngest CEO on the board, but one of the smartest, holding two degrees and several years of practical experience on top of it. “I should have watched her more closely.”

“It wasn’t your fault, Crystal. Heart attacks can happen to anyone.” I couldn’t tell them how much stress Samantha had been under the past few days; all of it was my fault. I drew a deep breath, struggling to ignore my guilt. “Who is the doctor in charge?”

They shook their heads, shrugging their ignorance. I nodded, excused myself, and headed for the admittance desk. The nurse gave me a look from head to toe. “You don’t look sick or injured. Waiting area is over there, ma’am. We’ll call for visitors as soon as we can.”

“I need the name and contact information of the doctor in charge of today’s DOAs,” I ordered, meeting the woman’s blue eyes. My wolf stirred, and I didn’t bother restraining her.

The young nurse looked startled. “Your relation to the patient?”

“Employer and executor of her estate.”

The nurse stared at me, a mixture of shock and sympathy on her face. “My condolences, ma’am.” She wrote something down on a card before handing it to me. 

“Is there any chance the doctor is available now?”

The nurse pressed her lips into a thin line, but eyed her phone before shrugging. “It’s possible. One moment, please.” She picked up and dialed. “Is Dr. Engleburg available? Someone wishes to speak with him regarding one of today’s DOAs.”

I waited until the woman hung up the phone. “Fifth floor, ask for Dr. Engleburg at the nurses’ station.”

“Thank you.”

I rejoined the board members, once again taking the time to meet their eyes in turn. “Go home. Give everyone at all affected offices the next three days off, full pay. Offer counseling to anyone who wants it. Someone email me the full HR records of our victims, including what you have on Samantha.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Amelia promised.

My relief was short lived. At least with Amelia handling the HR reports, she’d be discreet and legal. “Thanks.”

Without another word, I headed upstairs. Dr. Engleburg was waiting for me at the nurses’ station.

“Dr. Engleburg?” I asked of the white-coated young man.

“That’s me.” He held out his hand. “You must be here regarding the heart attack victim.”

“Yes. My name is Victoria Hanover. Samantha was my secretary.” I marveled at how neutral my voice was, and that the emotions boiling within me didn’t breach the surface. “I’m also the executor of her estate. Is there somewhere we can talk in private?”

“Of course. Come with me.” Dr. Engleburg led me down the hall to an office I suspected had once been a storage room. Files were piled on every available surface, except for a small gap between the end of his desk and his keyboard. “What can I do for you?” he asked after closing the door behind me.

“I’d like to put in a request for a full toxicology report. Three other of my employees have been murdered in a week.”

Both of the man’s bushy eyebrows rose towards his hairline. “You believe her death wasn’t natural. She was an old woman, Ms. Hanover.”

“Samantha was in extremely good health for her age, Doctor. I’d like to eliminate the possibility of murder.” I somehow dredged the will to force a smile. “Of course, I’m willing to issue a very substantial donation to the hospital for a report of all findings.”

“You’re making quite an unusual request.”

“I’m in a position to donate one million to the university for the complete report, turned over to me in a discreet fashion, of course. If she had a hangnail at the time of her death, I want to know. Someone is killing my employees, Dr. Engleburg. If Samantha truly did die of a heart attack, so be it, but I have reason to believe someone murdered her.”

“Why don’t you give me your phone number, Ms. Hanover?”

I pulled out a card, scribbled my name and number on it, along with my email address, and handed it over. “I look forward to your report.”

“The hospital looks forward to your contribution.”

“My anonymous contribution,” I said, forcing another smile.

“Of course. I need to log in some overtime anyway. I’ve a few favors I can call in, too. You’ll have your report as soon as possible.”

I thanked him and left, careful to contain the storm of grief and anger building within me. My wolf wanted to hunt, and I was running out of reasons to keep her caged.
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I didn’t dare fall apart, not even in the empty house I’d purchased for the sake of two children. No one would see or hear me cry, but I couldn’t stop moving forward. Not yet.

Death had claimed Samantha, but it hadn’t dug its skeletal, unwanted fingers into Donnie. So long as the old veteran clung to his life with the stubbornness of a mule, maybe there was something I could do. I dialed his number on my cell, sprawling on the leather sofa I hoped would be easier to clean than cloth.

“South Lake Gun and Pawn,” Donnie’s raspy, trembling voice answered.

I draped an arm over my aching eyes. “My name is Victoria. I’m looking to buy an antique.”

Donnie hesitated. “What sort of antique, Ms. Victoria?”

The code words, selected long ago, after we had made it back to the US from Saigon, stuck in my throat. “It’s a Vietnamese vintage piece from 1975. Do you think you can help me?”

The silence hurt me almost as much as hearing the pain in Donnie’s voice when he answered, “I think I might be able to pull up something like that from the back.” I heard a bit of the familiar steel in my old friend’s voice.

“If you could, I’ll pay quite well. My father went to war, and my mother was never the same after, but I found a serial number in his journal.”

“That’s mighty specific, Victoria. I doubt I can get the exact gun. But, with the serial, I can find one produced from the same line, unless it’s really rare.”

“An old friend told me you could help, but I’m afraid she can’t come to the phone right now.” Confirming Samantha’s death, no matter how obscure the acknowledgment was, made my eyes burn with the tears I didn’t dare shed.

“I’m sorry to hear that. Perhaps you can tell me your friend’s name.”

Admitting the truth that it was likely the Inquisition on my tail and severing all future direct contact hurt, but I whispered the words anyway. “She asked me not to.”

I rattled off a series of letters and numbers before giving him Samantha’s old phone number from after the war. “Thank you for your help.”

“You’re welcome. I’ll call you as soon as I find anything for you.”

He wouldn’t, if he played his part of the game right, but I couldn’t say anything. “Thanks.”

I hung up, staring at the blackened screen of my phone. All I wanted to do was crawl into a corner and unleash all of my tears, but I couldn’t. Allison Victoria Hanover didn’t cry. She was a stone, worn smooth by the ages, fixed in place, steadfast, and reliable. Friends and family lived and died, but I was doomed to carry on. Crying wouldn’t change anything. It wouldn’t bring Samantha back. It wouldn’t give the two children I’d adopted their mother back. Nothing would.

All things eventually died. It just took some longer than others. In my case, it was taking a hell of a lot longer.

My phone’s screen mocked me for a long time before I found the courage to dial Anderson’s number.

“Anderson,” he answered on the first ring.

“Sorry to bother you, Elliot. I need to know about the kids.”

I heard Anderson inhale at my use of his first name. Not all of us needed to suffer, and I hoped the young mother’s two children could begin to heal, even if I broke to pieces while I watched them grow.

“Amelia filed for foster custody on your behalf. It’s already been approved, but…” Anderson cleared his throat. “Considering the circumstances, I wasn’t certain if—”

I interrupted with a growled curse. “Where are they now?”

Anderson gulped. “Baltimore, apparently staying with some distant, elderly aunt who agreed to take them in until foster parents could be found.”

“Text me the address and warn the aunt I’ll be there tomorrow morning to pick them up. Can you get me access to their mother’s house?”

“I can try, but I’m not sure if I can,” Anderson replied. “Out of our jurisdiction at this point. I might be able to get you in long enough to gather the kids’ things.”

“Thanks. Do what you can. Also, when you get back to the office, don’t bother finding me a secretary. I’ll be coming in and doing it myself.”

“Why?” I almost smiled at the surprise in Anderson’s voice.

“I want to have a little chat with Officer Marten and his tagalong myself. Set me up as my own temporary replacement,” I ordered.

“Understood. I’ll see you on Wednesday morning then.”

“Take care of yourself.”

“You too, Victoria. Drive safely.”

I hung up, packing an overnight bag. Two kids needed a home. That much I could do. They didn’t deserve to become lost in the system.

They hadn’t deserved losing their mother either, but there was nothing I could do to change that.


Chapter Fourteen
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I found a hotel in Arlington, Virginia after bleary-eyed exhaustion stopped me from going any farther. Sleep tried to elude me, but I managed to catch a few hours before waking up a little before dawn, too alert to fall back asleep.

No matter how hard I tried, I couldn’t force myself to believe I wasn’t solely responsible for Samantha’s death. If I had fallen into my accuser’s trap, Samantha would still be indebted to Amex, but she’d be alive. I wandered out of the hotel to watch the sun rise over Arlington National Cemetery. Fog rolled around the graves while the wind whispered as though speaking for all of the dead buried in neat rows.

I watched the changing of the guard, pausing to salute the eternal flame before I left.

My phone rang as I finished checking out of my hotel, on the way to my Mustang. “Victoria speaking.”

“I found the gun you were looking for,” Donnie announced.

I almost dropped my phone. My heart tried to pound its way right out of my chest. “Can you bring it to me?”

“I’m afraid it’s located elsewhere, but arrangements can be made.”

“Can you get on the first plane to Baltimore Washington International?” I asked.

“If only I could, Victoria.”

I sighed. Arguing with Donnie was a losing bet, but I tried anyway. “Is money an issue?”

“I’m afraid not, sweetheart. Not this time. I can get your gun to you, but I’m too old to go traversing the country anymore. I’ll send my assistant. You’ll find him as good as I ever was.”

Arching my brows at the not-so-subtle recommendation, I considered the old veteran’s words. “But how will I know him?”

“He’ll find you. Is the picture you sent accurate?”

I smiled despite myself. “I was so much younger then.”

“I’m certain you’re still as beautiful.”

“You’re a smooth talker, Donnie.”

“He’ll be on the first plane out. I’ll call with his arrival time. Don’t be late.”

I snorted. “I’m never late.”

He hung up. It didn’t surprise me he wouldn’t come, not really. We were both too old to play cops, robbers, and spies. He, at least, could say no. I had a killer to catch. Unfortunately, I wasn’t James Bond, and I never would be.
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The row houses on the street where Dorothy Lane lived were falling apart; each and every one of them was a decrepit reminder of how many parts of Baltimore were too rough to be residential, let alone a place for children to grow up. The brick exterior crumbled in several places, with chunks of mortar hanging from the cracks. I eyed the structure warily, wondering if knocking on the door would bring the whole building down.

At a little after nine in the morning, with only one coffee in me, all I could do was hope the kids wouldn’t give me too many problems. I cringed, stepping out of my Mustang.

I didn’t even know their names.

I made it up the stairs and lifted my hand to knock when the door flew open. A wispy-haired woman with wild eyes stared at me.

“You here for those wretched little animals? Take them! Take them before I drown them both!”

Spittle splattered on my cheek. I wiped it away with my gloved hand. “You’re Dorothy Lane?”

The door slammed in my face. The woman shrieked. A few minutes later, she returned, her bony fingers clutching the ears of a boy and girl. Both of them were crying, their faces splotched and their eyes so swollen I was impressed they could open them at all.

I reached down, careful to keep my grip light on their wrists as I took hold of them. As soon as I touched them, the old woman shoved them out of the house and slammed the door. My mouth fell open, staring at the weather-warped wood.

The children sobbed so hard they could barely breathe, let alone make any noise. I knelt on the step below them, putting my head lower than them, my throat exposed so they wouldn’t view me as a threat. “Come on, kids. My name’s Victoria.” I kept my voice low and soothing despite my rage. Once again, my wolf and I agreed on something.

We both wanted to rip Dorothy Lane to pieces.

The girl was the younger one, with strawberry blonde hair that had once been in pig tails. One of her ties was gone, leaving her waist-long hair in a tangle. The boy’s brown hair fared no better. Both of their eyes, now that I got a closer look at them, were hazel.

I drew a deep breath.

The scent of wolf forced a sneeze out of me. With wide eyes, I herded them into the car, buckling them into the back seat. Neither spoke or met my gaze, whimpering and whining quietly.

They were asleep before I managed to get the car started.

I drove all of three blocks before I found a place to park, twisting around in my seat to stare at my charges. Their scent strengthened in the enclosed space, and I covered my mouth with both of my hands.

Werewolf puppies. I couldn’t tell if either one of them had changed or were actual wolves, but I could smell their pedigree even with my human nose. It was enough to make my face itch.

Either their mother or father—or both—had been werewolves. I bit my lip, cursing myself for my blindness and stupidity. It shouldn’t have surprised me. It shouldn’t have eluded me for so long. Marrodin had always been a safe haven for those with unusual circumstances, for good people in bad situations.

Werewolves counted. Witches counted, too. I didn’t know how many wolves or witches worked for my company, but they did. Sometimes, when I had gone to branch companies, I caught a whiff of them.

It wasn’t a random string of deaths. It was an Inquisition happening right under my nose.

My eyes burned. The lawyer must’ve been the warning kill, mimicking the hunt of a werewolf. Their mother had been executed. The young cashier’s crucification was the ultimate punishment of a sinner against the church. The Inquisition didn’t believe in forgiveness. Children, like the boy and girl in my car, were sometimes spared.

If the Inquisition believed them harmless or tools to be molded. If they were strong enough to be worth the risk.

If Samantha had been killed by the Inquisition, if her death hadn’t been a natural heart attack, how had they found her?

I swallowed. Mark’s mother had plenty of reasons to hate me, even before counting the fact I was a werewolf. My eyes widened. The engagement ring had been made of silver—old silver, passed down through generations. Had they both been testing to see if I was a werewolf? The witch in me had saved me from the black burns of silver poisoning. On any other wolf, the white gloves I’d worn would’ve turned black, as though stained with tarnish.

It would’ve been easy for them, working together, to frame me. Their plan might’ve worked too, if not for my allergy to my own kind.

Would Samantha have lived if I’d been officially charged with murder? I swallowed back my grief.

My phone rang. Neither of the children stirred. “Victoria,” I answered.

“One hour and thirty minutes. Terminal three,” a digitally-masked voice snapped. The line went dead.

I waited long enough to get a brush out of my night bag and brush the kids’ hair, taking the time to braid the girl’s. Not even sleep eased the grief and pain etched into their faces. Shaking my head, I slipped back into the driver’s seat and headed to BWI.
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I arrived at terminal three of BWI with two minutes to spare, carrying a child on each arm. The girl woke enough to fix herself to me like a koala, which let me get a good hold on her brother. While asleep, they gripped onto me tight enough I doubted I’d be able to pry them off without help.

By the time I made it to the waiting area, both of my arms were going numb, and I was aching from the constant weight of the two kids. To make matters worse, I couldn’t help but be a little jealous of them. I wanted to take a nap, too. There was a sickening amount of truth to the phrase ‘No rest for the wicked.’

A flood of people left the terminal, shoving me in their hurry to escape the stifling confines of the airport. Without knowing who I was looking for, I was left standing in a churning mass of people, wincing at each bump of a passerby. The jostling reminded me it hadn’t been that long ago I’d taken two rounds to the chest.

Werewolves healed fast, but it didn’t make me immune to bone-deep bruises.

“Victoria, whatever are you doing? You didn’t leave the children with a babysitter?”

I grimaced at the British accent. Unless my guess was off, I pegged him as local to somewhere south and east of London. I faked a smile. “You know how hard it is to find someone on such short notice.” If he wanted to play the British game, I was up for it. I wondered if, like me, he was trying to guess where my accent was from.

Unless he had a time machine, he’d never know. I might’ve left Britain not quite two hundred years ago, but the accent was tenacious. Maybe my wolf had somehow preserved it, because it refused to go away. 

The speaker proved to be tall, dark, and handsome with a great smile. His youth made me wonder if could legally drink in the US or Canada.

“Let me take him,” he said, reaching out for the boy.

To my surprise, the older of the two children cracked open an eye, took one look at my British companion, made a growling noise, and clung to my neck.

“Or not. A mother’s boy, I see.”

I winced, shaking my head. “Morte,” I hissed, hoping he understood at least that much of French.

A frown marred the man’s face. “When?”

“A few days ago.” Sighing wouldn’t change the past, or my inability to figure out where the Inquisition was going to strike next. I wasn’t sure how much I could trust Donnie’s assistant. There were many talented and skilled younglings in the world, and if Donnie said this one was as good as he had been in his prime, I should’ve been content with that.

But, the Inquisition wasn’t the normal type of enemy. Any one of the people milling about could belong to the organization, just waiting for me to slip up and reveal I was witch and wolf.

“You have a car here?”

Not trusting my voice, I nodded.

“I’ve only one case. Let’s go.”

We cleared out of BWI in record time. Neither one of the kids woke up, not even when I needed my new friend’s help getting them back into my Mustang. Rolling my aching shoulders and stretching out my arms, I glanced over the hood of the car at Donnie’s assistant. “What are Donnie’s terms?”

The Brit’s dark eyes narrowed as he considered me. “You jump straight to the chase. Good. Get in, and we’ll talk.”

I matched his expression, watching him for even the slightest change of expression. Drawing a deep breath didn’t help me gauge his mood since the fumes of jet fuel and exhaust clogged my nose. With a shrug, I slipped into the driver’s seat, buckled up, and started the car. 

It took twenty minutes to get free of the traffic around the airport and get back on the interstate. Neither of us spoke. I rolled down the window to clear the stench out of the interior of the car.

“Well? Start talking. What’re Donnie’s terms?”

“Donnie told me you’re aware of the Inquisition.”

Chills ran through me. It’d been in the code when we’d spoken that the Inquisition was likely aware of my existence and I suspected they were behind Samantha’s death. I still didn’t know how they’d found her—found us—but they had.

I also didn’t know if they were aware of the fact that I was a witch or a wolf. “Yes, I’m aware.”

“Donnie trusts you a lot, then.”

I shrugged, ignoring the prickle of his stare on me, weaving my Mustang through traffic. Braving I-95 in the morning didn’t seem wise, so I decided to head southbound via a more obscure route. Maybe the back roads through the mountains and forests would do me some good. At the very least, it’d please my wolf. “We’re friends.”

“It’s not like him to make friends with such a young lady.”

I glanced at him out of the corner of my eye, once again using my favorite ploy of adjusting the rear view mirror. The corners of his mouth were turned upwards in a smirk. “He usually doesn’t have any use for kids, so you must be really something special if he trusts you with this sort of work.”

The Brit sucked in a breath. “Well played.”

“If we’re done posturing, what are Donnie’s terms and why did he send you to me? While I’m glad he delegated, his choice of alternates is… interesting.”

The thinly-veiled insult didn’t go by unnoticed, but to his credit, he didn’t do more than grimace before forcing a more neutral expression. “You have a sharp tongue, Ms. Hanover.”

“Vicky.”

“There’s some interesting news on the wire, Vicky. A young woman, one Allison Ferdinan, was murdered in Detroit after fleeing New York. An SUV’s mangled husk was pulled out of Lake Erie last night, so damaged that they’re saying the bodies were likely so torn up the fish probably ate what hadn’t been incinerated.” He leaned back, linking his fingers behind his head. “The footage captured was quite brutal. Two women shot down in a soured deal, from the looks of it. I don’t suppose you know anything about that, do you?”

I made a non-committal noise.

“It was a nice piece of work, I’ll give you that. You showed just enough of your face to get a positive ID. The gunman firing out the cameras was a stroke of genius.”

I kept my eyes on the road, careful not to grin at the praise of my handiwork. The hardest role had been Donnie’s, but as always, when it came to his explosives and gun work, he was the best. “Donnie’s good, what can I say?”

“Donnie?” I heard the surprise in his voice.

“I promise you I didn’t shoot myself, good sir. If you’re his alternate, you know how good of a shot he is. I couldn’t have made those hits. Of course Donnie was the shooter. You’ve got much to learn, if you’re going to survive in his business.”

“Why that old rascal,” the Brit murmured.

“For a Brit, you sound pretty American.”

He laughed. “I’ve been here a while. You sound pretty American, too.”

“I’ve been here a while,” I echoed. The itching feeling in my face intensified. I drew a deep breath. The scent of wolf had strengthened. Tilting back the rear view mirror, I stared at the kids for a moment. Both were still asleep. Why had the scent of wolf grown stronger? In sleep, their wolf heritage should’ve been at its weakest.

Cursing my allergies, I tried to take a deep breath, focusing on the strongest of the scents. My nose identified the wolf as male, but I couldn’t figure out anything more. I readjusted the mirror.

“Donnie sent me because there was a bounty on your friend’s head of ten million dollars, issued on Halloween and claimed last night. My condolences, ma’am.” There was genuine regret in the man’s voice, which took me a bit by surprise. “There was also a bounty for Allison Ferdinan, but it has been since stricken from the dockets, likely as a result of your murder.”

I tightened my grip on the steering wheel. We both had a bounty? After the affair with Mark’s Wicked Witch of the West mother, it didn’t really surprise me that she’d pulled strings to get a bounty on me to make certain I disappeared. Killing Caroline hadn’t bothered the old woman at all, so I doubted she would’ve thought twice about disposing of me. But why Samantha? Why had the bounty been issued on Halloween?

The night of the ball, where I had been a naive, foolish, and stupid Cinderella, was still too fresh in my memories. Anguish tightened my throat at the memory.

I had told Mrs. Livingston Samantha’s first name.

“If I hadn’t seen you in the airport, and if Donnie hadn’t slipped out the fact you were an old friend, I never would’ve believed that the woman killed in the video was the same as the one driving this car,” the Brit admitted. “You’re a witch, aren’t you? That’s why they have bounty on you, isn’t it?”

My cheek twitched. “Donnie didn’t tell you?” The old veteran’s discretion pleased both me and my wolf. I could feel that wild part of me rouse, but she withdrew without my forcing her too, as though sensing something I couldn’t. “A low-grade witch and nothing more,” I acknowledged.

“You were worth five million to the Inquisition.”

“As I said, low-grade at best.” Five million was cheap change for the Inquisition. A wizard’s death could pull a hundred million from a government contract to avoid military problems. I narrowed my eyes and drew another deep breath. I meant to catch the scent of the wolf again, but all I got for my efforts was a sneeze. “Get me two pills from the bottle in the glove box,” I ordered.

He obeyed, offering me the medication in the palm of his hand. I swallowed them back.

“What’re they for?” he asked.

“Allergies.”

“Ah. To what?”

“Dogs. I’m sure half of the people at the bloody airport are dog owners and they don’t bother cleaning the bloody fur off their clothes.”

The Brit recoiled as though I’d stabbed him in the gut. I pretended I didn’t notice, instead taking a more delicate sniff of the air. My nose hadn’t lied. I did smell male wolf, and it wasn’t the pup in the backseat.

I wanted to slap myself for being so dense, stupid, and slow.

Donnie’s choice in alternate made a lot more sense. While I doubted the Brit could smell my wolf, I’d need to be really careful. My control was good, but with two wolf-descendants and a full wolf in the car with me, the chances of getting caught grew with each passing minute.

I wondered how much Mr. Bond was going to laugh at me when he discovered I was allergic to my own kind.

“Does being near a witch bother you?” I asked, covertly watching him out of the corner of my eye as I drove along the twisting, turning country roads. “What’s your name, anyway?”

“James.”

I choked on my laughter. I couldn’t resist the joke at his expense. “I’ll hazard a guess that isn’t your real name, is it, Mr. Bond?”

A boyish grin answered me. “You would be correct, ma’am.”

“Very well. What’s a werewolf like you doing with a nice man like Donnie?”

The only thing betraying his surprise was the slight widening of his eyes. “What makes you think I’m a werewolf?”

“There’s me, two kids, and you in this car, and my allergies aren’t going away.” Without taking my eyes off the road, I smiled. “I’m allergic, remember?”

“To werewolves.”

“Wolves are dogs. I told you, I’m allergic. Donnie has a way of attracting interesting people.”

“You would be a very dangerous tool if the Inquisition got a hold of you, Ms. Hanover.”

I sniffled. “I don’t intend on letting the Inquisition get a hold of me. So, what do we do?”

“We do nothing. Donnie wants me to keep an eye on you and make sure you stay out of the Inquisition’s hands. You just worry about yourself and those two kids. I’ll take care of the rest.”

“What do I owe you?”

“What do you mean? This is on the house. Donnie did have a message for you, though.”

I waited in silence, arching a brow.

James cleared his throat. “He says to give them hell, and if you decide to dance naked on their graves, he wants pictures.”

I would dance, but there wouldn’t be anyone left to take the pictures, if I had my way.


Chapter Fifteen
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It didn’t take us long to run out of things to talk about. I suspected it was for the best. James settled into his seat, staring out the window at the trees as they whipped by. My Mustang was old, but I risked taking it up into the mountains anyway. The height and the way the rock reached for the open sky didn’t quite tame my wolf, but it did keep James glued to his window.

To my relief, both of the children slept the entire way back to my new house in Buckhead. Tossing James the keys, I twisted around to stare at the slumbering beasts in the back. I couldn’t smell the wolf on them until I was close, but that’d end as soon as they woke up. Unless they had undergone the change, they’d never be able to control their scent.

I sighed, got out of the car, and started with the girl. Her hazel eyes blinked open, focusing on me. Furrows creased between her brows.

Before I could say anything at all, she asked, “Are you a kidnapper?”

At least she was calm. I wondered what I’d gotten myself into this time. My throat tightened. If Samantha was around, she would’ve told me what to do, how to settle two displaced kids in a house I was still learning my way around. But Samantha was gone, forever out of my reach, and it’d been all my fault.

“My name is Vicky,” I choked out, clearing my throat in order to sound a little closer to normal. I crouched next to the opened back door of my Mustang. James headed into the house, leaving me to deal with the two children in the backseat. “I like to think I rescued you.”

Samantha had liked making weird faces to the kids she had pretended were hers, so I followed her example, wrinkling my nose and sticking out my tongue. The girl giggled.

“What’s your name?”

The girl continued to stare at me, weighing and judging me in the way only a child could. “I’m Emily.”

“Well, Emily. Your momma wanted someone nice to take care of you, and I didn’t like that bi—” I coughed, my cheeks flushing as I caught myself mid-curse. I hesitated, struggling for a word that wouldn’t get me fired on my first day of attempting to be a parent. “I didn’t like that hag. Instead of kidnapping, I’m afraid I opted for adoption, as that’s far more legal.”

Emily’s eyes lit up. “You’re the nice boss lady?”

“Mrs. Peters had many nice bosses,” I replied with confidence. I knew most of the bosses of the East Coast firms, and Eval had yet to steer the company wrong in management. But Marrodin was like that, cultivating kind people rather than venomous snakes clad in human attire.

“No,” Emily corrected me, her mouth pursing in disapproval. “You’re the nice boss. You’re the one who took Mommy when no one else would. Mommy said that. Mommy doesn’t lie, because she says lying is wrong.”

What did a real mother say to something like that? I sat back on my heels and regarded the little girl. Did all six year olds sound so mature? Did they all act like little adults trapped in little bodies?

What had I gotten myself into?

Then again, Marrodin was founded on cases like Felicity Peters, taking in good people struggling to get by, teaching them what they needed to know to be a functional part of the company, and paying them what they needed even if it was more than what the role necessarily deserved. But how did Emily know I was at the top of the chain?

Still, it was pointless to argue with her when she was right. “That’s right, Emily. I’m the boss lady in charge of the other bosses.”

The girl continued to stare at me with eyes unclouded by the weight of the world. Then, the yellow darkened to a brown. “Mommy isn’t coming home, is she?”

It was a little like staring in a mirror. If I hadn’t known of the brutality of her mother’s death, I might not have heard the pain in her voice, the quiet and restrained grief etched into every line of her. It was something we shared.

Samantha wasn’t coming home either.

Children were so much more insightful than people gave them credit for, I decided. I reached out and smoothed her bangs. Emily reminded me of a needy cat who needed attention but too proud to ask for it. “No, Kitten, she’s not.”

“I like kitties,” Emily said, refusing to meet my eyes. After a long moment she asked, “Why?”

Despite knowing the question would come, hearing it drove daggers through my chest, more painful than any number of bullets. I managed to keep my voice calm and soft as I replied, “Let’s go inside. Then I’ll talk to you and your brother.”

“Alex,” she supplied.

Alex woke as quiet and calm as Emily had, and neither resisted me herding them inside. James stood at the granite counter making coffee when we entered the kitchen.

“You’ve got a really well-stocked fridge,” James commented. “Coffee? Someone left a note on the table for you.”

“Please, thanks.” I snatched the envelope, recognizing Anderson’s neat handwriting on the front. “Sit, kids. Can I get you anything?” I yanked open the fridge, resisting the urge to whistle. James was right. It was stocked with enough food to feed an army for a week. “Juice? Milk? Water?”

Emily asked for water. When Alex spoke, it took the help of my wolf-enhanced ears to catch his request. I poured his milk and Emily’s water, setting the glasses in front of them. I ripped open the envelope. An inventory of the fridge and cupboards greeted me, along with a list of businesses, including several therapists, schools, and daycares.

After handing me a mug of coffee, James cleared his throat. “I’m going to check the rest of the house.”

He made himself scarce after I nodded my acknowledgment of his words. I sank into the chair across from the kids, repacking the envelope in order to give my hands something to do. “Has anyone told you what happened?”

They shook their heads. The unreasonable desire to head back to Baltimore and wring necks kept me silent for several minutes. “I’m no good at this, kids, so I’m going to just tell you the truth. Your mom isn’t coming home because someone killed her.”

To my astonishment, neither cried. They digested the news with solemn expressions. It reminded me of the calm before a pack howled its grief over a lost wolf. In the way of the wolves, they waited for the Alpha to utter the first sad sound before adding their voices to the chorus.

“Why?” Emily’s voice wavered. “Why would anyone want to kill Mommy?”

I set my elbow on the table and propped my chin up in my palm. The kids flinched at my movement. “That’s a good question, Emily. I don’t know. Your mother was a good woman, or she wouldn’t have been working for me. People do the wrong thing for a lot of different reasons. Perhaps they feared her.”

The Inquisition didn’t have any need to fear a werewolf working and raising pups, not in a workplace that encouraged employees to take one or two days each month for private matters. Werewolves could easily vanish near the full moon when it didn’t land on a weekend without fear of reprimand. Witches could go to their covens and be among their sisters and brothers.

Even wizards could flit in and out of the system, if they were careful. Most weren’t careful enough, though.

Why had they targeted Mrs. Peters? Not all werewolves were like me, trained to kill, trained to hunt, and at risk of running wild should the lure of the full moon be answered.

I doubted Mrs. Peters had been a rogue. Rogues avoided children. If they had them, they found new, stable homes for them.

“Aunt Dorothy blamed us,” Alex mumbled.

I straightened, unable to stop the low growling noise in my throat. “And why would she do that?”

“We’re different,” Emily whispered in the broken tone of a child who’d been told the same thing far too many times.

It hurt. Werewolf pups always were different. They were a little stronger, a little faster, a lot more aggressive, and a lot smarter than other children their age. But they had to be, not that it made it right or eased their anguish. Stupid young wolves died in the wild. I didn’t know if my parents had been werewolves or not. Having werewolf parents didn’t make one a werewolf usually.

I hadn’t been born a werewolf, but I had been different enough my mother had sold me, shipping me across the ocean to my new owners, all so she could live without my existence being known.

Then I had been changed.

I shuddered, fighting against the memory of the forced ritual that’d transformed me from a little girl into something no better than a rabid beast needing put down. So long as I had anything to say about it, I wasn’t about to let that happen to the two kids in front of me, who would always be burdened with the fact their mother had been killed just for existing.

Just because I could smell wolf on them didn’t mean they had been changed into werewolves.

I couldn’t help but wonder how their mother had resisted the need to change for nine months, buying their lives with her suffering. The change from human to wolf and back again killed the unborn more often than not. I respected their mother’s dedication and love for her unborn. In an age of instant gratification and taking the easy way out, I didn’t know many people who would’ve endured such painful lengths twice.

“So you’re different. So what? I don’t care about that. What I do care about are the things you choose to do. Your Aunt Dorothy can kiss—”

James cleared his throat from the other room. For a fleeting instant, I almost wished I could let my wolf out and change so I could pin my ears back and bear my fangs at the bloody traditional Brit in the living room.

“—my ass,” I concluded.

The kids giggled, watching me with wide eyes.

“So, there are house rules,” I announced.

Both of them winced.

“But we’re going to decide them as a group. Alex, there should be some paper and a pen in the drawer over there. Would you please be so kind as to get it? Emily, can you write?”

Alex slid off of his chair and scurried across the tiled floor to fetch the items I’d asked for. Shame darkened Emily’s eyes, and she shook her head.

“Can you write, Alex?”

Like his sister, the young boy shook his head.

Different indeed. I couldn’t blame Mrs. Peters, though. Raising children couldn’t be easy, and children with at least one werewolf parent likely didn’t mesh well in public schools. “I’ll teach you myself. You haven’t been to school, have you?”

Once again, they shook their heads. I took the paper from Alex’s trembling hands.

Well, I didn’t know children, but I did know werewolves, and structure was an important part of pack. Maybe if I restored structure to the children, the rest would fall into place. If Samantha were here, she would’ve known what to do. I blinked away the burning in my eyes. Samantha wasn’t, so all I could do was my best, for better or worse. 

“We’ll start with chores. Everyone in this house—yes, me too—is expected to clean up after themselves. Dishes go on the counter if you can’t reach the sink. You’ll each be expected to make dinner one night a week. Help will be given if you ask for it. Any questions?”

Their eyes widened in a painful mix of horror and hope.

“Can we use the stove?” Emily whispered, awe in her voice.

“After I show you how, yes.” The stove, I’d learned, was an induction stove, after experimentation and wondering why it wasn’t heating up in the same fashion as the glass-topped and gas stoves I was more accustomed to. Kids and fire weren’t an ideal combination, but they had to learn some day.

“Cool!” Alex straightened, beaming a smile at me. “Will you actually teach us how to cook?”

“In the interest of not being poisoned, you better believe I’m going to teach you how to cook.”

From the other room, I heard James trying to choke back his laughter.

“That means you too, smart ass,” I called out.

The children erupted into a fit of giggles.

“You’ll teach us how to cook using the stove?” Emily asked.

“Yes, with the stove. If you’re good, I’ll even teach you how to use a barbecue and fire pit, too.”

“Can we have turkey?” Alex chimed in.

Emily sucked in a breath, staring at her brother with eyes so wide I feared they’d pop right out of her head. I filed that away. Turkey, apparently, hadn’t been something Mrs. Peters made often.

Hope truly was a dangerous thing, but if turkey was enough to make them at ease, it was the least I could do. “Yes, we can have turkey sometime soon,” I promised.

They bounced in their chairs, their small hands slapping against the tabletop in excitement.

“Bedtime,” I said, clearing my throat to warn them to settle down. Obedience was immediate. “Bedtime is at ten.”

The complaints I expected didn’t come. They squirmed, but kept silent. “If you have a pressing need to stay up later, we can discuss it.”

Emily made a soft noise, not quite a whine, but close.

“What is it, Emily?”

“How often will we be left home alone?”

“Did your mother leave you home alone a lot?”

Neither one of them looked me in the eyes. Voicing a disconcerted hum in my throat, I grabbed my cell and dialed Anderson.

He picked up on the third ring. “I’m bothering you again,” I announced, watching the kids for their reactions.

“Uh oh. What can I do for you, Ms. Hanover?”

“Vicky,” I growled.

“Sorry, Vicky.”

“That’s better. I want you and Amelia to pull up all of the companies under Marrodin and start looking into the logistics of attaching daycares to all of our facilities. Look into tutoring, too. Get back to me with an estimated cost of operation. Try to have that for me in two weeks. While you’re at it, get a tally of the number of kids our employees have.”

“Huh. Okay. What happened?”

“Illiteracy happened.”

“I see. I’ll get to work on this right away. I can have a rough estimate in a couple of days. Anything else?”

I hesitated. Part of me didn’t want to know. If I knew, I’d have to go, and I’d have to bear the stares, the pitying glances, and the politics surrounding my existence. “When are the funerals?”

Anderson inhaled from surprise. “Alan’s is tomorrow in Washington. The funeral for Ms. Williams will take place the next day. They buried Mrs. Peters the day before yesterday.”

Had Dorothy Lane even bothered telling the children about their mother’s funeral? It wouldn’t have surprised me if the old woman hadn’t bothered. I hadn’t seen much of her treatment of the kids, but what I had witnessed had been enough.

“The morgue hasn’t yet released Samantha’s body,” Anderson whispered.

“She needs to be buried at Arlington.”

One day, Donnie would join her there. I’d see to that. Neither one of them deserved to be alone.

“Arlington?”

“I’ll forward her enlistment and discharge papers to you tonight or tomorrow,” I promised.

“She hadn’t mentioned she was a vet.”

Poor, poor Samantha. Her recruitment into the military had happened as a part of the aftermath of Saigon. It had been the only way she could stay in Vietnam after I had taken the brunt of the grenade’s detonation. I doubted she’d mind my revealing the painful past if it meant her spirit could rest among those she had fought beside as a consequence of keeping me human. “She didn’t want people to know. I’ll have a copy of her will sent to Amelia.”

Tonight would be a busy night. I sighed.

“Are you all right?”

Was I? How could I be? Samantha was gone. I lifted my chin. “No, but I will be.” I hung up.

I couldn’t help Samantha anymore. She couldn’t help me. My grief would have to wait until its sharp edges no longer cut at my chest. Until then, I could begin searching for a real family for the two kids sitting in front of me. Until then, I’d give them all of the comfort, security, and safety children deserved.
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After hearing Emily’s fear of being left home alone, I decided the children would have to come with me to Washington. I didn’t look forward to Alan Oleran’s funeral, but I consoled myself with the fact I didn’t know him. In a way, I felt like I was about to return to the scene of the crime, although I hadn’t been the one to kill the man. Nervousness upset my stomach, but I did my best to hide it from the children and James.

If I wanted to go to the funeral, I would have to tap into my witch’s powers and try to do as Samantha and Mrs. Livingston had done, wearing a mask to make people believe I wasn’t as young as I looked. The werewolf in me rejected the idea of the unnatural change, insisting there was nothing wrong with my ageless face.

When I booked a private plane to the capitol, I struggled to keep my voice even. James glared at me, his arms crossed over his chest, infusing his stare with his refusal of being left behind. The children’s fear scent served as a secondary motivation to let the trio have their way.

A young man answered the phone.

“I’d like to book a private plane for four passengers to BWI,” I said.

The first available flight was in the morning, and would land us in Baltimore several hours before the funeral. I confirmed the reservation, gave the man my credit card number and information, and hung up.

“We leave early in the morning,” I growled at the lot of them. “Now, bath and bed. All of you. Yes, I know it isn’t ten yet, but if you’re coming with me, you’ll march right upstairs and do as you’re told.”

All of them fled my presence, even James. The children, however, giggled as they ran. “And you can make sure they get cleaned up properly, James!” I called after them.

I wish I had the luxury to join them, but I didn’t dare. I dug out the documents I’d recovered from my Mustang after fleeing Detroit, sorting through them until I found the sealed envelope with Samantha’s will in it. I left it closed, setting it on the counter so I could send it to Anderson in the morning. It took about an hour before quiet descended on the house, leaving me downstairs to stare out into the darkness beyond the kitchen window.

My body craved sleep, but I couldn’t repress my grief. It boiled over, emerging as tears I angrily wiped away with a fist.

The Inquisition had hunted Samantha as they hunted me, striking too fast. Where had I erred? When had her abilities as a witch been revealed?

Had Mark been Samantha’s killer? I shuddered. It made sense. He’d been there moments before her death. With the Wicked Witch of the West as his mother, I had no doubts he was at least somehow involved with the Inquisition. The ball, and the fact that he played along with Caroline’s death like everyone else in attendance, was part of the proof I didn’t want to accept.

If he had coordinated the party and was responsible for its success, there was no way he hadn’t known Caroline had died.

His side jobs and finances started making sense to me. If he was being hired to do the Inquisition’s dirty work, he’d be paid in large sums under contract, hidden under legitimate-appearing work to grant the illusion of legality.

I didn’t want to believe Mark was capable of murdering mothers and old witches who hadn’t hurt anyone. Shunting the thought aside, I considered Mark’s companion, Officer Marten. The cop was a likely candidate, too, and someone in a position to pull off a murder or two without suspicion. An officer’s training, coupled with the techniques of the Inquisition, would make Marten a frightening foe.

I didn’t know how old Marten was, but I did know how old Mark was.

Unless Mark had spent most of his childhood training, as I had been trained, I doubted he’d be skilled enough to pull off a murder in front of so many witnesses. I gnashed my teeth. Either one of them could’ve been responsible.

If the autopsy proved Samantha hadn’t died from natural causes. Samantha wouldn’t have let herself die from something as mundane as a heart attack, would she?

I wiped my eyes again, turned off the light, and headed upstairs.

Until I knew more about Samantha’s death, there was nothing I could do.


Chapter Sixteen
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I was in dire need of a vacation and a lot of sleep. By the time the plane landed in BWI, fatigue weighed me down. Stifling a yawn, I tossed James the keys to the rental, taking the passenger’s front seat. “Keep it on the right side of the road, James. You do have a license, right?”

“I think I can handle it, Vicky.”

I snorted, stretched out my legs as much as I could, and ordered the kids to buckle up.

The next time I blinked, we were in Washington, and James was parking the car in some underground lot.

“We have a bit of a hike to the mall,” he said, getting out of the car. I grunted, untangling myself from my seatbelt. “How are we doing on time?”

“Thirty minutes. I booked us into a hotel on the way in, by the way.”

I managed to smile. “Thanks.”

The business suit I’d worn on the plane was more than a little rumpled, but I brought it back into order the best I could, smoothed my rat-nest hair, and situated the kids. James pulled a bag out of the trunk and tossed it over his shoulder. “I also took the liberty of grabbing some water bottles and munchies if the kids got hungry,” he said.

Too tired to do anything other than nod, I took the hands of the kids and let James lead the way.

There was one perk to exhaustion, at least. It took far too much energy to feel anything at all. I embraced the numbness working its way through me. I didn’t even bother trying to put on a witch’s mask to hide my age. With the dark rings under my eyes and haggard appearance, no one would notice how young I looked.

I doubted the witch’s trick would’ve worked anyway, not in my current state. If the wolf in me wanted control, she’d take it. I didn’t have the strength to fight her.

Emily held tight to my hand, and Alex kept a couple of steps ahead of me, pulling me along. Every now and then, he glanced back at me, as if trying to determine if his efforts would be enough to keep me on my feet.

Samantha would’ve laughed. I wasn’t taking care of the children so much as they were taking care of me. Little by little, I think I understood why Samantha had gone into so much debt for the sake of two children who weren’t really hers.

I didn’t regret a single penny of the money I’d thrown away buying Emily and Alex a house.

“Where are we going?” Emily asked, tugging at my hand.

“We’re going to a funeral,” I replied. “Mr. Oleran was a well-respected lawyer.”

“You were his boss lady, too?”

“Yes, I was.”

Emily nodded in a confident fashion, as though my role explained everything to her in a way she understood. Her brother stared at me, gave a short nod, and resumed pulling me along.

Instead of werewolves, I suspected them to be angels in disguise, because no human children could be so tolerant of change. Could they?

Once again, I found myself wishing I could take my phone out of my pocket and call Samantha. We’d been a pair so long, now that she was gone, I didn’t know who to turn to. She had been my witch. I had been her wolf.

Had she somehow known her fate? Except instead of both of us being ambushed and killed, only Samantha had been targeted by the posse. 

I’d been left behind.

The funeral was held in front of the Washington Monument, not far from where his body had been found. The casket was closed, a beautiful thing of dark wood and gleaming silver. It rested on an elevated platform, visible to everyone in the gathered throng.

Hundreds, if not thousands, milled together around the monument. Black dominated, though a few wore navy and other dark tones.

“This isn’t wise,” James hissed in my ear.

I nodded. “I know.”

I had been the one accused of murdering him, although my Allison Ferdinan identity was as good as dead in the Inquisition’s eyes. But whether as a result of Samantha’s death or the stress of the past few days, I had a few new wrinkles. I didn’t look like a kid fresh out of college anymore.

Tilting my head back, I stared up at the sapphire sky, vibrant in the way only the chill of autumn and winter could make it.

“Take these,” James ordered, thrusting my bottle of allergy medication at me.

It was the third time that morning he had suggested I take them. I shrugged, took a pair of the pills, and swallowed them back. At the rate I was going, I’d have enough of the antihistamines in me to down a horse before noon. Then again, I probably needed them, since the drugs kept the symptoms from manifesting.

An entire unit of K-9 stood on guard near the fringes of the crowds, watching with alert wariness.

“Let’s get a bit closer,” I said, jerking my head towards the casket. After a moment of hesitation, James nodded in agreement.

We weren’t able to get too close before the eulogy began. It was short and sweet, but I was too dazed by exhaustion and the medication to focus on what was being said. I breathed deep.

The scents of dogs filled my nose, as well as the wilder, more natural scent of wolves. I felt my eyes widen.

The Inquisition liked making examples of their victims. But I hadn’t thought that the murder of Alan Oleran had been both warning, announcement, and intended execution bundled into one slaying. I shuddered.

Had the Inquisition decided to open hunting season on werewolves? I couldn’t deny my nose. The crowd reeked of my kind, and the scents weren’t from just James and the kids.

“Let’s get out of here before something happens,” I said, tugging on the Emily and Alex’s wrists to turn them. They fell into step with me.

If looks could kill, James had me dead to rights. “Why? Do you think something’ll happen?”

“Just a feeling,” I mumbled.

The Brit seized my shoulder, leaning down to whisper in my ear. “Your allergies are warning you, aren’t they? Alan Oleran was a werewolf, wasn’t he? Do you think there are other werewolves here?”

“How would I know?” I asked mildly, nodding my head towards the lines of policemen and security circling the crowds. “They think something is going to happen, though.”

“What?” James twisted around to glance at the edges of the crowd, a startled expression on his face. “Oh. You saw the police.”

“Yes, I did,” I replied, beginning the tedious process of fighting my way out of the crowd.

Why did James care if there were other werewolves present? It wasn’t like he didn’t have a nose of his own. He could’ve confirmed the scents himself. Why was he asking me?

Unless, of course, he hadn’t been taught to use his nose. I frowned, staring at him. James shrugged his shoulders in what I thought was some form of an apology for his assumptions.

A pop accompanied a whizzing noise. Every one of my hairs stood back on end. Before I could identify the source of the sound, I jerked Emily towards her brother and shoved them both behind me.

A detached part of me eliminated the possibility of a silencer causing the sound. While a silenced bullet did make a popping noise, the tone was different.

A bang followed a few seconds later, and recognition slammed into me as the concussive force drove me to my knees. Both kids screamed, but their cries were drowned out in the panic. Another pop sounded moments before the acrid, burning bite of pepper spray blew over my face. Before I could draw a breath, someone slammed into me from behind and everything went dark.


Chapter Seventeen
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I didn’t really wake up. I fought my way out of the black void of unconsciousness with fang and claw. Pain radiated from my heart and lungs, engulfing my entire chest. The simple act of drawing breath hurt, as though I was swallowing rusty nails. On an instinctual level, I held my breath to avoid the agony, but a sharp, solid pressure on my chest forced the air out of my lungs.

Without wanting to, I sucked in a gasp of air. The bruises from Donnie’s bullets throbbed in time with the erratic beat of my heart. The pressure returned to the spot.

I meant to lash out, but something held my wrists in place. Straps bit at my skin. Opening my eyes wasn’t happening either. I tried to remember where I was, but everything was black. My thoughts slid back to focusing on the pain.

Panic tightened my throat, and my breath wheezed in and out of me.

I couldn’t remember where I should have been. The faint memory of a pop and a bang taunted me. Before it could elude me, I focused all of my attention on the recalled sound. A pop and a bang?

It wasn’t a gun. The vague recollection of having deduced that once already came back to me. What was the sound, then? There was something familiar about it, something frightening and sickening about the concussive boom heralded by the innocent-sounding noise. Through the waves of pain, I managed to gather my wits enough to realize the whizzing had been some sort of projectile.

I went cold from terror.

It hadn’t been gunfire.

It had been a grenade.

Another unwanted memory that matched for the pop and whiz hammered through me. For the brief moment between the surges of pain, I was in Saigon again, throwing Samantha to the ground and covering her, unable to do more than look over my shoulder as the grenade dropped outside of my reach.

Then the pressure to my chest resumed, and the memory evaporated. I couldn’t remember anything else. Had I gotten caught in the blast? Maybe I’d been trampled. That matched the bone-deep, sharp pains rippling through me. Something was missing. I managed to get a single breath through my nose. Pepper?

Tear gas. One of the pops had been a canister of tear gas thrown into the crowd. Why weren’t my eyes burning?

The truth struck me with even more force than the explosives. Someone—possibly several people—had shot a grenade launcher into the crowd at Oleran’s funeral. Something cool pressed against my face, trickling into my nose. The sound of a siren filtered in through the buzz in my ears. An ambulance? It made sense. Part of me registered and identified the presence of the oxygen mask while the rest of me tried to comprehend why someone would attack a funeral.

Then I remembered James questioning if Oleran had been a werewolf.

Rage secured me to consciousness when my body wanted nothing more than to slip back into the inky void of sleep. The Inquisition had millions of reasons to want me alive. Mr. Bond had millions of reasons not to care if I died, obeying Donnie’s wish to keep me out of the Inquisition’s hands.

I couldn’t blame him. If I had believed for an instant that the Inquisition was about to catch me, I would’ve thrown myself on top of the grenade willingly in the hopes of it finishing me off. Then again, I doubted he could be one of the ones behind it.

Donnie would hunt him down on his dying breath.

James Bond wasn’t stupid.

The Inquisition, however, was more than capable of orchestrating such a slaughter, especially if they had a reason to believe they could hit more than one target at a time. The deaths of dozens of normal humans didn’t compare to the victory of eliminating the dangerous freaks of nature posing as people.

Tossing a grenade into a crowd full of police officers, judges, lawyers, and their families was a small price for a bounty hunter after a large fee.

The cold was back, stealing my breath. Had I been the target? I wanted to cry out, but the sound never emerged from my throat.

What had happened to the kids? They had been my responsibility, and I had brought them to a funeral. I hadn’t thought the funeral would be targeted by the Inquisition despite knowing werewolves were being hunted. The things I hadn’t done ran through my head, and my guilt clawed its way through my chest. I had to teach them how to cook, how to read, and find them a Mom and Dad who wouldn’t think they were weird for having a fixation on the full moon even though they’d be safe from its lure.

They needed someone who’d understand when they howled their grief.

Had I killed them too, like I had killed Samantha?

Maybe that’s why I was still alive. Death was too good of a fate for someone like me.
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The wolf in me was frightened, and that scared the hell right out of me. If there was an admittance exam for angels, I’d probably pass for the first and only time in my life. I was dumped out of the quiet comfort of sleep to a world of pain and uncertainty.

The wolf in me was frightened, and I didn’t know why. Keeping still was easy enough. Weights pinned my muscles. If lying still and playing dead was a sport, I was a world-class champion set to go to the Olympics. Did the victory count if my canine competition ended up too frightened to try to best me?

At least I was almost the right species to do tricks on command. 

A ringing in my ears brought me back to reality, or what served as reality, considering I hadn’t managed to open my eyes or figure out where I was. Bits and pieces of memories rattled about in my head, and most of them were accompanied by pain. Forcing my scattered thoughts to focus was a little like trying to catch rain in my hands. Through the buzzing in my head, I thought I heard a faint beeping from somewhere nearby.

The rational part of me discounted the possibility of a bomb. Why use a bomb when a grenade was effective? Then again, it hadn’t been, not really. If it had been, I would’ve been dead.

Dead people didn’t wonder about things, did they? Heaven was supposed to be some sort of paradise, not that I had any expectations of actually going there. What would I do in heaven? I was a werewolf.

I had killed people. I would kill again. Most of them would be innocent, like Samantha, who had done nothing more than try to stop me from hurting others.

Hell would’ve been far more appropriate, but hell was either bright and really, really hot, or dark and really, really cold, depending on who was asked. Hell should’ve hurt, but I didn’t.

The ringing in my ears and head was annoying. The rest of me felt like someone had wrapped me in a really warm blanket made of fleece and down, with a layer of something softer and smoother than silk against my skin.

The beeping continued. What was it? I tried to force my eyes open, but they refused to obey me. Something cool tickled my nose, but I couldn’t even sneeze. Another oxygen mask? If I had taken a hit from a grenade, an oxygen mask was logical. I didn’t think I was in motion, so I couldn’t be in the ambulance anymore.

A life support system was the only thing I could think of capable of beeping so much.

“Any news on our Jane Doe?” a man’s voice asked from right over my head.

I would’ve jumped out of my skin if my body hadn’t been busy imitating a sack of rocks.

“Nothing yet, Doctor,” a woman replied. “We’ve made inquiries with the police, but her prints aren’t in the system.”

“Clipboard,” the doctor ordered.

I was alive, then, and at some form of hospital. That was good; at least, I thought it was. The whole ‘Jane Doe’ thing I could’ve lived without. I guess my cheap-ass purse had gotten lost at the funeral. Had I even brought it to the funeral? I couldn’t remember.

“Have her scheduled for an MRI and a CT. I want a closer look at Ms. Doe.”

“Both, sir? How soon?” the nurse asked. Something didn’t seem right about calling her a nurse. Is that what they called doctor’s assistants still, or had they gotten fancier names like a medical technician? It wouldn’t have surprised me. There were way too many people who couldn’t accept a good, simple role like ‘nurse’ without wanting to improve their status.

“Bump her in as a priority.”

“Anything else?”

“Page me before she’s scheduled to go in. I want to oversee it myself.”

“Yes, Doctor.”

I heard them take several steps before the ringing in my ears drowned out their sounds. An MRI and a CT? Long life hadn’t granted me a doctorate, but at least I knew an MRI was used for head injuries.  Judging from the dual gongs banging in my eardrums, I was comfortable enough with my guess.

It didn’t explain why moving or opening my eyes was problematic. Was I paralyzed? Once again, fear welled up and choked off my breath.

No wonder my wolf was frightened. Until I got a hold of myself, we were helpless, and not even all of the witch powers in the world could save me if the Inquisition came calling.

Being a Jane Doe would only hide me for so long. They would find me if I didn’t keep moving. They could very well find me, as they had found Samantha, even if I did keep moving.

Once again, I was in a lot of trouble.

It was the never-ending story of my life.
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I drifted in and out of consciousness, unable to fight the growing disconnect between my body and my mind. Every now and then, I heard snippets of conversations, though none had the same clarity of when I’d first awoken. The sharp edge of my wolf’s fear had dulled to wariness, although she cringed each time I sank back into the darkness of sleep.

The wolfish part of me I so often denied couldn’t be ignored, not when she was the only thing anchoring me to the life. I was dimly aware of being poked and prodded, but the jabs of pain didn’t last long, smothered by the eternal creature hiding within me.

Each time the pain started, heralded by the infernal ringing in my skull, my wolf drove it away, her fear growing in strength.

Her worry gnawed at me, and our unfinished business kept us both tethered to life. If I could have shivered, I would have. Werewolves were dangerous, but a witch not yet done with the world could manifest into something far, far worse than a mere wolf trapped in human flesh.

I might not have been good at masking my appearances like normal witches, but I was the Caretaker of the Seasons. The power I too often closed away in the deepest parts of me would boil over and run rampant if I neared too close to death and stayed there.

Some witches immolated. While the Inquisition did burn some witches at the stakes, most of the tales were nothing more than frightened humans trying to justify away too many incidents of spontaneous combustion. Some witches melted, flesh and bone dissolving into pure water. Others dried away to dust.

What would I do? Would I turn to snow and ice, spreading in a wave of cold to smother those near me? Would I herald spring, shunting away the winter? Or, would things just continue on as they always did, with nothing to remind humans that the things that went bump in the night might actually be real?

I don’t know how long I chased those thoughts, but my wolf sheltered me as I considered the repercussions of my life and death. At the end, I was certain of one thing: If I lived, I could seek vengeance for Samantha, for the mother of the two children left alone in the world, and all the others touched by the Inquisition.

If I died, I could do nothing.

Death was the easy way out, which was unacceptable. My wolf agreed with me.

In a moment of lucidity, when I wasn’t drifting in a too-relaxed state somewhere between living and dying, approval wasn’t the only feeling I picked up from the wolf in me. The similarity would’ve made me smile, if I could have.

We were both tired and worn, though in different ways. She was tired of her cage, of her careful restraint, and of the illness keeping us both helpless. My allergies bothered her as much as me, and in those moments, I grew aware of her clamping down on her scent, borrowing my powers as a witch so I could breathe.

No, so we could breathe.

We were wolf, woman, and occasional witch, and the boundaries between the three shifted and blurred until I couldn’t tell where one element of myself started and the other ended. The wolf took from the witch, the witch hunted the wolf, and the woman watched, mediating the pair so neither was assimilated by the other.

All three of them, balanced in their struggles, became me.

I was too weary to fight them. It was easier to let them in, letting the wolf prowl through the parts of me I’d always denied her. The witch was content to follow, though she wanted to meddle with everything in her efforts to restore order and normality. 

Maybe I really was dead. The ‘I think therefore I am’ stuff only went so far before the fear of insanity started creeping in. My thoughts amused me a little, but not enough to outweigh my fear of the lack of touch, smell, and sight.

The beeping of the life support machine faded in and out until I wondered if I was imagining it as a way to convince myself I was alive.

The prospect of life and death couldn’t hold my attention forever. When I exhausted every possibility I could think of without an independent debate partner, the wolf and witch in me didn’t bother adding to my self-driven conversation. Me, myself, and I weren’t getting anywhere fast.

Mind over matter wasn’t doing me any good, either. In rare bursts, as though my brain was figuring out it wasn’t a separate entity from my body, I was aware of little things. The prick of the catheter was my favorite. It jabbed through the numbness, awakening tingles from fingertips to shoulder. 

The pain, slight as it was, helped me focus enough to twitch a finger or two. It took all of the concentration I had and then some, but I managed. With my small victory, I tried for a toe. My toes weren’t as eager to please me as my fingers, and I couldn’t tell if I was making any progress at all.

With nothing left to think about in the here and now, I retraced my steps, from what little I could remember about the funeral, to picking up Mrs. Peters’s kids, to Samantha’s death. Where had I gone wrong? Had my trust in Donnie been misplaced?

Donnie could’ve easily sent word ahead from Detroit to Atlanta. He knew Samantha’s real name. It would’ve been trivial for him to find a contact within the Inquisition, if he had wanted to. From Detroit, I retraced my way back to Slide Mountain and the coven of witches and their focal crystal.

Winter hadn’t come early, despite their efforts. But, I hadn’t earned myself any friends, either. Had one of them somehow tracked me down? Had they been part of the Inquisition all along? The grey wolf answering to the dog whistle didn’t ease my anxiety over the mistakes I’d made with Samantha in tow.

It would’ve been better for all of us—and for her—if she had let me run wild until the end of my days.

The first thing I remembered of New York was of Mark pleading for my help to thwart an engagement he didn’t want to a woman he had never met. My good intentions, to help someone I’d let get too close to me, had caused it all. If I hadn’t gone to New York, if I hadn’t helped Mark, Samantha would still be alive.

I wouldn’t have been left behind.

How much did Mark know about his step-mother, the Wicked Witch of the West? He had to have known about the Inquisition. I didn’t even know how much of his behavior at the party had been an act for my benefit or the real thing. While I couldn’t feel my body, the emotions boiling within me hurt.

I wanted to scream and blame Mark for everything, but I couldn’t. Even if Mark had been present when Samantha had died, someone might have forced his hand, as my hand had been forced to kill my own kind so many times in the past.

Freedom was mine, and the thought of those still caught in the organization’s insidious hold cooled my rage towards Mark.

Even if Mark had issued the killing blow, it wasn’t his fault Samantha was dead. If my guess was right, the blame for that belonged to the Inquisition alone.

To my surprise, my wolf roused. She soothed away the raw edge of my grief and anguish. I slipped back into the darkness.


Chapter Eighteen
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The days following, when I was finally able to open my eyes, passed in a blur of tests, tests, and more tests. I was aware of people talking to me, and of me murmuring some form of incoherent reply.

I lamented the loss of the comfortable darkness of unconsciousness in exchange for dizziness, nausea, and pain. Time distorted as I adapted to having senses again. Focusing my attention on moving my fingers and toes distracted me from the incessant prodding of the medical staff.

As though afraid I would break if they forced me to speak, the nurses in their green scrubs and the doctors in their white coats spoke to me only when absolutely necessary. I didn’t mind it, as whispering was enough to make my head throb. Turning my head was an experiment I’d attempted once. I didn’t relish the idea of having what was left of my brain escaping out of my ears.

To my surprise, one of the nurses paused in her checking of the infernal beeping machine keeping me firmly tethered to life stared at me. “How are you feeling today, Jane?”

It didn’t cease to amuse me I was still a Jane Doe to them. I’d been read the riot act on the nature of my injury and the dangers of a cracked skull, but either they assumed my memory was faulty, or they didn’t want me to make a mess of their work by trying to remember the basics, my name included. “There’s a herd of horses trampling through my head,” I whispered. My eyes flicked towards the chart hanging from the wall at the foot of my bed. 

“How would you rate the pain?” the nurse asked, her gaze following mine to the picture of cartoon faces hanging on the wall, ranging from smiling to tears.

I picked seven. Then I remembered the nurses had asked me that question before. Maybe they had asked my name, but I didn’t remember it?

Maybe the pain would let up in the next few years, at the rate I was going.

“Do you remember your name?” The nurse made a show of checking the machine again, but I could feel her stealing glances at me when she thought I wasn’t watching her.

“Victoria,” I replied.

She flinched as if a bee had stung her. “Very good, Victoria. Is there anything you need?”

Everything I wanted involved being unhooked from the infernal machines attached to me, but I settled on a whispered denial. I remembered not to shake my head in time to avoid from joining the ranks of the most miserable of the unhappy faces on the chart on the wall.

“If you need anything, please call for one of us,” the nurse said, gesturing to the remote placed near my right hand. “You can request another dose of pain medications in fifteen minutes. Do you remember how?”

I forced my hand to move so I could point at the appropriate dial. The nurse smiled, nodded, and left the room in a hurry.

Wasn’t she supposed to ask me more questions than that? I risked turning my head a little to watch the door. Pain stabbed down the length of my spine, but my vision didn’t blur. I tensed to grab the bed in anticipation of the room flipping and circling around me, but the nauseating vertigo didn’t come.

I wasn’t left alone to puzzle over her departure for long. A middle-aged man with dark hair touched with the first signs of grey swept into the room. His white coat flapped against his legs. He paused at the door, scooping up the clipboard from its holder. Flipping the pages, he approached the bed, his dark eyes focused on the text in front of him.

To my surprise and pleasure, my eyes didn’t betray me when I went to read his name tag. Dr. Shepard didn’t seem to notice me scrutinizing him. He left me waiting a few minutes before he lowered the board and favored me with a smile. I doubted it was for me. Behind his dark eyes, I imagined him mentally snapping his fingers at having thwarted death once more.

My life was his trophy. I didn’t mind. There were worse trophies a man could collect, and if he wanted to view my existence as a matter of pride, I wasn’t going to interfere with that.

“Nurse Carlton tells me you’ve made progress in remembering your name,” he said, his deep tones soothing in comparison to the high-pitched beep of the monitoring machines.

“Victoria,” I supplied, watching for his reaction. The perverse need to nettle the man surged up. “I think,” I added, smothering my smirk. I knew my name. I remembered my birthday, too, though I doubted he’d believe it if I told him. To my relief, I also remembered the name of my alias and her birthday.

“Victoria,” he repeated in the doubtful way that I expected made his other patients scramble to elaborate.

“So I think.”

“Victoria is a far better name than Jane Doe,” he said with enough good cheer to startle me. He hooked a stool with his foot, pulling it towards him before sitting. “Do you remember the rest of your name?”

“Allison Victoria Hanover,” I said, dropping my facade for a factual tone. I didn’t use the British lilt or intonations to make it my true name. “But call me Vicky. Victoria, if you must.”

Dr. Shepard’s eyebrows rose. “I’m impressed, Ms. Hanover. You are far more lucid than yesterday. This is an excellent improvement. Do you remember why you are here?”

“I don’t know where here is,” I admitted. I glanced at the medical equipment and the white walls. “A hospital, of course, but which one?”

“This is the Mayo Clinic in Rochester, Minnesota. I’m Dr. Shepard. How much do you remember?”

“Minnesota?” I frowned. Minnesota didn’t sound right. I lived in Atlanta. After a moment, I recalled the location of Oleran’s funeral. “I was in Washington.”

Dr. Shepard humored me with another one of his triumphant smiles. “Very good. You were transferred from John Hopkins to here after emergency treatment. You’ve been here for just over two weeks.”

“Something happened at the funeral,” I muttered, wondering how much I should tell the doctor. I suspected if I told him it was a grenade, I’d be questioned by him and the police. If I didn’t answer their questions well enough, they’d probably accuse me of murder again.

Keeping my mouth shut was for the best, I decided.

“You’re very lucky to be alive, Ms. Hanover. As you correctly recall, something did happen at the funeral you were attending. You were found several hours after the incident. You dodged death by a very close margin. Your skull fractured in two different places. There was notable swelling. Fortunately, we didn’t have to open a window in order to alleviate the pressure on your brain.”

“There was an explosion,” I commented, once again taking note of the doctor’s reaction.

His smile faded, and his already dark eyes turned black. “Yes. You were found near one of the blast sites.”

“What happened?”

There was a long moment of silence followed by a gusty sigh. “From my understanding and the reports on the news, someone threw three grenades and a pipe bomb into the crowd at the funeral you were attending.”

I felt my eyes widen, and all of the suspicions I had evaporated into dust. One person like James couldn’t have coordinated a huge event. If James had been involved, he hadn’t been working alone. “Three grenades,” I echoed, trying to wrap my aching head around the impact of such explosive power in such a thick crowd.

The phantom pains of shrapnel tearing through my back made my eyes water. Dr. Shepard nodded. “It was quite a tragedy. But, I think I can say with confidence that you’ll live. With how well you are healing, I think it is very probable you will make a full recovery. If you cooperate, of course.”

Dr. Shepard took a pen out of his pocket and clicked it. He flipped the pages on the clipboard, staring at me expectantly. “Can you answer questions for me?”

I risked nodding. It hurt.

If the blast had been enough to almost kill me, they hadn’t just found me at the blast site. They’d found me among the corpses of those who hadn’t been as ‘fortunate’ as me.

“What do you need to know?” I couldn’t manage anything more than a whisper around the lump in my throat.

“First, I want to test your memory. It isn’t uncommon with head trauma for amnesia, partial or complete, to be a serious concern. Once we have a better idea of the state of your memory loss, someone from the FBI has questions for you, if you’re up for answering them.”

That caught my attention. I answered him with a careful nod. It still hurt.

“Your full name?”

“Allison Victoria Hanover.” I gave him my fake date of birth for good measure.

“Your age?”

My cheek twitched, but I humored him. “Forty-six.” Maybe math was a part of the diagnosis for amnesia? Either that, or he took a perverse satisfaction in making me repeat myself.

“Your address?”

I had to think about that one for a second. I gave it to him, and then explained I had purchased the property recently.

From there, he dove into a long list of questions regarding my childhood, growing up, college, my career, and personal life. I answered each one, careful to keep the truth hidden behind the facade of my fake life. Dr. Shepard’s grin broadened with each answer.

“Your recall is extraordinary,” he complimented. “I was worried about impairment, but I suspect your incoherence and amnesia were a combination of temporary trauma and medications. In a few days, we’ll begin physical therapy to restore motor function. But if your progress with that is similar, you won’t be staying with us for too long, Ms. Hanover.”

I forced a smile. If I wasn’t careful, Dr. Shepard would clue into the fact that something was drastically different about my rate of healing. I wondered how hard it would be fool someone who had spent much of his career fighting death and encouraging recovery.

“Do you think you can handle a few more questions?”

“For the police?” I asked.

“Not exactly. The FBI. An agent has been waiting to ask you questions. It will only be a few minutes, if you’re feeling up for it.”

I sighed but nodded. Answering the questions would ensure I wouldn’t have to deal with it later, although it was the last thing I wanted to do. Each time I remembered the funeral, all I felt was guilt that I might have been the cause of the attack on the crowd.
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Dr. Shepard returned with a tall, pale-haired man in a suit. He frowned at me before taking a long look at all of the machines attached to me.

“Ms. Hanover, this is Agent Anthony Gerard from the FBI,” my doctor said, staring at the agent with furrowed brows.

“If you’ll excuse us, this won’t take long,” Agent Gerard said.

“I will be right outside the door if you need me, Ms. Hanover.” After a moment’s hesitation, Dr. Shepard left.

Agent Gerard pulled out a notepad from his pocket. I caught a glimpse of his handgun holstered under his shoulder. Pretending I hadn’t noticed the weapon, I focused my attention on his face.

Then I made the mistake of drawing a deep breath. Scents flooded my nose as my wolf chose that moment to awaken. I tensed.

The smell of cats didn’t normally bother me, but there was something about how it clung to Agent Gerard that put me on edge. Unless FBI agents enjoyed visits to the zoo and rolling in the lion cage, there was more to the man than I wanted to know about.

Inquisitor, then.

It shouldn’t have surprised me. With such a blatant attack on the public, the Inquisition would need to get directly involved to cover up their activity—if they were responsible for it. Why would the Inquisition send a cat—probably a shaman—to question me unless they were involved in some fashion or another?

I wondered what sort of cat he became when he fully embraced his magic. In a way, I was a little jealous of him. Shamans could use their inner beasts without risks of becoming a wild animal. They couldn’t do it long, limited to minutes or hours at a time, but it was far more useful than transforming into a dangerous, rabid thing under the influence of the full moon.

Agent Gerard pulled a stool to him and sat down. “I’ll try to make this quick so you can rest and recover, ma’am. This is a preliminary questioning.”

I decided cooperation was my best option. “What do you need to know, sir?” Addressing him as sir was safe; appealing to the pride and superiority of a suspected cat shaman wouldn’t hurt me at all.

With a visible relaxing of his shoulders, Agent Gerard settled, flashing me a brief smile. “Between you and me, I’m going to pretend I read this long disclosure to you. You’re going to tell the truth, right?”

“Yes, I swear I will tell the truth and nothing but the truth,” I replied, struggling not to laugh. While I was getting away with slight movements of my head, I didn’t want to think about the agony a good chuckle would cause me.

“Good. Let’s begin. Why were you at the Washington Monument?” he asked.

“I was attending Alan Oleran’s funeral.”

Agent Gerard wrote my answer down. “Why?”

“He worked at a legal firm my corporation oversees.”

Arching a brow, he looked up from his clipboard. “That your company oversees, Ms. Hanover?”

“Yes, I’m the primary CEO of Marrodin Inc.”

The FBI agent wrote that down, and I could see the tension in his shoulders again. Was he aware of being in the same room with another hunter? While shaman and werewolves could get along, wolves and cats clashed. It was natural for us to antagonize each other. I tried not to notice his wariness.

Fortunately for both of us, my wolf went back into hiding.

Agent Gerard tapped his pen against his notepad. “How did you know Mr. Oleran?”

“I didn’t, not personally. He worked with Smith & Sons, Marrodin’s primary legal firm.”

“I don’t expect you to remember these details, but tell me what you can,” the agent said as he wrote down my answers. He paused, underlining something on his pad. “Did you see anything suspicious at the funeral?”

I shook my head, hissing at the surge of pain in my skull. “Ouch. No, I didn’t.”

“What do you remember of the attack?”

“Someone used a grenade launcher. I think there was pepper spray, too.”

He stared at me with a slack jaw and wide eyes. “How do you know there was a grenade launcher?”

“The sound.”

“The sound,” Agent Gerard repeated, still staring at me. “How did you recognize the sound?’

I blinked at him. What was I supposed to say? I couldn’t exactly tell the man I’d been at Saigon. I didn’t look old enough to get away with telling the truth. “Training videos. I know some folks in the army, and they showed me some. I got to see some training exercises, too.” It wasn’t that far from the truth. My training videos had been live action, though.

“Do you know where the grenades were made?”

I stared at him, my mouth dropping open. “Is that an actual question?”

With a grin, Agent Gerard flipped his notepad around to show me. I whistled. “Your answer, Ms. Hanover?”

“No idea.”

“Were you aware of any other weapons being used?”

“Just the pepper spray I mentioned before.”

“Is there anything else you can remember?”

I considered. Was there anything else I could remember? When I couldn’t think of anything, I risked shaking my head. “No, sir.”

“Then I think we’re done here. We’ll be in touch if we have any more questions for you.” With a nod of his head, Agent Gerard left the room. 

Dr. Shepard returned to my bedside and checked all of the machines, pausing to scowl at the opened door. “I hope he didn’t tire you.”

“It’s fine,” I replied, forcing a smile for his sake.

“You’re fortunate, you know. Many patients have no recollection of what happened so close to when they suffered an injury as catastrophic as yours. I suspect if the FBI needs anything more from you, they’ll come and ask. In the meantime, is there anyone you want me to contact for you?”

A surge of emotion kept me silent for a long moment. I stared at the sterile-looking phone attached to the bed. “Can I use the phone?”

“Of course. No more than ten minutes, and only after we finish some tests. If you need to contact someone immediately, I’ll have a nurse place the call for you.”

I weighed my options. “I was taking care of two kids. They were with me at the funeral.”

Dr. Shepard drew in a breath in a long hiss. “I will see if I can find anything out, Ms. Hanover. What are their names?”

“Emily and Alex Peters,” I replied. I didn’t mention James. “You’ll need my insurance information. And if you could contact one of the CEOs on the Marrodin board, I’d appreciate it.” I waited until Dr. Shepard was ready with his pen before giving him the information.

“You don’t have to worry about the insurance information, Ms. Hanover. Your treatment has been paid for in full.”

“What?”

“An anonymous donor has paid for the treatment of all survivors,” he explained.

Once again, my mouth opened, but this time I couldn’t force any sound out. I swallowed and tried again. “How many were injured?”

Dr. Shepard stood, nudging the stool back to its proper place. “Over seven hundred were injured, and over three hundred died, Ms. Hanover. Unless the news has changed, it’s expected another hundred or so will not be as fortunate as you and succumb to their injuries. You’re truly fortunate.”

I hesitated before asking, “How long?” 

The doctor’s triumphant smile returned. “You were in a coma for two weeks, Ms. Hanover. It’s been six days since you woke from your vegetative state.” With a dip of his head, he left me alone.

I’d been in a coma for two weeks? That was pushing it, even for me. No wonder my wolf had been frightened. If I died, so did she. If I died, so did the witch in me.

The three of us were one and the same, after all.
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The possibility of Anderson and several of the other CEOs of Marrodin being victims of the blasts didn’t occur to me until I listened to the phone ring. Sweat beaded on my brow.

“Anderson,” a sleepy mumble answered after the fifth tone.

“Layabout,” I replied, swallowing back my relieved sigh. “It’s not even eight there. Are you asleep?”

Thump.

On the other end of the line, I heard the phone clatter to the floor. Anderson cursed, followed by more thumping. I waited until I heard his breath. “Do you have the phone now?”

“Oh god. Victoria? Some doctor called, but I didn’t believe it,” he gasped.

Laughing hurt. “I suspected as much.” It wasn’t a lie, not really. After two—almost three—weeks, I doubted I’d believe it either. “It seems I managed to crack my skull, and until today, my memory has been questionable at best.” Telling him I’d been in a coma wouldn’t do any good. There’d be time enough for that later.

“You sound fine now.”

“The doctors have been prodding me non-stop for hours, else I would’ve called you sooner. I’m doing better. Head hurts like you wouldn’t believe, though. What can I say? I’m a wonder of nature.” 

“You’re really at Mayo in Minnesota?” Anderson asked.

“So they say.” 

“How the hell did you get there?” I heard a thump, a drawer open, and papers being shuffled. “Plane. Plane, plane, plane…” After a wordless but triumphant noise, I heard the click of a retractable pen. “I’ll book the next flight out with the kids.”

I sat straighter, hissing at the pain the motion caused. “The kids are okay?” Relief weakened my voice.

“Are you all right, Vicky? Yes, the kids are both fine. They’re bruised and battered, but they made it out. A few stitches, but they’re healing well.” There was hesitation in his tone, so I kept quiet and waited. “Look, don’t think I’m crazy or anything, but…”

Dorothy Lane’s reaction to the kids resurfaced. My wince was from more than the infernal splitting of my skull. “They’ve been screaming, haven’t they? Sounds like they’re howling at night?” I guessed.

Anderson sighed, but didn’t reply for well over a minute. “Yeah. Had they been doing that with you?”

“No. Put them on the phone, and I’ll sort it out, okay?”

“Give me a second.” The relief in his voice drew another wince out of me.

I closed my eyes. Prayer wasn’t my thing, but I hadn’t killed the kids. I wouldn’t have to carry that burden. I didn’t know what deity to thank for that, but I meant it for a change.

“Hello?” I recognized Emily’s voice, but she sounded quiet and raspy from exhaustion.

Doing better wasn’t good enough. Not if she had been reduced to such a pitiable-sounding creature after having only met me a few days before. Both of the kids deserved better. They deserved a family, a mother and father who could keep them safe and love them.

All they had was me.

That wasn’t good enough.

“Hey, Kitten?”

“Ms… Ms. Victoria?” Emily sniffled.

“Yes, Kitten. It’s me. I’m sorry for worrying y—”

She howled. Blinking back tears of pain and anguish, I held the phone away from my ear until she quieted.

“Easy there, Kitten. I need you to do me a favor, okay?”

“What, Ms. Victoria?” There was still sniffling on the other end of the line, but no more howling.

“Be good and quiet for Mr. Anderson for me, okay? Help him with his chores, and tell him I said he’s to teach you your letters until I’m back. And yes, I’m coming back. I just don’t know when yet. Okay?”

There was a pause and several more sniffles. “Okay.”

“Hand the phone back to him, Kitten.”

“You’re coming home?”

I smiled. “Yes, Kitten. I’m coming home.”

Somehow I managed to keep my voice even and confident. Home was such a flexible thing for a child. My chest hurt as though someone wrapped a vice around my heart and squeezed. Her momma was gone. Had she picked me to be her new family, her new home?

Maybe there was more wolf in her than I’d thought. Pack was like that, but it’d been so long since I’d shared the bond with anyone I hadn’t remembered what it was like to need my pack mates.

“Please put Mr. Anderson back on the phone. Tell your brother I said you two are to go to bed early tonight.”

“Okay.”

The phone was handed back to Anderson. I heard him sigh. “Are you really okay, Victoria?”

“Got a couple of cracks in my skull, but the verdict seems to be that my brain didn’t make a great escape after all.”

“Damn it, Victoria!”

“Easy, Elliot. Don’t make me send you to bed early, too. As for the kids, I doubt they’ll give you any more trouble. If they do, call Mayo and get me on the line. I’ll take care of it.”

“Didn’t you only have them for a day or two before…?” Anderson swallowed back whatever else he was going to say.

“We have an understanding.” I paused. “Is Amelia okay?”

“In shock, but alive. She’ll… she’ll be a lot better when she finds out you’re alive.”

“How did the kids get out?” I braced myself for the answer. 

“That’s the funny thing. Some Brit brought them to Atlanta to our offices. Then he goes and gets himself arrested for brawling with that damned Yank and his officer friend.”

I blinked. Yank? Did Anderson mean Mark? It made sense, if the officer friend was Officer Marten. But why would James fight with Mark? “Officer friend? You mean that Marten fellow?”

“Yes.”

“Think you can get him out? Seems I owe this fellow for getting the kids out of there alive.”

“Not a chance. He’s been sent to D.C. as a suspect in the bombing.”

“You’re kidding!”

“Not kidding at all. I don’t believe it, neither does Amelia. What kind of asshole would bomb a funeral, but save two kids?”

I drew a deep breath, counted to ten, and let it loose in a slow, controlled sigh. “Okay. I lost my phone and purse. I’ll need replacements. Think you can get Amelia started on that?”

“That Brit had them. Your purse is ruined, but your phone works. ID is a little scuffed and stained, but it’ll suffice. Don’t worry yourself about that.”

James had gotten a hold of my purse? Hadn’t I been carrying it? Then again, in the confusion of the explosion, it was possible James had found the purse and not me in the tangle of bodies. But the other possibility set my heart racing in my chest.

Keeping me out of the Inquisition’s hands didn’t mean keeping me alive. He might’ve left me for dead if he thought it’d fulfill Donnie’s command. Had I been played the fool again?

“Oh good,” I lied. “Here’s what I want you to do. Schedule board meeting for tomorrow. I don’t know when they’ll let me make a phone call, so tell them to be ready to drop what they’re doing to gather in the conference room at a moment’s notice. I want everyone to hear my voice. Hold out on those plane tickets until I find out how long I’ll be here for.”

Business as usual was the best cure for insecurity. As soon as I convinced the board at Marrodin I wasn’t going to keel over quite yet, I could get back to work.

“Okay, Victoria. Thank god you’re all right.”

“Hey, look. I know you don’t have to, but I promised I’d teach the kids how to cook and read. They’re supposed to be helping with the chores, too.”

Anderson laughed. “Never fear. They’ll be world-classed champions at making ramen noodles and grilled cheese by the time you come home.”

I shuddered. “Good,” I lied, trying not to be sick at the thought of what I’d be forced to eat soon enough. “I’m counting on you. Tomorrow, Anderson.”

I hung up. The nurse returned, clucking her tongue in disapproval. I couldn’t force a smile, so I opted to suffer through her poking and prodding in silence.


Chapter Nineteen
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There were disadvantages to being a freak of nature. Despite my efforts at feigning an illness, the doctors figured out there was something unusual about me. I endured their tests with as much grace as I could manage, keeping my snarls in check, lest they believed me to be some beast.

While my being a beast was the truth, they didn’t need to learn that.

After another round through their demonic machines to confirm I still had a functional brain, I managed to convince them I needed to make a phone call. Unlike Dr. Shepard, the doctor I was saddled with glared at me, but allowed me twenty minutes. I waited until he left the room to make a sour face at the door.

I dialed Anderson’s secretary from memory.

“Marrodin Inc., this is Elizabeth speaking,” she answered on the fourth ring.

“Elizabeth, can you put together a conference call for me?” I asked, careful as I braced the phone between shoulder and ear. The motion hurt, but it freed my hands to work on my laptop, freshly shipped from Atlanta. The same box had all of the contents of my purse, including my damaged phone. The screen was shattered, but it still worked. So long as I was gentle with it, I wouldn’t end up with glass shards embedded in my fingers.

The young woman on the other end of the line squealed.

“Ouch,” I chided, though I didn’t mask my amusement.

“Oh, I’m sorry, Ms. Hanover. Oh, oh, I’m sorry. It’s just…” Elizabeth did a good impersonation of Emily’s howling.

“It’s okay, Elizabeth. I’m fine. Really, I am. Can you put Anderson on before my keepers steal the phone from me?”

Within three minutes, Elizabeth connected me to a very noisy conference room. Judging from the number of voices clambering to be heard, I imagined every employee in the building crammed into the tight space.

“Settle down, kids,” I said. To my surprise, they obeyed. “Guess what? I’m mostly intact and hope to be back in Atlanta annoying you all within the next week or two.”

A few voices whooped. Someone groaned. A smile tugged at my mouth. “There’s work to be done, and it can’t wait until I return. I hope at least one of you has something to write with in there.”

“I have a notepad, Ms. Hanover,” Elizabeth said.

“Take notes. Anderson, cut the recordings. This is off of the record, ladies and gentlemen. This doesn’t go out any further than those who can hear me. Understood?”

A chorus of assent answered my question.

“The recording system is offline,” Anderson said.

“Amelia?”

“Nice to hear you, Victoria.”

“Same here. I want Smith & Sons fully involved in all prosecution proceedings. Find us a legal way to go about it. I also want you involved in the prosecution for all of the murders of our people.”

“With pleasure.” The old woman made a sound suspiciously like a sniffle.

“Good. Anderson?”

“Yes?”

“I want the figures on the daycare additions in my email yesterday. I also want security measures included. I don’t want a sniper able to get near a single one of our buildings. Lock down our companies. Profile the past targets, and if you can find any common links, figure out who might be targeted next. If the police can’t protect our people, we will. Understood?”

“Yes, ma’am!”

“Good. Any other pressing business?”

There was a long moment of silence. Anderson cleared his throat. “There have been more murders. Four of them were employees of one of our companies. Three more weren’t associated with us at all. Two of them were found this morning, but we don’t have any more information than that.”

“Email me with all of the data. I want HR files, the circumstances of the murders, and anything else you have that might be useful. I’ll have nothing but time for the next few days, so I’ll start looking at what we have and see what I can learn.”

“It’ll be there within the hour,” Anderson promised.

“Ladies and gentlemen, I don’t care what you have to do, but I want the killer—or killers—found. Start scanning bank accounts for identical transactions or anything suspicious. Amelia, keep us legal as we do it, however best you see fit. Just make sure you do it quietly. Understood?”

“I’ll take care of it,” Amelia replied.

“Good luck, and take care of yourselves.” I hung up.

Until I found out the truth, not even an extended stay in a hospital was going to stop me from seeking justice. And if I had to take matters in my own hands, so be it.

Samantha and all of the other victims of the Inquisition deserved that much. I couldn’t afford to sit back and hide in the shadows any longer while my people—my unofficial, unacknowledged pack—were slaughtered for simply existing.
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It took me three days to find the links between the victims targeted at my company. I stared at the bank records of each of them, side by side, focusing on the matching charge codes in their checking accounts. 

All of my employees had infrequent charges to the same gas station in rural West Virginia. A quick search of the Internet proved the location to be deep within the mountains. I tapped the arrow keys on my laptop, copied the business’s code, and checked all of the accounts for the third time.

Pulling up the matching transactions, I had to admire the victims. They had been careful, although not careful enough. They never went to the place at the same time, staggering their purchases over a day or two.

The charges only appeared near the full moon.

I bit my lip. With the data in front of me, it was so obvious I wanted to kick myself. It confirmed everything I feared, too. The victims were werewolves, and their bank records were leading me straight to their hunting ground.

The door to my room opened, but I ignored the sound of the approaching footsteps, emailing the address of the gas station to my phone.

“Ms. Hanover.”

I ignored the doctor. 

He cleared his throat. “Ms. Hanover.”

Shutting the lid on my laptop, I huffed a little and looked up at him. “Yes, Dr. Shephard?”

“Your scans came out clean. You’re healing well. You’re cleared to go home. That said, I want you to go to a hospital for weekly checkups to ensure that there are no problems. If you begin experiencing any headaches, I want you to call me. If you tell me which hospital you want to use, I can give you a referral.”

“Then a clinic closer to Atlanta is fine?”

“I’d prefer you seeing one of my colleagues if possible. Is Baltimore okay?”

“That’s a long haul. Surely Atlanta has a suitable doctor?”

Dr. Shephard sighed. “Baltimore would be best, but I’m sure arrangements can be made.”

I stared at him, not quite sure I believed what I was hearing. “You mean I can leave?”

The corners of his mouth twisted up in a rueful grin. “Please go. If only all severe trauma patients made as clean a recovery as you have, then I could truly be pleased with my work. I can’t say we’ll miss how focused you are on your work when we’re trying to do our jobs, but it’s a forgivable sin.” His smile softened. “The nurse will help you get discharged.”

“Any chance for a cab?”

“Ask the front desk.”

“Thanks, Doc.”

“Good luck. Just be careful with your head, okay? I don’t want to see you back here.”

I matched his smile with one of my own. With a polite, triumphant nod, he left me to deal with the waiting nurse. She came armed with a stack of papers. I eyed the stack and sighed.

Packing up my laptop, I gave the woman my full attention. The sooner I finished with the red tape, the sooner I could make my way to West Virginia.
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Six hours after I managed to extradite myself from Mayo Clinic, I pulled into the entry of the Fairview Chicago. I could’ve picked a cheaper hotel, but after an overlong stay at a hospital, a little luxury was at the top of my to-do list.

They also had decent security.

Once safely checked into my room, I flopped onto the bed and groaned. Fishing my cell out of my pocket, I punched in the numbers to Anderson’s house, but I hesitated before connecting the call. I’d wake the young CEO up, but I couldn’t bring myself to care.

If I wanted to snoop around West Virginia in hunt of werewolves, I needed the kids. They knew where their mother had gone during the hunts. More importantly, I’d learn whether they had undergone the rituals or not.

Someone born to werewolf parents, rare as that was, often smelled like a werewolf. It didn’t mean they were one. But how had their mother managed to bring them both to term?

The change wasn’t kind to the unborn. Most werewolf pregnancies ended in miscarriage.

At least they did without a witch to aid them until the delivery. So who had helped their mother?

I drew a deep breath and pressed the green dial icon.

“The Anderson Residence,” a young boy answered. Alex. I felt my brows rise. 

“Isn’t it a little late for you to be up, Pup?”

“Oops,” Alex replied. “Hi, Ms. Vicky. How are you feeling?”

I smiled. “I’m good. Get Mr. Elliot on the phone, tell Kitten I said hello, and get yourselves into bed.”

“Okay.” The phone hit something hard with a thunk. “Mr. Elllliiiioooottt! Phone.”

I had to give the boy credit. He had strong lungs.

“Aren’t you supposed to be asleep?” Anderson mumbled through a yawn.

“Oops.”

The phone clattered against something before a sleepy voice answered, “Anderson.”

“Sorry to wake you.”

“You’re not sorry,” Anderson replied with an undignified snort that was interrupted by another yawn. “It’s late. Aren’t your jailers supposed to keep you off the phone after your bedtime? What do you need?”

“Do you have plans for Sunday morning?”

“Not really. I was going to take the kids to the park, but we can reschedule…”

“How do you feel bringing them and meeting me in West Virginia?”

“West Virginia? Wait. Meet you? In West Virginia?” There was a brief pause. “They let you out?”

“I guess they ran out of reasons to keep me around,” I said in an amused tone.

“Okay. West Virginia? Sure. Can do, but you owe the kids a trip to the park.”

I chuckled. “I’ll keep that in mind. You’re a gem. Thanks, Anderson.”

“That’s what you pay me the big bucks for, Vicky.” I heard laughter in his voice.

Narrowing my eyes, I rolled over onto my stomach, kicking my feet in the air. “You just want to go on a road trip, don’t you?”

“Ah, you caught me.”

“You’re such a child, Anderson. I’m going to go take a long soak. Do me favor and book us into a hotel? Pick whatever one you want. Just text me the address. One room for all four of us. We’re going to masquerade as a family of four.”

“When will you arrive?”

“Tomorrow night, probably late.”

“I’ll drive us there in the morning, then. I’ll text you with the confirmation.”

“Thanks.” I picked at the seam of the hotel pillow. “Have the kids given you any problems?”

“Not really. They’re starting to act a bit more kids now. But they’ve been good. A little skittish, but I can’t blame them.”

“Don’t worry. I’ll take them off your hands soon,” I promised.

Maybe we’d have a chance to start over, if West Virginia gave me the answers I needed to keep them—and myself—safe from the Inquisition.

“Hey, Vicky?”

I blinked at the hesitancy in his voice. “What’s wrong?”

“Well, I know you’re all sorts of independent, but why don’t you and the kids stay at my place for a while?”

Few had the sort of courage needed to ask me something like that. Like the kids, I was different. Humans didn’t understand the predatory nature of a wolf.

Even human predators didn’t understand the feeling of being hunted. They avoided those who made them feel like prey. I was glad he couldn’t see my pained smile. He was right. I was an independent sort.

But the kids didn’t need independence. They needed stability, and I needed time to finish healing.

“Okay, Elliot. Thanks. I’ll take you up on that.”

Anderson made a spluttering noise. “What?”

“We’ll stay with you awhile,” I replied, trying my hardest not to laugh at his reaction.

“Vicky, Vicky, Vicky. We spent the past three days writing up a list of reasons. . .”

My laughter bubbled out of me. “My, my. May the stars forbid such effort going to waste. Very well, Mr. Elliot Anderson. You may work hard to convince me properly in West Virginia tomorrow night. Good night. My bubble bath awaits.”

“Sleep well, Vicky. See you tomorrow.” Anderson hung up.

I stared at the black, partially shattered screen of my cell before tossing it on the bed. Was I getting soft in my old age? Probably. Still, I couldn’t deny the warm, fuzzy feeling at the idea of sharing a home with someone—even if that home wasn’t mine.


Chapter Twenty
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Anderson and the kids beat me to the hotel in Charleston. He was stooped over the dark oak of the front desk in the lobby while Emily and Alex clung to his legs. I strolled across the entry, a carry-on tossed over one shoulder and my laptop bag in my hand.

The kids stood, heads dropped and nodding as they struggled to stay awake.

The wolf in me saw easy prey, and I shifted my stride, sliding my sneakers across the floor. When I got in range, I leaned forward and blew in Anderson’s ear. “Boo.”

The sound he made was a blend of a gasp and a squeak. The scent of fear tickled my nose. The receptionist grinned at me.

Emily and Alex lifted their heads, their eyes owl-wide. After a few moments, they threw themselves against my legs. Without my sturdy werewolf constitution, I suspected they would’ve floored me. They didn’t make much noise, just as a pair of puppies waiting for an Alpha’s approval would do.

“Hey, Pup. Hey, Kitten,” I said, struggling to keep a hold on my bag as the two unbalanced me. A wide-eyed Anderson freed me from the straps. “Thanks, Elliot.”

“Great timing,” he replied, managing one of his quick, rueful smiles. “Please don’t do that.”

The receptionist hid her laughter behind a cough. I smirked at my prey. “What can I say? Easy target.”

My wolf was pleased with the hunt, despite its quick, bloodless conclusion. Maybe it was the awareness that the full moon was on the rise, but I twitched with the need for action, not peace and quiet.

Maybe my wolf and I wanted to test Anderson. If he wasn’t prey, what was he?

A mate?

I nodded to the bemused receptionist, who finished checking us in. Taking the kids by the hands, I studied the young CEO. Unless I was careful, he was going to have an interesting weekend, complete with a crash course on the existence of werewolves.

For an unpartnered bitch like me, prey and mate were interchangeable. Then again, maybe Anderson would be safe—this time. I hadn’t picked a mate in the past hundred and fifty years. I could control myself.

One way or another.

“Room 106,” the woman said with a smile before giving us directions.

Anderson thanked her before turning to me. 

“Where’s your car?” I asked.

“Out front. I’ll get the bags after we get settled. Come on, kiddos. Time to go.” Anderson made a shooing gesture with my bags. Emily and Alex detached from my legs, bounding down the hall. “How was your drive?”

“Tiring. Yours?”

“Pleasantly uneventful.” Anderson turned his attention to the kids racing for our rooms. “Keep quiet. There are other guests trying to sleep.”

“Yes, Mr. Elliot,” the chorused, slowing to a more sedate walk.

“While Mr. Elliot fetches the bags, why don’t you two tell me what you did this week?”

As soon as Anderson opened the door, both kids spilled in. They didn’t quite squeal as they kicked off their shoes at the door and flung themselves onto the nearest bed.

“Shh,” I chided. Emily hit the bed first. Alex landed a moment later, launching his sister off of the bed. She hit the carpet with a thunk loud enough I winced.

The tears I expected didn’t come. Instead, she picked herself up off the floor and jumped back into the fray. With the same ferocity of puppies in the den, they wrestled, complete with little growling noises instead of actual conversation. Chuckling at their antics, I poked my head into the bathroom.

A jacuzzi dominated most of the bathroom’s floor.

Score.

If the jets couldn’t soothe away the aches and pains from a hard day of travel, nothing could.

“Hey, Vicky. You hungry?” Anderson waddled through the door, pulling two large suitcases behind him.

“Did you bring all of the clothes in your house?”

He laughed. “Not quite. I didn’t know what you had planned, so I thought I’d come prepared.”

“We are going hiking,” I announced.

“You brought me all the way up from Atlanta to go hiking?”

“I sure did.” Anderson’s incredulous reply reminded me of how I had reacted to the favor Mark had asked. I bit back my surge of anger. If it weren’t for Mark, Samantha would still be alive.

I smothered my grief along with my fury.

Grief had to wait until I found a way to protect those who still lived and were being hunted by the Inquisition. The Inquisition and their Inquisitor lackeys didn’t care about my loss. They wouldn’t wait for me to move on before they struck again.

“Why are we going hiking?” Anderson asked, sitting on the edge of the second bed, safely out of the romping range of the two kids.

“I may have found a connection between the victims,” I said, digging my laptop out of its case and setting it on the desk. While it booted, I grabbed my overnight bag, digging out my new pajamas and set them on the desk next to the laptop. “Well, at least some of the victims. Not all of them. Samantha doesn’t fit the pattern.” While my voice didn’t quite crack, I heard the grief in my tone. Part of me wanted to wince away from it.

The rest of me, my restless wolf included, wanted to howl our grief so all could hear of how we’d been wronged.

Anderson got up to hover over my shoulder as I pulled up the spreadsheet showing the financial records of all of the victims, excluding Samantha. “Okay, what am I looking at?”

I jabbed my finger at the merchant accounts for the transactions. “This is a store located in the mountains.”

“And all of the accounts have records from this merchant?”

“They sure do,” I replied, adjusting the spreadsheet filters to show only transactions associated with the store’s ID. “What I’d like to do is get every record we have from this store and compare them with our other employees. It might give us a clue who might be targeted next.”

“That’s not going to be easy or legal,” Anderson warned.

“Neither was pulling these records to begin with, but we did it anyway. We have a responsibility to our people, Anderson. If it lets us protect our employees, it’s worth it. I don’t care why they’re out visiting West Virginia. That’s their business. However, if their visiting this store is linked to their deaths, it’s worth pursuing. My only concern is to stop more people from being killed.”

“I understand. I’ll call Amelia and see wh—”

“Not Amelia,” I interrupted, shutting my laptop with a thunk. “She’s been hit hard enough, covering this first set of transactions. Contact Natalie, the CEO of Oleran’s branch. She’s straight laced, but as soon as you tell her why we want those records—that we have a chance of finding out who murdered our people and why—she’ll bend enough to help us get them.”

“Amelia has been under a great deal of stress. It doesn’t feel right cutting her out like this, though.”

I shook my head. “Too much stress. We can do this without burdening her. I think it’s time to bring Natalie in on this.”

“You’re marking Natalie to be Amelia’s replacement, aren’t you?”

Twisting around in my chair, I looked up at Anderson, arching a brow. “What makes you say that?”

“Call it a hunch.”

“Amelia won’t live forever. None of us will, Elliot. When Amelia’s ready to retire, I want Natalie ready. It’s time to test her mettle. It’s time to see if she understands the difference between staying within the lines of the law and doing what’s right.”

“And violating our employee’s privacy is right?”

“How many funerals do you want to attend, Anderson? How many children do you want to see torn from their mothers or fathers? How many mothers do you want grieving for their sons and daughters?”

Anderson flinched.

I reached up and gave him a solid swat on his shoulder. “Look at it this way. Here’s your chance to be a hero.”

“I’m not sure I’d call this heroic,” he admitted.

“They might never know it, but you’d be a hero to the ones who don’t have to suffer through the loss of their loved ones. Chin up. We might not be doing something completely legal, but at least we’re doing something. If it saves even one life, it’ll be worth it.”

“Even if we spend the rest of our lives in prison?”

“That’s why we try not to get caught, Elliot. Are you going to call Natalie?”

His eyes met mine. He sighed, low and long. “I’ll call.”
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The ringing of my cell woke me. With bleary eyes and a head full of cotton, I swiped my finger across the damaged screen. “Hello?”

“Ms. Hanover? I’m sorry to wake you. It’s Dr. Engleburg.”

I sat up, and the covers fell off of me and onto Emily. The girl didn’t stir. Anderson’s snores rumbled in his chest. “It’s fine. What time is it?”

“Just after five in the morning,” the doctor replied.

I slipped out of bed and stalked into the bathroom. The tiles were cold beneath my feet. I shut the door. “Okay, what do you have for me?”

“I’m sorry it took me so long to get in touch with you, Ms. Hanover. I didn’t want to call until I all of the results were in.”

“That’s fine. That was a good judgment call.” Locking the bathroom door, I put the toilet seat down, sat, and stretched my feet out to rest them on the jacuzzi. “What can you tell me?”

“When I ran the initial autopsy, I didn’t find anything conclusive to indicate that Samantha died of anything other than natural causes. However, what you told me matched with her physical condition. She was in extremely good shape for her age. Her physical health was on par with someone twenty years younger. She shouldn’t have died from a heart attack, Ms. Hanover. So, as you requested, I had a closer look.”

“Find anything?”

“Her blood tests came back with an oddity.”

“An oddity? What sort of oddity?”

“Whatever killed Samantha wasn’t natural, Ms. Hanover. It isn’t something I’ve seen before.” Dr. Engleburg sighed.

“Give it to me in layman’s terms.”

“The official labs on the blood tests were inconclusive, but I ran a series of tests on my own. I ruled out things like anemia early. It was when I started comparing against infectious diseases that I found something interesting.”

“Diseases, Dr. Engleburg?”

“Yes. There are quite a few organisms and diseases which live in the bloodstream. Some are harmless, some aren’t. At first glance, I thought it was just some form of virus. With heart attack victims, the labs don’t look too closely at all of the various things in the bloodstream, you must understand. They won’t usually report things like basic colds unless it was a factor in the cause of death. Some think that’s too much work.” Dr. Engleburg fell quiet.

“Go on.”

“This is going to sound like an insane question, but bear with me a second.”

“Just ask,” I snapped.

“Did Samantha go to any zoos or get in close proximity with any monkeys in the days before her death?”

“No. Why?”

“Because after a close comparison of infectious diseases and the organism in her bloodstream, I found a similar match.” I heard a chair squeak on the other end of the line. “ There are some notable differences in what I found in her bloodstream versus Zaire ebolavirus, fortunately for all of us.”

“Zaire ebolavirus? You mean ebola? The disease from Congo?”

“The same.”

I felt my eyebrows rise. “Ebola is a pretty nasty disease, isn’t it? How did Samantha get it?”

“Remember,” Dr. Engleberg paused. I waited for him to continue. “It’s not exactly Zaire ebolavirus, which is good for us. From what I can tell from the samples I’ve taken and the experimentation I’ve done, it isn’t contagious, for one. It’s non-aggressive compared to the real ebola. They just look similar under the microscope. But, here is where it gets interesting. It does seem that this organism had attacked certain parts of Samantha’s body, including her heart. There was no sign of actual hemorrhaging, except for a small spot in her heart. In normal conditions, that’s called a murmur. It was low grade, but on second examination of her heart, there was a high concentration of these ebola-like cells.”

“So this disease killed her?”

“So it seems, Ms. Hanover. Unfortunately, without an extensive amount of research into this new organism, I can’t tell you any more than that. I’ll be blunt: What do you want me to do with the samples of this disease? I’ve never seen this before. It could be important. It might not be.”

“Do whatever you feel best, Dr. Engleburg. Research it, if you desire. Please email me with the information for the next charity drive done by your hospital, and I will ensure you get your donation. I’ll provide you with a list of organizations and names the donations will be coming from.”

“Thank you very much, Ms. Hanover. I’ll keep researching this disease and see if I can find out any more information for you. I will email you the complete report from my private email address this afternoon once I’m off shift.”

Dr. Engleburg hung up. I stared at the shattered screen of my phone. It was tempting to throw my cell across the room just for the satisfaction of watching the blasted thing fly apart into a hundred pieces. Instead, I set it on the vanity.

It wasn’t proof of wrongdoing, but I couldn’t imagine how else Samantha would have contracted a disease with similarities to ebola without magical intervention. I turned on the taps to fill the jacuzzi. 

If her death and her contraction of the disease hadn’t been natural, how had the Inquisition done it?

Dr. Engleburg’s call left me with many more questions than answers.


Chapter Twenty-One
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The store associated with the charges on the werewolves’ accounts was a tiny gas station where the only road in the area ended. A dirt and gravel trail barely big enough for a car led into the mountains.

“Stay here, all of you,” I ordered. Anderson swallowed and looked like he wanted to protest, but nodded. Both of the kids whined. “Do you want anything?”

“Beef jerky,” Emily announced in her most solemn tone.

“Nothing,” Alex mumbled.

A faint smile tugged at the corner of Anderson’s mouth. “Coke, please.”

“Plllleeease,” Emily sang.

Kids. I chuckled and got out of the car.

The store was larger than it looked from the outside, stocked with anything a camper might desire. A gray-haired man sat on a stool near the register, watching a tiny black and white TV.

I could smell the wolf in him from the door.

Bingo.

A sneeze burst out of me. The old man looked up with bloodshot eyes. “Good morning,” he said, his tone as dead as his expression.

“Good morning.” I didn’t fake a smile for him. Some grief couldn’t be cheapened like that. I didn’t want people grinning at me with fake sympathy over Samantha.

I didn’t want to be forced to smile, either.

I grabbed four packs of homemade beef jerky, four Cokes, and a case of bottled water. I thunked the items on the counter.

“That all, ma’am?”

I considered the bank accounts and the similarities in the totals and how the charges were handled. Then, I made a guess. “Twenty-eight in gas, please.”

The old man froze. Pretending I didn’t notice his reaction, I scratched at my nose to hold back another sneeze. “Of course,” he stammered.

As he busied himself behind the register, I let my wolf out for him to catch my scent. He jerked towards me, eyes wide.

“You’re not from around here,” he whispered, his scent souring with fear.

I leashed my beast, reaching in my purse for my allergy meds. Cracking open a can of Coke, I took a double dose. “I’m not. Is all of your pack dead?”

A flinch answered me. I tossed down my credit card, which he took with a trembling hand.

“I got two kids in the car,” I said, taking another sip of the too-sugary soda. “They smell like wolves. Their ma and pa are dead. I’m hunting werewolf hunters, and if you want your pack to keep on living, you’ll give me the info I need. Understand?”

“Yes, ma’am. Pack’s gone, even our pups. Four of us are left.”

I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath. My instincts demanded I safeguard the Submissive wolf and his scattered pack. I was an Alpha. It was my duty.

But I wasn’t his Alpha. I didn’t dare risk it.

“Someone has been killing werewolves under my guard. I managed to save two pups, but it’s only a matter of time before they’re hunted, too. I tracked the pack to here. If you’re the last of them, you’ll be next. I need to know what happened to your pack.” I glanced at the front door of the shop. The pumps blocked my view of Anderson’s car.

“Six months ago, several of my pack were killed in car accidents. One was hit by a drunk driver. Another got sideswiped. Then… then the murders started. We thought it was a home robbery gone sour, taking out three of our pack…”

“But it’s not easy to kill a werewolf,” I said, leaning against the counter. I took another guess, entirely based on how excited Emily had been as we approached the mountains. “Then one of your pack was shot outside of her work.”

The old man’s eyes widened even more. “How did you know?”

“Emily and Alex are in the car. I picked them—”

With the speed only a werewolf possessed, he jerked around the counter and swept me up in a hug. I was spun in a full circle before he deposited me on my feet. “They’re alive?”

He hugged me again.

The tears streaming down his face kept me quiet for a full minute before I couldn’t stand the stench of his wolf all over me. I growled, the sound rising from deep within my throat. He jerked away, face flushing a brilliant scarlet.

“Alpha,” he whispered.

“I’m no such thing,” I snapped. He recoiled back a step. I softened my tone. “Are they werewolves?”

“Emily was changed when she was two. Alex is a true born,” the old man replied, lowering his head and tilting his chin to the side to expose his throat.

My eyes widened. “A Submissive true born?”

True born werewolves, so far as I’d ever heard, were always Alpha.

“No.”

“No? He’s no Alpha, Pops.”

“Omega,” he whispered.

“Omega.” I feared my eyes were about ready to pop out of my skull. “He’s an Omega?” I pinched the bridge of my nose.

It made a sickening amount of sense. Why else would I have gone to such lengths to bring them into my home and protect them? I’d never met an Omega. I didn’t know of a single one alive.

But to be a true born and an Omega?

“They are Omegas,” he corrected.

I put my hand to my mouth. “Who was your Alpha?”

The old man’s head lowered in shame. “We don’t have an Alpha, ma’am.”

Omega. Tamer of the wolf, restorer of humanity. A pack without an Alpha would’ve needed one to survive.

“Who taught you to control your wolf?”

“Taught?”

I closed my eyes and sighed. “The children kept your wolves from becoming dominant, then?”

“Their mother found me and brought into the pack shortly after I was made a Fenerec, ma’am. No one taught me.”

“You were found? Who performed the ritual?”

“Ritual? I… I don’t remember what happened when I was attacked, ma’am.”

“You were attacked.” I ran my hand through my hair. Werewolves didn’t spawn because of a bite or mauling. A ritual was needed to transform human into beast. It could be forced, as it had been forced on me, but it wasn’t easy to do.

A ritual by force was a risky proposition at best.

“We all were.”

“What?” My hands curled, fingers resembling claws. “You were all attacked? Forced to become Fenerec? By who?”

“We don’t know.”

“Even Emily?”

“Even Emily.”

I didn’t need to ask why the Inquisition wanted the pack dead. Rogues like me were hunted and put down as a risk. They didn’t want us forming new packs.

A pack without an Alpha was a pack that put every human around them in danger. Ignorant werewolves couldn’t even call themselves Fenerec, not really.

Fenerec understood how to live as wolves and as humans. Werewolves couldn’t.

I didn’t consider myself a Fenerec for that reason. Without Samantha, I’d lose to my wolf—eventually.

I wasn’t ready to find another witch to help me stay human.

“Where is your hunting ground?”

“I’ll show you myself.” The old man hesitated, then thrust his hand out. “The name’s Mike.”

I reached out to shake. To my surprise, he kissed the back of my hand. “Victoria.” I freed myself from his grip. “Get your stuff, Mike. We’re going on a little drive.”

While I pumped gas, the old werewolf went about closing up the shop. Within ten minutes, we were on the road.
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I had Anderson drive, ordering him to follow Mike’s beat-up truck down the trail. I bit my lip. The route would, if my guess was right, take us deep into the secluded mountains. How far was a mystery known only to the driver in front of us.

“Are you sure this is a good idea? We know nothing about this guy,” Anderson said, glaring at me.

I wished I had left Anderson at the hotel.

“Yes, I’m certain. Trust me and drive,” I snapped before turning my attention to the window and the trees beyond.

Ten minutes went by in silence that the kids didn’t even dare to break.

“Something is bothering you,” Anderson finally said through clenched teeth. The car bounced over water-filled ruts. I missed Samantha’s SUV. It had treated bumpy mountain trails as if it had been engineered for that purpose.

“Solemnly swear you will never speak of this conversation to anyone ever,” I replied. It took trust to get trust, and I wanted to give him the option to run away. I couldn’t give him that choice without telling him a little of the truth. I didn’t want him—or anyone—to replace Samantha. I didn’t want his life on my hands.

I wanted him to live.

“I solemnly swear.”

“If I told you that as soon as the kids and I leave the car, you’re to turn around and leave this mountain as quick as you can, would you?”

“No.” The lack of hesitation in his answer almost made me smile.

“Even if it cost you your life?”

The kids fell quiet in the back set. I glanced in the rear view mirror. Wolf-yellow eyes stared into mine.

“You think the killer will come here?”

“I’m expecting it.”

“And you want me to leave you? Are you insane? Of course I’m not going.”

“Look, Elliot.” I turned my head to glare at the young CEO. “Do you know why I didn’t die in that explosion?”

“You’re special. That’s why.”

I blinked. “What?”

The ghost of a smile graced Anderson’s lips. “You’re special. You walk into a room, and time just stops. You speak, and people listen to you. No one questions your authority. People trust you because you’re you. You’re different.” He paused, shrugging his shoulders. “In a good way.”

“The last time a poet tried to woo me, I ate him,” I announced.

“Ouch.”

“But thank you, Anderson. I really do want you to turn this car around and leave when we arrive. I want you to be around for the kids.”

“That has a rather final sound to it, Vicky.”

“I’m old, Anderson.”

“Forty-seven is not old.”

“I agree. If I were forty-seven, that is.”

Anderson slowed the car to a crawl. “You’re not?”

“I’m not.”

“How old are you, then?”

“Isn’t it rude to ask a lady her age?” Emily asked.

I bit my lip to contain my laughter. “While true, Emily, he is your elder,” I chided.

Emily made a whining noise, which I ignored. “If I tell you, you must promise to leave after you drop us off. Go back to Atlanta. Pretend you were never here. If you are asked where I went, you’ll say I’m visiting friends in West Virginia. Mike’ll bring the kids to you.”

It was a good thing Anderson wasn’t a werewolf. I could smell the lie in my scent.

“Why do you want me gone?”

“I don’t want you gone. I want you alive. I don’t want to see you killed too.”

“And what if I’m willing to take that risk?”

I winced. The problem with founding Marrodin with good people was simple: They were good people.

“Do you believe in things like Santa Claus, the Easter Bunny, or the Tooth Fairy? Or things like witches and vampires?”

“I stopped believing in Santa when I discovered my mother putting coal in my stocking when I was ten.”

I couldn’t help it. I laughed. The anti-allergy drugs made me a little woozy, but it helped me imagine a miniature Anderson earning coal for Christmas instead of gifts. “What if I told you some of that stuff is real?”

“I’d believe it,” Anderson replied in an indifferent tone.

“Why?”

The car bounced along, tree branches beating against the windows as we traveled deeper into the forested mountains. “Because it’s you. It isn’t like you to make things up. Not like that.”

Shaking my head, I propped my elbow on the armrest and stared through the trees. “Fine. Play me as some noble beast, then.”

“Well, I doubt you’re a unicorn, if that makes you feel any better.”

It was a good thing my glare couldn’t light Anderson on fire, because his life would’ve ended through spontaneous combustion. “And why not?”

“You, Vicky, are a hunter. Unicorns are peaceful beasts.”

That was one way of putting it. It was even true. I snorted. “Unicorns have weapons on their brows, I’ll remind you. Walking weapons.”

“But they’re herbivores with a thing for virgins. I doubt you’re a virgin, Vicky. You’re far too pretty. I stand by my belief you are not a unicorn.”

My face burned. I was a virgin, but that was none of his business. Werewolves mated for life. Old habits died hard, and unless I selected a mate and had my fancy wedding with a loyal groom, I’d end my life as an old virgin maid.

“Werewolf, actually.”

Silence answered my statement. After a few long moments, Emily made a high-pitched, excited noise.

“Emily,” I warned.

“Sorry.”

“Werewolf,” he echoed.

“A werewolf,” I confirmed. 

“Damn. I had you pegged as a witch.”

I twisted around to stare at him. “What?”

“You know, a witch. Broomstick, funny hat? Witch.”

“Well,” I huffed. I couldn’t think of anything to add, so I shut my mouth.

“No warts at least,” Alex said in a snicker.

“Why thank you, Pup,” I grumbled under my breath.

“Are you sure you’re not a witch?” Anderson sounded disappointed.

I mocked him by sticking my tongue out. “You’ll just have to keep dreaming.”

“How terribly mean of you.”

“I’m serious, though. Unless you want to become one of us or be put on the menu, you’ll turn the car around and leave. Do you understand?”

“You’re really serious.”

I sighed with frustration. “Deathly so.”

“So, you’re really a werewolf?”

“I am.”

Anderson scowled. “But you’re allergic to dogs.”

“A little ironic, isn’t it?” I shrugged. “Yes, I am allergic to myself.”

“Damn, that’s rough.”

That was the truth. “You’re taking all of this surprisingly well.”

“I knew you were different. Always did. Just didn’t know how. Damn. A werewolf? That’s insane.” Chuckling, Anderson sped up, letting the pseudo-SUV bounce down the trail in a demented version of a roller coaster ride. The kids giggled in the backseat.

“I’m so glad you’re amused,” I muttered.

“How old are you?”

“She’s really old,” Alex chimed in.

“Alex, if asking a lady’s age is rude, calling her old is a death wish,” I said, twisting around to glare at the boy.

A wolfish grin greeted me.

“Brat.”

“Well? How old are you?” Anderson drummed his fingers on the steering wheel.

“Old enough. Everyone I grew up with is dead. Their children are dead, too. Time isn’t kind. I’m not human. Not anymore. Unless someone kills me, I’ll be alive long after your children have died.”

“And those people who were killed, they were werewolves?” Making a thoughtful noise in his throat, Anderson focused on following Mike’s truck. I caught him glancing at me out of the corner of his eye.

“Samantha was a witch.”

“You said she was family.”

“I met her when she was fifteen.”

Anderson winced. “I’m sorry.”

“It’s not your fault, Anderson. I doubt the people who killed Samantha know I’m a werewolf. I try to hide it.”

“I hope you’re right.”

“How does it feel to be trapped in the same car with three ravenous, terrifying beasts?”

“Roar!” Alex leaned forward, bearing his teeth. Smothering a giggle, Emily joined her brother by hissing like a cat.

I snorted.

Anderson lowered his voice to a husky whisper, “The question is, and pardon me for asking, is whether or not you’re a beast in bed.”

I felt my face burn again. “Elliot Andrew Anderson, there are children in the car.”

“Don’t tell me you’re a virgin,” he teased.

“Do you want to die, Anderson?”

“Beef jerky?” Emily asked, thrusting the packaging between the seats.

“Please,” I growled, accepting a piece from the girl. “Thank you.”

The silence in the car didn’t last long, broken by Anderson choking on a laugh. “One of the most powerful women in the USA is a virgin.”

“Fe—Werewolves mate for life,” I snapped.

That shut him up for about ten minutes.

“For life?” he asked.

“Till death do you part. Literally.”

“How old can a werewolf get?”

I sighed, biting my lip as I glanced out of the window. While the sun still streamed through the trees, a few tattered clouds marred the blue sky visible through the naked branches of the trees. “I knew an old wolf who lived when Jesus was alive.”

“You’re joking!”

“I don’t joke, not about things like that. His mate died in a plane crash in 1975. He suicided the next day.”

“Ouch.”

I stared at Anderson. “He jumped out of a plane.”

He grimaced.

“The second time he went down with a grenade.”

Anderson’s eyes widened. “He survived the first jump?”

Satisfied that he got the point, I averted my gaze. “We’re tough to kill. The older we get, the harder it is to kill us, too.”

“That’s terrible.”

“And now you know why I want you to take the car and get out of here.”

“I get that, but I’m not leaving.”

“Are you insane?” I blurted.

“I’ll stay in the car.”

“The car won’t save you!”

“It’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

I wondered if he believed me. If he didn’t, well, I hoped he lived long enough to regret it. “If you call me by name, I might not kill you when I’m a wolf. Maybe.”

Anderson wasn’t Samantha, nor would he ever be.

I didn’t give him my true name.


Chapter Twenty-Two
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I took enough allergy medication to kill a horse, left three epi-pens with Anderson in case I did return, and herded the kids into the woods. Mike waited among the trees.

“I hope you’re ready to prove yourself.” Mike fidgeted, staring in the direction I had come.

“Old man, I’m a lone wolf. I prove myself to no pack, least of all yours. Emily, Alex, go ahead and change.”

The old werewolf turned on me, bearing his teeth in a snarl. “Are you crazy? They’ll go wild!”

The kids froze, whining with each breath.

“I’m going to tell you this once and exactly once. I can take you and your entire pack on if I have to. Let them be. Let them run wild, if they so choose. They haven’t had a chance to grieve. I’m not about to let some young pup like you tell me what to do.” I pivoted, staring the old man down until he lowered his eyes. After a rather long silence, he bowed his head and exposed his throat.

“Go on, kids. Don’t wander far.”

Alex ran into the trees. Emily hesitated, opened her mouth as if to say something, shook her head, and chased after her brother.

“You brought a human with you. Why?”

I shrugged. “I warned him. If he’s wise, he’ll leave. If he’s not, I hope he’s smart enough to stay in his car and hope that’s enough to keep him safe.”

“The others aren’t going to like this.”

“I don’t care. You and your pack are targets. Start talking. How old is your pack? Why would the Inquisition target you? You don’t have an Alpha, but who is the most dominant wolf among you?”

“It’s not me.”

“Take me to him.”

Mike swallowed, bobbed his head, and walked through the trees. He led me deeper into the woods. An hour later, I heard the faint murmur of conversation.

“Wait here. I don’t want to startle them.”

“Go,” I said. Out of the corner of my eye, the shapes of two small wolves ghosted through the trees. Grey wolves. While it was probably the kids, young wolves often skirted the territory of a Fenerec pack. I sighed. If Mike spoke the truth, Alex and Emily would be hunted by every pack in the world. If the children were Omegas and the Inquisition found out, they would do anything, including murder an entire pack to get them.

Mike returned a few minutes later. “Come on. I hope you make this good. They’re not happy.”

I smiled, making a point to bare my teeth at him. It didn’t surprise me when he flinched.

Submissives.

I followed him to a cleaning. One man and two women waited. None of them wore clothes, but they didn’t shiver in the autumn chill. They were young. The stench of their wolves clung to their human forms.

I sneezed.

“You brought a human?” the young man swept a lock of his dark hair out of his eyes. “You fool.”

“Only a young wolf doesn’t mask their scent.” I bared my teeth in a wolfish smile. “If you can’t, you’ll die.”

“How dare you?!” Young werewolves were fast. For a submissive, he moved more like an Alpha in the height of his physical prowess. He lunged for my throat, his hands outstretched.

I stepped out of his path, grabbed hold of his wrist, and thrust out my hip. He collided with me. I followed his momentum, throwing him over my shoulder. I tightened my grip as he fell.

He hit the ground, his wrist breaking beneath my fingers. Ignoring his howls, I lifted my foot and stepped on his shoulder. “Unless you want a few extra broken bones, you’ll lie there like a good pup. Just stay put, ladies. There’s no reason for you to get hurt.”

The younger of the two women was a small blonde who didn’t look a day over sixteen. She stared with wide eyes. The other, a lanky brunette who didn’t look much older than her companion, focused on the man sprawled at my feet.

“What do you want?” the brunette whispered.

“To help you, if I can.” I let the young wolf go. “Your pack is in a lot of trouble. I offer you knowledge and sanctuary. I might not be part of your pack, but I am an Alpha.” I unleashed my wolf enough for them to smell the truth of my words and feel my dominance.

There wasn’t trust in their eyes, but a tiny spark of hope. All of them, even Mike, broke down into helpless sobs. Emily and Alex dashed out of the trees, their ears pinned back. I stood firm and waited.

If I pretended I was a rock in a raging river, I wouldn’t get swept away by the flood of their grief. When they howled at the uncaring sky, I swallowed back the urge to join them.

I was an Alpha, and no one could see me cry.
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“How long have you been werewolves?” I asked, keeping my distance from the pack as they huddled together on the other side of the clearing. Emily and Alex curled up at Mike’s feet, their heads resting on their forepaws. Despite trying to keep some distance between us, the presence of two wolves and four human werewolves brought my allergies crashing down on my head. I struggled to draw breath around an ever-tightening throat.

One way or another, I suspected the six of them were going to be the death of me.

“A year,” the young submissive male replied. I cocked my head in his direction, but I didn’t expose my throat. Maybe in time Dylan would become an Alpha, if he lived that long. He held his broken wrist against his chest. The break would heal when he changed.

I wondered if he understood that his weakness roused my instinct to hunt him as prey.

“All of you?”

“We’re the youngest,” Dylan replied. “Felicity and Grace were attacked a moon before I was. Mike was the moon after me.”

I winced, rubbing my temples. A pack without an older wolf to guide it was troublesome at best. The Inquisition didn’t often leave so many alive in its wake, but unless something changed, they would become a danger to everyone around them.

At least they didn’t understand the ritual or how to force it on someone. There wouldn’t be any rogue werewolves born from any of them.

“There is one thing I can do for you right now, and that is give you advice. It’s up to you whether or not you accept it, but if you want to live to see another day, I would.”

“What is it?” Dylan asked.

“I’m going to leave you here. I’m going to pretend you don’t exist. I know nothing about you. Give me an hour to make some distance. Then, change. Stay as wolves. Hide in the mountains. Head south, where it’s warmer, where you can find prey. Avoid the humans. I know your scents. I’ll be able to find where you have gone.” I smiled. “I need time to find a pack who can help you, and a witch or two who can teach you the things you need to know.”

All of them looked alarmed, even the pups. Dylan sat straighter, his face white. “Witches? Why witches?”

“Witches can help you learn to control your animal instincts and impulses better. You need to learn to tame your wolf. Emily and Alex have been helping you just by being who they are, but you need to learn this for yourselves. Unless, of course, you want to curse others as you have been cursed?”

All of them shook their heads.

“I didn’t think so. A pack and a few witches affiliated with the pack can help you. Dylan, while you’re not an Alpha now, it’s possible you can become one in the future. No one is really born an Alpha.” I toed the line of a lie there. Alphas were rarely made from submissive wolves. Most were born Alphas, but learned how to control other wolves with time and someone to teach them.

Dominance was difficult to learn, but not impossible.

I hoped for all of their sakes that Dylan proved as rare as Emily and Alex.

“I could become the Alpha for our pack?” The hope in Dylan’s voice was painful.

“With time. With knowledge. With motivation. It’s up to you to guide them all, and to protect them. It’s your job to lead them in the hunt and provide meat for them.”

“I can do that.”

“Emily, Alex, I’m trusting you to watch over them, okay? You’re the eldest, so teach them how to be good wolves. You especially, Alex. You know best.” True wolves always did.

Both pups yipped at me, thumping their tails against the ground in canine delight.

“Remember. Wait one hour, then cross the mountains and head south. Avoid the roads, the people, and don’t hunt farms. Don’t give anyone a reason to hunt you.” I backed away, nodded to each of them in turn, and left.

I followed the scent trail back to where the car had been parked. It—and Anderson—were gone.

There were also more tire tracks than I remembered. “Well shit,” I muttered. Had he left of his own free will, or had we been followed? I tugged on my short-cropped hair, stomping a foot while muttering increasingly-vile curses at the overcast sky.

An ice-cold raindrop splattered on my nose.

Humans were so unreliable.

I stalked into the woods, stripping out of my clothes as I went. I wasn’t going to go far on two legs. With four, I could go anywhere. South, north, east, or west—it didn’t matter. So long as there were wild places for me to hunt, I would rule any territory I entered.

I stashed my clothes in a tree’s hollow before embracing my wolf.

I threw back my head and howled a farewell.

Six voices answered me.

I left them, guilty from the knowledge that if they stayed as wolves for too long, they’d never change back to human without help.

There were worse fates. It was better for them to live wild and free as wolves than die to the Inquisition or become slaves to murderers. One day, I hoped I could coax their humanity back to them. Samantha had been better at it than me.

Assuming, at least, that my own wolf didn’t take over. If that part of me did rise to dominance, well, what was one more crazed wolf in the wilds?
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I followed the trail and the scent of old exhaust through the forested mountain. Settling into a loping trot, I couldn’t quite keep pace with a car, but I managed to reach the start of the real road by the time the sun set. I sniffed for the trail, pinning my ears back as the cold wind snatched the scent from me.

While part of me was relieved Anderson wouldn’t be bait for the werewolf pack, it was the first time he’d backed out of his word. Anderson had said he intended to stay.

Unless something happened, he would’ve remained.

Had I been betrayed again, or had something happened to him? Maybe he wasn’t pack, and maybe I didn’t really want another fragile human loitering in my shadow, but I wasn’t going to hurt him. 

Not without a damned good reason.

The wolf in me was eager to run. I headed towards the gas station. If Anderson was still in the area, he’d be there. Any farther, and I’d lose the trail. Not even my nose could distinguish the exhaust of a specific car, not after so long.

I lifted my head up, staring at the overcast sky. The bite of winter nipped at my itching nose. Huffing my displeasure, I rubbed my nose along my leg and willed the burning to fade. It didn’t.

After I checked the gas station, a world of options was open to me. Walking away was the easiest choice. All I had to do was turn around. Once I crossed the mountains, disappearing would be easy, whether as a human or as a wolf. If Anderson had returned to Atlanta, my legacy would become his.

He could take care of Marrodin and its employees.

The regrets I would leave behind and the lives I had ruined by simply existing would fade away with time. Either that, or they’d be forgotten in the midst of all of my other mistakes as a drop in an ocean of misery born of my poor choices. It wasn’t like Marrodin needed me.

In three months, my contingencies would kick in. Company ownership would transfer to the board members. Anderson would have a few hundred million reasons to not mind my vanishing. And even if he meant his poetic overtures, he was young.

He would recover.

I dragged my itching nose over the ground before I lifted my head, ears cocked forward. A chorus of howls broke the quiet of the new night, calling for the hunt.

The wolf in me wanted to sing with them. The human part of me did too, but responsibility kept me silent.

One day I’d sever the chains binding me to the human world.

One day.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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The stink of car exhaust warned me of the presence of people long before the glow of headlights pierced the darkness. Sneezing, I skulked away from the road. The chill of the night air bit at my lungs.

Six vehicles were parked at old man Mike’s gas station. I lowered myself to my belly and wiggled my way closer. A group of humans clustered around Anderson’s poor excuse of an SUV.

Eight people circled around Anderson in the same hunting form of a pack prepared to take down their prey. My hackles went up, but I didn’t snarl. I didn’t dare reveal my presence.

Not until it was time for me to strike or flee.

“You weren’t assigned out here, Mr. Anderson. What are you doing? Why are you here?” a masculine voice demanded.

“Business,” Anderson replied in his most neutral tone.

“And what sort of business would that be?” a sickeningly familiar voice asked.

I froze at my recognition of the speaker. Markus Dupree.

Anderson turned in a slow circle, confident as always, even without his designer business suit to make him look the part of a powerful, rich CEO. “And what business did you have taking out headquarters employees? Who assigned you there?”

My blood turned to ice in my veins. What was Anderson talking about? Headquarters employees? Only Samantha had been killed at Marrodin. My eyes widened. Had Mark truly killed Samantha?

I knew he’d been there when she had died, but I hadn’t believed he had been responsible. I hadn’t wanted to believe it.

Mark signed, crossing his arms over his chest before leaning against the door of Anderson’s SUV. “She was a carrier, Mr. Anderson. She was going to die anyway. I saved her a lot of pain and suffering.”

The answering snort was full of disgust. “You could have saved her.”

“I trust you are aware of what she was?”

“She was a witch,” Anderson replied.

“We don’t save rogue witches, Mr. Anderson. We kill them.” Mark shook his head. “There’s sufficient evidence proving your employee had been the one to kill Allison Ferdinan. She was the last person to see Allison alive.”

The silence stretched between the gathered humans. I stalked forward, hiding among the bushes near the store. Within, my wolf raged.

Anderson was a part of the Inquisition? I wanted to howl my fury, calling for the other wolves to join me in the hunt. The need for blood burned in me. My thoughts circled, as Inquisitors circled Anderson.

Mark had killed Samantha.

He had murdered my pack sister. I bared my fangs, but I remained silent.

“You have no proof of that,” Anderson replied at last, hopping onto the hood of one of the cars parked near his SUV. “As for business, Marrodin is looking to buy up land. I was ordered to handle the acquisition. Where Ms. Hanover orders me to go, I go.”

“Why?” Mark sounded surprised.

Amusement lightened Anderson’s voice. “This time, I’ve been tasked to create a home and education center for orphaned children. Something nice, not one of those run-down boarding shacks the state uses. It’ll also serve as a summer camp and school for children of Marrodin employees who can’t afford such things on their own. As a final function, it’ll serve as a boarding school for company employees who travel often.”

“How philanthropic,” a woman muttered.

My rage boiled within me. While the Wicked Witch of the West had sounded older at the Plaza, there was no mistaking her condescending tone. My wolf wanted nothing more than to lunge forward, seize the lanky woman’s neck in her teeth, and shake the life out of her.

The human side of me struggled to find a single reason not to stalk forward and kill them all.

“Ah, Ms. Livingston. You finally decided to speak up. Was it you, then, who set your dog to hunt in my turf?” Anderson banged his heels against the car. “As for Ms. Hanover, she is like that. Does good things for people when groups like ours go and screw up lives.”

“We work for the better of all people,” Mrs. Livingston snapped.

Anderson’s laugh had a hard, bitter edge to it. “By bombing a funeral?” His scorn added an acrid scent to the air. I sniffed.

I smelled fear, but it wasn’t Anderson’s. Which Inquisitor the scent belonged to, however, I wasn’t certain. I recognized the hot stench of anger, and realized it came from me.

“By bombing a funeral,” the Wicked Witch of the West confirmed. “It was an approved order. Accept it, Mr. Anderson. An approved order from the Shadow Pope. The plague is spreading, and it was the easiest way to ensure we killed as many carriers as possible.”

I wiggled closer to the cars, keeping my belly pressed to the ground.

“An approved order from the Shadow Pope?” There was surprise and concern in Anderson’s voice. “When they could have been saved?”

Mrs. Livingston sighed. “Not all of them could have been saved.”

“Some is better than none.” Anderson slid off of the car while shaking his head.

“They are not our objective, and you know it,” the Wicked Witch of the West matched Anderson glare for glare. “Since you’re here anyway, you can help us hunt wolves.”

“I’m expected back in Atlanta tomorrow, and it is a long drive.”

Mrs. Livingston took a step closer to Anderson, straightening to meet the young CEO’s eyes. “Change your plans.”

To my surprise, Anderson stood his ground, tilting his head as he regarded the old witch. “I’m not a witch like you, a shaman like your son, or a wolf like James. What do you expect me to do?”

“You can be the bait for all I care,” the Wicked Witch of the West replied.

“Are you saying you’re going to kill me next?” Anderson shoved his hands in his pockets, still standing firm.

“You’re a liability to our case, as far as I’m concerned, Mr. Anderson. Maybe you can be rehabilitated, if you survive. Perhaps not.”

“It’s a good thing you don’t decide that, Mrs. Livingston. Or are you trying to say you’re the Shadow Pope?” Anderson stepped forward, glaring into the Wicked Witch of the West’s eyes.

To my surprise, the woman retreated, shaking her head.

“Tell me why you hunt these wolves,” Anderson ordered.

I tensed, worming my way a little closer. A flash of lightning heralded the rumble of thunder. A cold rain fell.

Behind the clouds, I was aware of the full moon rising. I listened to its call.

It was time to hunt as I had been hunted.
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Without a pack to support me, my only hope for a kill was ambushing the humans, taking them by surprise. My target was easy to pick. The Wicked Witch of the West was my greatest threat. The woman’s back faced me. While she wore a coat, it didn’t cover the soft, delicate flesh of her throat.

I needed to be fast, hitting true, so I could score a clean kill. Taking her down before she could react was how I’d live long enough to escape. Once free of the gathered humans, I would wait for another chance to hunt the Inquisitors.

Kill or be killed. There was no mercy in nature, nor was there justice. I bared my fangs. Neither my human nor my wolf were in the mood to offer mercy or justice.

All we wanted was revenge and blood.

“You’re targeting Marrodin because you can’t get the shares to buy a place on the board, aren’t you?” Anderson asked, his tone deepening from anger.

I stalked closer, hiding in the shadows of the building.

“People will start selling soon enough.”

Anderson surprised me by laughing. “They won’t. You have no idea what you’ve gotten yourself into, Mrs. Livingston.”

“What do you mean by that?” The Wicked Witch of the West trembled with rage, stepping forward into my path.

I surged from my hiding place, charging across the pavement. Without breaking stride, I lunged for the woman’s throat. My teeth closed on flesh and bone, but my fangs didn’t pierce her skin.

The Wicked Witch of the West shrieked.

Fury fueled me. My wolf and I snarled together. I felt the invisible barrier around the witch’s flesh pulse in the woman’s effort to push me away. With a snarl, I bit through her protections.

Blood gushed into my mouth, hot and sweet. Clamping down with all of my strength, I brought my hind paws forward, raking my claws down her back.

We went down together in a heap. She let out a gurgling cry. Another gush of blood poured down my throat. Without letting go of my prey, I shook myself as hard as I could, whipping my head side to side.

Bones snapped.

The witch’s body jerked in my grip before falling still. I growled over the body.

A tingle spread from my mouth, went down my throat, and settled in my stomach. Something tainted the woman’s blood, turning it bitter on my tongue. Revitalizing energy surged through me.

My wolf rejoiced. Releasing the corpse, I lifted my bloodied head high, howling my triumph to the stormy sky. The rain, as though chilled by my exuberance, froze. It shifted to snow, melting as it touched my fur and the ground. 

The eight still-living humans scrambled to get away from me.

One took two steps before stopping, turning, and standing firm. I answered Anderson’s bravery with a snarl, crouching over my prey. The wolf recognized the man before me but didn’t care.

With a start, I realized the human part of me didn’t care anymore either.

All of them were responsible for the death of my pack sister. All of them were Inquisitors.

I took their mantle, and with a snapping of my teeth, swore an Inquisition on them all. I, too, would become an Inquisitor.

But this time, I would hunt for my pleasure and my revenge. Not on the orders of the Inquisition.

“Dear god,” Anderson whispered.

“Get away from it, you bloody idiot!”

I snapped my head in the direction of the British voice. A snarl built in my throat, emerging as a single, staccato bark.

James, the werewolf.

A werewolf Inquisitor. Another betrayer of pack and kin. My wolf quieted, considering the threat. I calculated the distance between us.

James backed away, hands held out in front of him. I followed, teeth bared, although I remained silent. I brushed past Anderson, and he jerked away from me.

Then his arms wrapped around my neck in a firm, but gentle hold. I voiced a growl, cocking an ear in his direction.

“What the bloody hell are you doing?” James choked out.

Snow danced in the air, the thick flakes obscuring my view of the other werewolf.

“Run, you idiot,” Anderson hissed in my ear. His breath was warm. “Bite me like you mean it, and run.”

I twisted around. Like the Wicked Witch of the West, Anderson’s clothes didn’t protect his throat. I snapped my teeth, twisting my head at the last moment to bury my fangs into his upper arm instead. I clamped down until I felt the bone between my jaws.

His scream wasn’t faked. I shook my head once, tearing his flesh so his scars would remind him forever of his treachery.

Then I let him go and ran for the woods.
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I didn’t run far before I circled around the store. The snow fell harder, sticking to the wet ground and burying my tracks. The cold numbed the burning itch in my nose. I paused long enough to bite at one of the irritating patches on my flank. My fur froze and matted where the Wicked Witch of the West’s blood had splattered on me.

Slipping into the shadows, I observed the humans gathering over the witch’s corpse. I danced in place, the thin blanket of snow squeaking beneath my paws.

“What do you bloody think you were doing?” James roared.

Anderson faced the Brit in the same way he had faced the Wicked Witch of the West: Unwavering and aloof. “Saving your life. A little thanks wouldn’t hurt, you ungrateful sod.”

“How in the hell did you get it to leave anyway, Mr. Anderson?” One of the other men stepped forward before crouching next to the witch’s body. “Dear god, it shredded your mother, Mark.”

“She wasn’t my mother,” Mark replied in a dull tone. My former friend shook his head. “That was a werewolf.”

James nodded his agreement. “A very old werewolf, at that.”

“How do you know?” Anderson asked. The men huddled around the corpse.

James stood over the others, pointing at the body. “You can’t just take out a witch with fangs alone. Witches aren’t defenseless. That’s why they’re wolf hunters. It takes an old, powerful werewolf to get through the defenses of a witch as skilled as that woman.”

Mark snorted. “Could you?”

“Not a chance in bloody hell, mate.”

I bared my fangs in a wolfish grin. The snow crunched beneath my paws as I once again crept towards the gathered humans. The largest threat was gone.

With eight left to go, my hunt had just begun. The wolf in me wanted Anderson saved for last. I couldn’t find a reason to disagree.

Anderson had stood up to a witch. He didn’t falter around a rival werewolf male. We’d save the human for last.

He’d make challenging prey. For a moment, I considered his potential as a mate. Would he prove a dominant as a werewolf? If he proved too submissive, I’d rid the world of him for his crimes. 

I couldn’t establish a new pack with an inferior mate. We could only be as strong as our weakest, and only as fierce and wise as the Alphas. I would have none other than the best wolf for my mate.

“Why didn’t it kill you?” Mark turned to Anderson, his posture stiff.

“No idea,” Anderson replied with a shrug. I sniffed at the air.

I couldn’t smell the lie.

“Maybe she didn’t like the way I tasted,” Anderson added in a ruing tone.

“Or maybe it noticed your pathetic attempt at a flanking ambush, Dupree,” James muttered.

My ears twitched back. I hadn’t noticed.

The two men argued in low tones. I ignored them, drawing close. Snow caked my fur, cloaking me in white. The stench of fresh blood lingered in the air.

“What do we do now?” one of the more timid men asked. “How are we going to explain this?”

“We don’t,” Mark and James said in unison. A laugh burst out of both of them.

Mark crouched next to his mother, reaching out to close her unseeing eyes. “We leave. It’s obvious a wild animal killed her. We get out of here while it’s snowing. That’ll cover our tracks.

“O-okay,” the man replied.

I darted to the parked vehicles. I waited until the humans climbed in their various cars before launching myself over the raised gate of the largest truck. I dropped to my belly, wiggling to the blind spot behind the cab. I laid down, careful to tuck my tail close to me.

While they were my prey, they were my only hope of finding the Inquisition. There, I could hunt all of those who had been involved with Samantha’s death.

I would paint the winter red with their blood. Spring would be a long time coming for mere men.


Chapter Twenty-Four




[image: Image]




The cold penetrated my thick coat. I didn’t know how long it took for the convoy of vehicles to reach its destination, a five-story tall apartment complex. The dim glow of a city penetrated the falling snow. I kept still, waiting for the humans to emerge. When they did, I lifted my head enough so I could peer over the edge of the truck, ears pinned back.

“Which outpost is this?” Anderson asked, last to step out of his car.

“Does it matter?” Mark huffed. “Who wants the honors?”

“She was your mother,” James said, disgusted.

“Bite your tongue, James. If you hadn’t botched the job—”

“I never botch a job,” the Brit snarled, baring his teeth.

“Wolves escaped.”

With a growl, James shrugged his shoulders. “Not my problem. I did exactly as I was told. Nothing more, nothing less.”

“Bullshit! I wanted that woman alive.”

Woman? Which woman? Did Mark mean me? To him, Allison Ferdinan was dead. What did Markus Dupree want with my Hanover persona?

“Accidents happen.” James’s voice took on a distant quality. One of the men ghosted through the snow, heading towards the complex. “It’s a pity. Ten million gone, just like that. But the twenty million for the confirmed deaths of three rogue witches and five werewolves is sufficient.”

“You bastard,” Mark growled.

“Watch your tongue, fuzzy. You’re no match for a real wolf.”

“Neither are you, you plagued piece of shit.”

“Enough,” Anderson barked. To my surprise, both men flinched and fell silent. “The Archeons aren’t going to be happy with us. Let’s get this over with as soon as possible so I can get out of here.”

I stiffened. The Archeons led the Inquisition, second only to the Shadow Pope. Was one of them—or more?—in the complex? While the complex looked large, I didn’t think it was large enough to warrant such high-ranking members of the Inquisition.

“I wouldn’t count on that, Mr. Anderson,” James muttered.

One by one, the group dispersed until one figure remained. I drew a deep breath. The air stank of werewolf.

James, then.

I rose, shaking the snow from my coat. Leaping down woke sharp aches in my joints. The werewolf had one thing right: I was old.

James leaned against Anderson’s car. Watching me with the wary stare of frightened prey, the Brit didn’t move. Baring my fangs in warning, I approached until I was within snapping range.

“Thank you for sparing Elliot. He’s not a bad kid. The past month has been difficult for him.”

Pinning my ears back, I kept my eyes focused on the other werewolf. I couldn’t express myself like a human, not that I wanted to. I cocked my head to the side, careful not to expose my throat.

If he didn’t get the message that he had a single chance to talk fast and make it good, it wasn’t my problem if he ended up mauled.

James held his hands up in a gesture of surrender. “Someone has been creating new werewolf packs. They’re wild. Uncontrolled. No Alphas. They have no ability to tame their wolves, and no witches to help them. There have been attacks on children and pregnant women. Newlywed couples, too. If they remember the ritual used to change them, there will be a lot of new wolves. We can’t let them live.”

I growled loud enough to be heard over the hiss of the windblown snow.

“Not a good enough reason for you?”

I leveled my best glare on the werewolf.

“Of course not. I should have known, Old One. I should’ve bloody known that wouldn’t be good enough for you. Listen, it’s a necessary evil.”

Considering his words, I cocked my head to the other side in a gesture for him to continue. James fidgeted against Anderson’s car. “Without the Inquisition, who would keep the powers balanced? Who would stop rogue witches from creating covens? Who would stop werewolves from taking over? Who would prevent the creations of wizards or demon summoners? Not all Inquisitors are bad. My pack is all but dead, Old One. They’ve been wiped out by the plague. The Inquisitors are healing the legitimate wolves and pruning packs to prevent it from spreading. I’m not at all upset you killed that witch. She’s incapable of curing our kind.”

I didn’t move. Dr. Engleburg had spoken the truth, then. Samantha had been infected by something similar to ebola. When James said nothing, I bobbed my head to acknowledge his words. The werewolf sighed, and the scent of his fear weakened.

“Let me get the blood off of you. Come inside. I’ll have them check for plague and cleanse you of it. I’ll say you’re one of my pack. If you don’t believe me, I’ll show you the truth.”

Trusting James had resulted in a close brush with death. But he had saved Emily and Alex when he’d been ordered to kill them all. If he did speak the truth, I needed to know.

The plague was an unkind death.

I could grudgingly understand how a wolf would view murder as a kindness. In the wild, a sick wolf didn’t last long. Humans prolonged life until living became torture, and death became a true mercy.

Letting my breath out in a sigh, I gave in to his request. I nodded. James pulled out a handkerchief from his pocket, going to work at brushing away frozen snow and blood away. Him tugging at my fur earned him a single bite.

I didn’t break through his skin.
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I couldn’t force myself to trust James, but if he did betray me, I would take him down with me. Learning what was within the Inquisitor outpost was worth the risk. At least, I hoped the answers I would get were worth them. If plague was tearing through the werewolf packs, and witches could cure it, the secret was worth dying for.

No, it was worth living for.

It might give me a way to stop the Inquisition without any more direct confrontation. Neither my wolf or I was upset over the Wicked Witch of the West’s death. The woman’s victims, like Caroline, couldn’t care about her demise. Mark hadn’t seemed particularly upset, either.

The foyer of the apartment complex was manned by a security guard. I stood under the blasting heaters in the doorway until the snow and blood caked in my fur melted.

“Don’t you dare,” James said.

I dared. The splatters on the white paint of the entry would stain, I hoped. Maybe they’d remember werewolves were dangerous.

Maybe it’d serve as a reminder of what would come for those who preyed on innocents under my watch and protection. I doubted it.

James sighed. “Did you really have to?”

Instead of answering, I waited for the Brit to lead the way. The guard rose as we approached. “No one said anything about bringing a dog,” the man said, reaching for the baton at his side.

I bared my teeth, eying the human. With his stick, he might crack a few ribs before I ended his life.

“She’s with me,” James replied.

“I wasn’t told to let a dog in here,” the guard snapped.

I breathed deep and savored the fear in the air. Stepping forward, I lowered my head and bared my teeth at my prey.

“Don’t,” James said, nudging my side with his knee. “She’s with me, John. Unless you want to duel her, that is? I won’t stop you, though I’d think you a bloody fool if you tried it.”

The guard stepped back, his hand dropping away from the baton. “Fine. She’s your responsibility. Leash and collar her, and if I so much as hear a single complaint, I’m putting a bullet in her head.”

“You collar her, then.” James headed towards an elevator on the other side of the foyer. I snarled at the guard.

“A single complaint. . .”

“Your aim better be good, then.”

I put my ears back, snapping at James’s ankles as I followed him to the elevator. He jackhammered at the button until the door dinged and opened. Hopping inside, I sat down. James edged his way around me.

“A wolf killed his brother. Lots of folks here are in that situation. He probably will shoot you if you make a fuss.”

I considered that. Both sides had their share of losses. A huff was the best he was getting out of me. If the way he was talking to me was any indicator, James had no idea I was the same person he’d almost killed at the funeral. I wasn’t the only old wolf wandering the world, after all.

I’d savor the look on his face when he realized he had missed his mark. When the time came, I wouldn’t miss mine.

Turning my attention to the elevator’s panel, I watched James punch a button. There were four basement levels, and he took us all the way down. The elevators opened to a hall that reminded me a lot of the Mayo Clinic. The stench of disinfectant burned my nose. I sneezed several times, shaking my head to clear it of the fumes.

“This way,” James said, making a sweeping gesture with one hand. I growled, but followed him. The hall ended at a junction where a white-coated man stood talking to a woman behind the desk of a nurse’s station.

What sort of outpost had a full hospital in its basement? I’d expected emergency medical kits, but nothing to the scale of what was hidden within the basement of the apartment complex.

The doctor turned to James, his eyes narrowing. “James.”

“Doc, I need a test on the bitch here.”

The doctor’s attention shifted to me. “Odd coloring. All right. Let me go fetch a kit. Take her to the lab. I’ll meet you there.”

“This won’t take long,” James said. The Brit followed the doctor halfway down the hall before opening a door leading into a glass-paned room. The lab proved to be an operating room attached to a complete testing facility. I recognized the MRI machine with a wince.

If I had been capable of whistling, I would have. The place gleamed as if everything was new. That was one thing that hadn’t changed about the Inquisition, and something I could almost respect. They didn’t let their loyal Inquisitors die needlessly. They had, in the past, relied on outside clinics run by the Inquisition to care for injured members, or hospitals who received significant donations to keep quiet about treating strange patients with stranger injuries.

The doctor swept in after us, carrying a small white box. “Up on the table,” the human ordered. Within moments, he had a syringe out, the metal of its needle shining in the overhead lighting. “Shall we get this over with? It’ll take about ten minutes to check it under the scope.”

I twisted around, chomping down on an itchy patch of skin on my hind leg. Growling my complaint, I jumped up on the operating table. With a practiced thrust, the doctor jabbed my shoulder with the needle.

I bit my paw instead of his face. He scurried to the lab, returning several minutes later with a Petri dish and a handheld microscope. “This should do it. Sit tight, James. I’ll do you next in case you need cleansed again. I swear, you’re a plague magnet.”

James shrugged, leaning against the door frame. Unfocused eyes stared at nothing.

The itch strengthened, focused on my paws. I imitated a statue and tried to ignore the irritation. It didn’t work. Neither did gnawing on my paws, but I did it anyway.

The doctor leaned over a microscope. “Hey, James? You might want to come have a look at this.”

“What’s going on?” James crossed the room. I hopped down and followed. Instead of letting James look through the microscope, the doctor lifted the device and carried it back into the lab. The human gestured to one of the blackened monitors.

“This is the plague.” An image of a long, feathered worm appeared on the screen. Its center reminded me of a corkscrew. “It shares properties with Zaire ebolavirus, but instead of immediate hemorrhaging, it induces cold-like symptoms.”

“Tell me something I don’t know,” James snapped.

“Look here.” The image changed to a different organism. Its body was more compacted with longer feathers running along its length. “This is what your wolf is infected with. Infected might be a poor term. Observe.”

The doctor took another syringe and put a drop on a Petri dish before placing it beneath the microscope. “This is a sample of the plague you’re infected with and the virus that your wolf companion here is infected with. Watch.” He flipped a switch. The second virus once again appeared on the monitor. I cocked my head, watching with interest as the doctor added another drop of something to the Petri dish.

The display zoomed out to show numerous examples of both specimens. With the same swiftness of hunting wolves, the shorter viruses with their longer feathers swarmed the competition. Within thirty seconds, the only one type of organism remained.

James’s eyes widened. “You discovered this in ten minutes?”

“I noticed the differences immediately. It is basic to compare the two viruses together to see if they are an adaptation of the same organism,” the doctor said in a pleased tone. “Of course, I do not keep Zaire ebolavirus here. I compared the plague viruses to photo stills to determine the basic differences between them.”

James pointed at the monitor. “That one didn’t like the other one. What does it mean?”

“I don’t know.”

“Great, doc. Just great. What now?”

“I take a sample of your blood of course.”

“Ugh.” James rolled up his sleeve and thrust his arm out towards the human. The doctor worked quickly, drawing blood until the syringe was filled. A drop of James’s blood was added to the Petri dish with mine.

Like in the doctor’s original experiment, the two organisms once again went to war. The doctor whistled before pressing a button in the wall. “I need Francine in the lab.”

“Roger,” a woman’s voice replied over the intercom.

We waited in silence.
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If Mark’s adoptive mother had been the Wicked Witch of the West, Francine was an angel stranded on Earth. The woman’s gray hair was touched with gold, and she carried her age with pride. When the woman smiled, she lit up the room.

“You’re back, James,” Francine murmured, turning the full power of her smile on the werewolf. “You need to be cleansed again, don’t you?”

“It’s lovely to see you again, Francine.” It didn’t surprise me that James’s face was flushed.

The doctor cleared his throat. “Can you examine this wolf?”

Francine turned her full attention to me. I met her gaze with bared fangs and a warning growl. Her eyes narrowed. “How unusual.”

“What do you mean? What’s unusual?” James returned to his spot near the door, leaning against the frame.

“She is not a Canis Lupus. Her coloring is that of a European or perhaps an Ethiopian wolf, although she shares similarities to the Canis Lupus Rufus. Curious indeed,” Francine said, circling around me. While I could understand them talking about me as if I wasn’t there, the business-like tone and the woman’s analysis of my heritage annoyed me. I pinned my ears back and growled again.

They ignored me.

“I can see the Canis Dirus in her. Stranger still, her size is closer to that of the Canis Lupus Hodophilax.”

“I have no idea what you just said,” James said.

“Ignorant pupling.” Francine shook her head. “Is she ill, Harold?”

“There is something in her blood that is similar to the plague, but I’m not sure what it is. Look here,” the doctor replied, gesturing to the monitor.

Francine sniffed her disdain at the microscope and the screen. “How uncouth. Come, Lady Wolf. Let me see to you. My eyes are far better than Harold’s.”

“I’m a doctor, Francine, not a freak.”

“Freak?”

Doctor Harold sighed. “Witch.”

The old woman smiled. “We all have our flaws. Lady Wolf?”

I approached, sat down, and lifted a paw mimicking the human gesture. After a long moment, Francine crouched, shaking with me. “I am Francine,” the witch said.

Acknowledging the woman with a nod, I lowered my paw and did my best impression of a statue.

“What’s her name?”

“I have no idea,” James replied.

Both the doctor and witch paled. “She’s a rogue?” Francine asked.

“She ripped out Mrs. Livingston’s throat. Can’t say I blame her.”

A puzzled expression darkened the light in Francine’s eyes and erased her smile. “The snow has come early and hard this year.”

“I noticed.” James shuddered. “It makes me miss London.”

“Livingston wasn’t the Caretaker of the Seasons,” Francine murmured in the way of someone thinking out loud.

At the use of my moniker, I put my ears back.

“Olivia was unfit to serve as the Caretaker of the Seasons. Anyway, she was a witch, not a wolf. The Caretaker of the Seasons is a wolf.” With a disgusted snort, James turned away from the witch to stare at a wall. “She wasn’t the kind to want to keep anything in order, let alone the seasons. The title of Destroyer fit her better. Why would the Caretaker want anything to do with the Inquisition? We’re meddlers.”

Francine’s sad smile stole my breath. “My sister was blind in many ways. Was her death at least quick?”

“Wolves don’t play with their prey,” the Brit whispered.

“Indeed. So it is true she died. I had heard, but I hadn’t wanted to believe it. She may have been a hard woman, but she was a sister all the same. I am surprised. She was very strong.”

James turned to face me. “And she was very lucky. Took her from behind. They didn’t struggle for long.”

“While it saddens me that my sister is lost, I can’t fault any who would fight for their survival. She would have become a target in time.” Francine bowed her head. “I beg you forgive my sister, Lady Wolf. She was blind in her fervor.”

“Francine, the examination please?”

“Of course.” The witch knelt next to me, touching my neck with the tips of her fingers. A tingle spread from where she touched me. The itching eased. I flicked an ear in her direction. “It is the plague, but it is old. Very old, as old as she,” Francine announced, digging her fingers into my fur. When she touched my skin, the itching was gone. “I do not believe it is contagious. It’s far too old to be virulent. So strange. Where did you meet her, James?”

“She killed Livingston in the mountains near where we went to hunt one of the new rogue packs.”

“She is not a young wolf.”

James shivered, but nodded his agreement. “I guessed as much. I don’t think I could’ve gotten through Livingston’s defenses even if I had wanted to kill her.”

“I do not blame you for your hatred against my sister witch. We both know how much you hated her,” Francine said in a sympathetic tone bordering on condescension. “You’re but a young wolf.”

“Twenty-five is hardly young.”

“You are but an infant in comparison.”

The doctor cleared his throat. “How old is she then, Seer of the Unseen?”

Francine’s smile was radiant. “I suspect in her eyes, I too am but a child.” The witch released me, rising to her feet. “I can’t see all things, Harold. I don’t know if cleansing her is wise or necessary. I’m not even sure this wolf’s plague will spread.”

“What if James becomes infected with both?” Doctor Harold asked.

“Come here, James. Let me look upon you.”

James sighed but obeyed the witch, holding out a hand. Francine slipped her fingers into his hand, rubbing his palm. Releasing him, she reached up to cup his face in her hands, pulling him down to kiss him.

A tingling sensation pulsed over me.

I doubted Francine needed to kiss James for that long, but I didn’t blame her. Handsome Brits were in short supply, and if he hadn’t tried to kill me, I might’ve been tempted to do the same.

“Francine,” the doctor grumbled.

“Mhmm.” Francine pulled away. “It seems you were right to be concerned. Her plague has indeed spread to him. Most curious. I cannot see what it will do.”

A sneeze took me by surprise, drawing Francine’s attention to me. “As for you, Lady Wolf. You took my sister’s powers, didn’t you?”

I bared my teeth. While witches could steal another’s power, I hadn’t. Unless swallowing quite a bit of blood counted. Even if I had, the first thing I’d do once away from the Inquisition was purge the magic out of me.

I didn’t want anything to do with the Wicked Witch of the West’s magic. With my luck, her violence was contagious.

“Is that possible?” James asked, his eyes wide with alarm.

“This is why you are a young ignorant pup, James. You should learn at least some of the ways of magic if you wish to grow as old as she.”

“I know enough. Wolves and witchery don’t mix,” James muttered beneath his breath.

“Wolf witches exist, James. They’re rare, but they exist. Granted, I don’t think there has been one in over a hundred years or more. It’s likely because of my sister’s blood.” Francine shook her head. “It wouldn’t be a bad thing if we had a Wolf Witch working with a Wolf Wizard. Perhaps then the mad wolf, who is creating packs, could be stopped. Then we could cease the Inquisition. My sister would’ve never hoped for such a thing, but I am not she.”

“I’m aware,” the British werewolf muttered.

“Are you, truly?”

James pivoted and stalked through the door, snarling something incomprehensible.

“You need to be cleansed, James,” Francine called after him.

“Later. It’s not like I’ll die today or tomorrow.”

I growled my frustration. Until I witnessed a cleansing and captured the secret of it for myself, I was stuck with the Inquisition. Willing James to return didn’t bring the man back.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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Doctor Harold offered me a live rabbit. The animal squealed, kicking its hind feet while struggling to bite at the aging human holding it by the scruff of its neck. I stared at the bunny with a mixture of disgust and hunger. While fresh meat was better than a bowl of kibble, such an easy feeding ruined my appetite.

I wanted to hunt.

The rabbit screamed again.

“How barbaric,” Francine muttered.

“What else do you want me to do? Go make her a taco?”

I perked my ears forward at the doctor’s suggestion. Neither human noticed my interest, much to my disappointment.

Francine glared at me. “Would you please turn back into a human and eat like a dignified being?”

Instead of answering, I stepped forward. With a single snap of my jaws, I silenced the rabbit. Blood spurted onto the doctor’s coat and dripped to the floor. Taking the animal from the human’s limp grasp, I busied myself with eating, using the man’s shoes as a plate.

Doctor Harold gagged, pulling his feet away from me.

“Well, Harold? Do I cleanse this wolf?” Francine stared at me and my dinner, her expression a mix of horror and disgust.

“I’ll check the dishes.” The man hurried back into the lab. I kept an eye on the witch, growling between swallows.

Francine went to the intercom and pressed the button. “Can you please ask James to return to the lab?”

“I’m afraid that’s not possible, ma’am,” a woman replied in a trembling voice.

“Why?”

“He just locked himself in containment and started howling.” The woman swallowed loud enough the intercom caught the sound. “All of the werewolves are in there now. Please don’t make me go in there.”

“Ah, I’m sorry dear. It’s the full moon. I lost track of the time. It’s fine. Please keep an eye on the cell surveillance and send someone for me if you have any problems. Once the moon sets and they’ve calmed down, you can send some witches to help them.”

“Yes, ma’am,” was the relieved reply.

I yanked off one of the rabbit’s legs, crunching the bone between my teeth. The weight of a glare settled over me. I continued to eat, ignoring Francine.

“Why are you so calm?”

All I did was cock an ear back, gnawing away at my dinner. I was aware of the moon in ascent, but its call was muted. I was satiated. I was hunting Inquisitors. Fresh meat filled my belly, the animal’s blood warming me.

There was nothing for the moon to influence or encourage. I was a wolf on the prowl, and that was enough.

“How unusual,” Francine murmured, crouching near me. Her eyes narrowed as she took in my form. For a minute, I considered strutting and showing her the true beauty of a wolf. She rested her hands on her knees. “Would you permit me to put you with the other wolves?”

My snarl drove the woman back. Francine paled, her eyes widening. “A comfortable chamber to keep us mere humans at ease for the night?”

Cocking me head to the side, I considered her question. The woman’s fear added an acrid taint to the air. My nose twitched at the stench. Unusual fit my situation, and humans feared what they did not understand. I did not blame her for her worry or fear.

I doubted any in the Inquisition had ever met a wolf like me. I doubted they would ever again. I turned my ears back. It was right of her to worry about the full moon’s hold over a werewolf. Then again, I had a lot of experience hiding from the Inquisition. Regret tightened my chest. Even without Samantha, I could control myself—this time. If I changed into a rabid beast with each full moon, I’d be the Inquisition’s dog like James, or doomed to be hunted like the wild pack. I was already the target of a bounty. If I made a single mistake, I’d be in a lot of trouble.

Without Samantha, I wouldn’t be able to get out of it on my own.

I quelled my urge to sigh, bowing my head in acceptance of Francine’s offer.

The witch touched her chest. I suspected she had to swallow a relieved sigh. “Thank you. Please come with me.”

The witch’s fear lingered in the air, a perfume enhanced by the woman’s powers. For a moment, I was tempted to reach out with my own powers, leech it away, and make it mine.

I shook off the impulse.

Maybe Francine had been right. One way or another, I must’ve siphoned some of the Wicked Witch of the West’s magic. It wouldn’t hurt me, but I craved more. I licked at my muzzle. The sensation coursing through me reminded me of the full moon: Insistent but resistible. Barely.

Francine poked her head through the doorway leading to the lab. “Harold, I am taking this wolf to a guest suite upstairs until the moon sets.”

“Good,” the doctor grumbled.

“Don’t mind his gruffness, Lady Wolf. We had a few incidents last month.”

I snorted. A full moon on Halloween drove most werewolves into a frenzy. Even me.

Samantha had been wise enough to know I had needed her help. In twenty or thirty years, when the phenomena happened again, the hallowed moon would claim me. If I still lived, I would give myself over to it gladly.

My beloved witch wouldn’t be there to stop me from severing the chain binding wolf to woman.

But first, I would hunt.

I followed Francine. Until the next Halloween moon rose, I would make my plans, hunt Inquisitors, and reap vengeance for everything the Inquisition had stolen from me over the long years.
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Francine brought me to a room meant for a witch. An important, self-righteous witch, for that matter. Stained glass candle holders, their candles already lit, cast shimmering curtains of color across the rug lying on the polished hardwood. A veneer of dust covered the night table and dresser, though the bedding reeked of fresh detergent.

After lighting all of the candles, the old witch bowed and excused herself. The lock clicked.

I pinned my ears back. Something as mundane as a lock wouldn’t keep me penned, not for long. With a disgusted huff, I turned in a slow circle. One wall of the room was a window with a balcony beyond. Outside, the snow fell, blanketing the balcony beyond. Pressing my nose to the glass, I stared into the darkness.

An early snow didn’t mean much to me, but the chill through the window was enough it hurt my nose. I pulled away, watching the thick wet flakes thin to powder. The snow sparkled in the candlelight.

Baring my fangs, I regarded the lights and colors with the same regard of a rattlesnake poised to strike. Aurora and Shimmer were names belonging to me and my wolf, though I regretted them more often than not.

Had Francine assigned me to a witch’s room in the belief I would be harmless because I was a werewolf? Everything I needed to work the magic I had purposefully ignored for so long was nearby, within easy access. I could purge the Wicked Witch of the West’s magic from my blood while doing something productive at the same time: I could ensure that the magic of the Slide Mountain witch coven wouldn’t alter the flow of the seasons.

The candles would represent life and its inevitable end, a slow steady burn with the heat of passion preserved until it was snuffed out. Symbols of other power littered the room. Like Francine’s leaked magic, their presences tickled my senses, prickling my skin until I was forced to acknowledge them.

However unintentional, the dust served as a focal point for both the Earth and for death. Through the window, the snow represented the flow of nature. The full moon, strong despite the covering of clouds, was what I needed as a symbol of both the day and the night.

I closed my eyes and held my breath. My world stilled, quieting to the hiss of the snow. The cold seeped into me, and I welcomed it.

My name was Shimmer, born under an aurora, the Caretaker of the Seasons, and the Witch Wolf of the North. I stained the snow red. I was wolf. I was witch. I was human.

I was the quiet spring rain, the summer heat, the chilly breeze carrying autumn leaves, and the lethal winter cold. Beyond the window, the night and the snow called to me.

Ignoring it, I reached out for the tattered warmth of autumn. A low ringing filled my ears. The snowstorm extended far enough that my chest ached and my muscles burned from the effort of reaching beyond it. Letting out my breath slowly, I drew another, letting the scent of the dust and smoke from the candles fill my lungs.

Unable to judge the distance of the warm front, all I could do was focus my attention on it and hope my will was enough to subjugate it. Pain lanced through my ears to settle as a throb in the back of my head.

Come, I demanded.

The throb faded into a burning sensation. It spread from my skull along my spine. The storm stirred, resisting my command.

Come, I repeated, opening my eyes with a snarl of outrage that it dared to defy me. Nature didn’t reply. It never did. It didn’t need to. Its voice was the wind, its existence always present though often ignored.

I was Shimmer, the Aurora Wolf, and I would remind men of the true power in the world they too often sought to destroy.

Winter would come, but not before the seasons were balanced. The coven of Slide Mountain had shifted the scales, and I would shift them back. Winter would come, but not before I slammed the Inquisition with all of the fury and grief of the loss of my witch.

Winter would come, and on its heels, spring would follow, but not before I ushered in one final autumn storm to reset the balance.

Come!

My legs trembled before collapsing beneath me. The air left my lungs in a whoosh. The heat along my back and head evaporated, letting the winter chill seep into my bones to stiffen my muscles. I closed my eyes, gathering the strength I needed to continue on and finish what I had begun.

When the trembling eased, I opened my eyes to stare at the shimmering snow beyond the window. Stay, I pleaded to the storm overhead.

The wind hissed at me.

In the back of my head, I was faintly aware of my summoned storm obeying my call. Yes, come, I encouraged it. 

Both of the storms fought against me. I dredged up every bit of strength left in me to take hold of them and force nature to do my bidding. I threw everything I had into my effort. All of my magic, all of my strength, and all of my anger and grief drained away until at long last, the darkness claimed me.


Chapter Twenty-Six
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Hunger roused me, and I opened my bleary, sleep-caked eyes to a cold, dark dawn. The heat in my belly gnawed at me until I couldn’t ignore its call.  Snow crunched beneath my pads. My legs trembled under my weight.

The broken remains of a tree surrounded me; the branches had crushed most of the furniture. Blankets of white covered everything, including me. The wind hissed, blowing through the broken remains of the window. The sky beyond was a steel gray, pale enough to indicate that the sun had risen. Ice coated the balcony, with icicles dangling from the window’s frame. 

My breath emerged as white clouds, which were torn apart by the gusts blowing through the room. Bracing myself, I shook snow and ice from my coat in a glittering plume. I drew a deep breath.

The itching and sneezing I expected didn’t come. My hunger roused once more as a growl in my stomach. I took a step forward on shaking legs, as though I had run a marathon during my sleep. A pinpoint of heat in the back of my skull reminded me that something was coming, something large and warm to drive away the cold of the false, early winter.

My hackles rose. Reaching out with my witch’s power, I concentrated on the raging snowstorm. My power was present, coercing the storm to stay in place. But another power was present, a tingling energy that didn’t belong to me. Relief warred with my apprehension.

I drew another deep breath. Without the burden of a stuffed, traitorous nose, scents assaulted me. The sharp burn of a car’s exhaust was partnered to the sweat of humans and the rich musk of wolves.

The door behind me creaked open. I whirled, ducking my head low to snarl at the intruder. A rumpled, bleary-eyed James blinked at me.

“Bloody hell, Francine!” James twisted away, exposing the back of his neck to me. I tensed, calculating the distance between us. The Brit leaned out into the hallway. “You better come look at this.”

After a few minutes, the old witch appeared. “Well, well, well. That’s quite the mess.”

“I’d say,” James agreed, turning back. He flashed a rueful smile at me. “Come then, Old One. Breakfast awaits.” Hesitating in the doorway, the werewolf stared at the fallen tree. “Bloody hell. Can you look her over, Francine? There’s no way she didn’t get hit.”

Francine sniffed. “I’m a witch, James. Not a vet.”

“You’re a witch who can cure the plague.”

“Be it as it may, wolves aren’t, nor will they ever be, my specialty.” Francine drew a deep breath as though to launch into a lecture. Panic widened James’s eyes, and he waved his hand in a gesture of desperation.

“Yes, yes. You see the unseen. You witches and your unfathomable powers. Be a werewolf, I tell you. Much simpler. But could you please? You can see if she’s hurt. My blind eyes can’t.”

Francine let her breath out in a sigh. “Werewolves are so much more violent, James.”

“So?”

The witch made a disgusted sound before vanishing into the hallway. “Bring her to the lab after she’s been fed. Harold doesn’t need to clean rabbit blood off the floor again.” The sounds of her footsteps retreated. James leaned against the door frame, wrinkling his nose.

“Yes, yes,” he muttered under his breath. Then in a louder voice he said, “Come on, Old One. What would you like? Rabbit or goat? If you want goat, it’s not live.”

I shook more snow off of my coat before working my way across the room. To navigate through the debris, I had to leap onto the trunk of the fallen tree and worm my way through a maze of branches and broken furnishings.

“I have no idea how no one heard this. Unbelievable.”

Even if I could’ve answered him, I doubted I would. The tree missing me had been miracle enough. While I doubted the impact would’ve killed me, even I would’ve been hard pressed to escape the weight of a tree without a lot of help.

James led me downstairs to the second level of the basement. Like the lowest floor, the place reeked of disinfectant. Closed doors lined a long corridor.

“This is where us wolves who don’t share your level of control stay during the full moon,” James explained. At the sound of the werewolf’s voice, a wolf howled. A pained look dimmed the Brit’s eyes. “It might get a little noisy in here.”

Several more wolf-bound werewolves howled, while others joined with barks and whines. It wasn’t the song of a proud race, but a hopeless plea for freedom. I put my ears back and growled. My low-toned warning went unheeded. James winced, leading me down the corridor. 

The ruckus intensified.

“Forgive them. They’re young and don’t know better. Most of them were forced through the ritual.” James ducked his head, turning his chin to the side to expose his throat. I considered leaping for the pale, warm flesh. Instead, I followed at his side. “Some of them don’t even know how to become human again. The witches haven’t figured out how to reverse the change.”

I paused, and then shook my head. Even if I could’ve replied, there wasn’t much I could say. What would drive a werewolf to create so many new wolves, only to abandon them to their fates? Why were there so many caged wolves in the Inquisition’s basement?

The plague was real. Keeping so many captured in one place was an invitation for it to spread. I had lived through the plague once, left alive while knowing my pack was gone. Back then, I hadn’t been a person. I had been property, groomed to become a rare female of a male-dominated group.

The Inquisition had stolen me, newly changed, before I had been forced to accept a mate. 

I halted, staring at one of the doors. Beyond, I envisioned the comfortable bed and spare decor. There would be books on shelves far above the reach of a wolf, waiting for humans to read.

I could smell the silver lining the walls and doors. A layer of steel kept it from hurting me, but for those within, there was no escaping its presence.

I shuddered. My wolf had been with me for so long I couldn’t remember what being a true human was like. But at the same time, I didn’t know what being a true wolf was like either. Time marched on, dragging me along for the ride without any regard for my comfort. The memories of before I had been changed faded away, leaving me with incorporeal fragments and ghosts.

Some memories would never fade away. I shook myself. I wished I could forget the years I’d spent locked away in my little cell with books I had read too many times, let out only when it was time for me to hunt and kill my own kind.
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James said nothing more as he led me through a maze of corridors to a kitchen. The place was a blend of a butcher’s shop and a pet store with a fixation on bunnies. It was eerily quiet, with the glazed eyes of the rabbits falling on me without really registering the presence of hunters among them. I bared my fangs.

Some witch was likely tasked with the morbid duty of keeping the live animals quiet.

“Pick a rabbit or you’re getting goat,” James said.

I really needed to learn how to light people on fire with my eyes. No matter how hard I tried, my gaze did nothing more than increase the fear wafting off of the younger werewolf. I was almost tempted to change back into a human, but I suspected James would try to take my pelt for a trophy.

Wolves didn’t like when their prey escaped.

Snorting my disgust at the idea of hunting rabbits incapable of fleeing didn’t whet my appetite. Goat didn’t either, but James served it in chunks like it was fast food for canines. At least it tasted better and was confirmed to be actual meat.

I ate as fast as I could, growling between swallows. James stayed at a respectable distance.

Through the meal, the storm siphoned away my strength. It didn’t take long for my stomach to start protesting from eating too much. I sat back on my haunches and licked my muzzle.

“Finished?” James set the bowl of meat on the counter before heading for the door. I stood on my hind legs, and out of spite, grabbed a final piece of meat to carry with me.

Growling around my prize, I followed James through the prison complex to the elevator. Once back in the elevator, we returned to the fourth level of the basement.

A rumpled Doctor Harold glared at both of us. His lab looked like a war zone, with samples, Petri dishes, and equipment scattered on every available surface. “Now what?”

I dropped the chunk of goat meat on his shoe, baring my fangs in a wolfish grin.

“She’s either trying to thank you, or she believes you’re incapable of hunting on your own.” James didn’t laugh, but there was a slight waver in his voice.

“If you came down here for that, I’m skinning you, James.”

“I wanted you to check her for the plague’s progress.”

“Don’t bother,” Francine announced from behind me. I whirled, flattening my ears to my skull. I barked a warning. “Ah, my apologies, Lady Wolf. I will check her myself. There is still the matter of contamination I must deal with.”

“Contamination? You don’t mean the plague?” James cocked his head to the side with a puzzled expression on his face.

“No, I mean my sister’s magic contaminating her through spilled blood. It should be purged.”

“And why didn’t you do it yesterday?” Doctor Harold asked.

Francine sighed, shaking her head. “It wasn’t a problem yesterday.”

James crossed his arms over his chest and leaned against one of the larger pieces of equipment in the lab. “And it’s a problem today? I find this rather unbelievable. Bloody hell, Francine, at least be consistent.”

The witch’s smile was secretive.

“Cursed witches,” Doctor Harold muttered.

“Very well. Put the news on, Harold. I’ll show you my worries.”

“The news?” As one, James and Harold turned to one of the larger screens mounted on the wall. The doctor grabbed a remote and pressed a button.

“The weather channel will do.”

I backed away until I could see the screen. The pinpoint of heat in my skull strengthened, but there was still a sense of distance between me and the storm I was summoning.

The TV flickered on, revealing a reporter standing on a sunny beach, calm waves lapping at the pearl white sands behind her. To the woman’s right was a boarded cabana. “The storm that was supposed to hit in the early hours of the morning veered northward, leaving the islands with light breezes and calm sea conditions. Wary residents have yet to move back to the shores, but the emergency evacuation measures have been officially canceled. Back to you, Frank.”

“Thank you, Lisa.” An old man, a meteorologist I suspected, appeared on the screen. Behind him was a map of the east coast of the United States. One major cloud system hung over the middle of the eastern seaboard, centered over Virginia. 

The spiraling arms of a hurricane reached for the coast. I sat down, throwing my head back with my ears pinned flat, wishing I could whistle.

James did it for me. “Bloody hell.”

“Turn it off, Harold. That’s enough,” Francine said. The doctor obeyed. “We’ve been watching the storm since it shifted course in the middle of the night. Not much good watching is going to do us, though. Unless it changes course again, it’ll be a direct hit.”

“But it’s November,” Doctor Harold whispered.

“Almost December,” Francine agreed.

“We don’t exactly get this sort of weather in London. What does it mean? What will happen?” James slid along the piece of machinery so he could stand near the door. “It’s pretty bad out there already.”

“It’ll only get worse. A lot worse, James.” Francine’s voice wavered, but I couldn’t tell if it was from exhaustion or fear. There was plenty of human fear and anxiety stinking up the place between the three of them. I cocked my head to the side.

Was the warm front I was summoning actually an entire hurricane? While it was past the normal end of the season, it wasn’t unheard of for one to form in late November or even early December.

“What will happen when that hurricane arrives?” James asked.

“The perfect storm,” Francine whispered with another shudder. The silence chilled me. “It’ll be like nothing we’ve ever seen or will ever see again.”

“Please tell me you’re joking.” James paced across the room. “Is this something you’ve Seen?”

“It’s science,” Doctor Harold replied. “It’s history. While our situation is a little different than the storm in 1991, Hurricane Grace collided with storms in eastern Canada. It produced huge storms, spawned blizzards, and wrecked the eastern seaboard. It’s called a Nor’Easter.”

“I take it you’re a hobby meteorologist?” James muttered in a disgusted voice.

Doctor Harold grinned. “They made a movie about it, the storm was so bad.”

Blinking, James stared at the doctor. “Oh.”

“It works like this, though. Come here,” the gray-haired man said, gesturing to a stack of Petri dishes on the counter. He picked up two of them, handing one to James. The werewolf took the dish with a skeptical expression. “Hold that and make a counter clockwise motion with your arm and dish.”

James looked like an idiot moving his arm in a large circle in front of him. “Okay.”

“Go stand over there.” Doctor Harold pointed at the door. “Francine, go stand by the intercom.”

The witch obeyed with an amused smile.

“James, you’re a hurricane. You’ve formed off the coast south of Florida somewhere. Maybe closer to the Caribbean. Either way, you’re headed northbound and a little east. Just stand there for the moment.”

James fidgeted, still sweeping his Petri dish in a circular motion. “Okay.”

“I am an arctic born storm system.” The doctor, to my amusement, began sweeping his arm in a clockwise circle with his Petri dish. “Now, walk towards Francine, James. Pretend that she’s the Caribbean Islands or the Gulf of Mexico.” James took three steps towards Francine before Doctor Harold stopped him by clearing his throat. “Okay, you’re swerving towards me now because my winds are sucking your moisture and air in this direction.”

Twisting around, James diverted his path, walking towards the doctor.

Doctor Harold slammed his Petri dish against James’s. They hit the floor and bounced. “Bang. The perfect storm. Hold onto your britches, boy. It’s going to be a rough one.”

James shuddered, recovering enough to pick up the fallen Petri dishes. Both were cracked. “How rough?”

“People will die when their homes on the shore are washed away. Those who do not find shelter will freeze to death in the streets.” Francine swallowed, her throat pulsing with her racing heartbeat. “Some of them won’t be found until the spring, when the snow finally melts.”


Chapter Twenty-Seven
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The Inquisition outpost roused with the same determined energy of an angry swarm of wasps descending on a hapless foe. James went to oversee the werewolves. Doctor Harold hid in his lab. Without anyone caring what I did, I followed Francine. In theory, I suspected I could divert the hurricane or shift the blizzard elsewhere, but the autumn snowstorm was as unusual as an after-season hurricane.

The ease in which the hurricane had answered my call, barreling its way towards me across the Atlantic, led me to one conclusion: Nature would’ve lured the system to me whether or not I had wanted it to come. The storm wasn’t entirely my fault.

Not entirely. I had hastened the process a little, in the same way a superior homing system on a missile ensured it hit its target within inches instead of feet.

Anyone in the detonation area wouldn’t care how accurate the missile was. Dead was dead.

Instead of checking me for her sister’s power, Francine ignored my presence. Floor by floor, she gathered men and women until some fifty people followed her to the first basement level of the complex.

“What’s the deal with the wolf, Coven Mother?” The young man who spoke looked no older than twenty, but his dark eyes were hard with the weight of years and experience.

I wondered if he had volunteered to join the Inquisition or if he had been forced.

“She has killed our sister, Mrs. Livingston, the Destroyer.”

Every eye focused on me. The anger I expected, both from myself and from them, didn’t come. I was too tired to feel much more than wary regard for so many witches nearby. The sharp tang of fear drowned out all other scents. I could almost hear their doubtful thoughts.

Which one of them would be next? Would I attack them for having come from the same coven as the Wicked Witch of the West?

I was too weary to be bothered with bearing my fangs at them.

As if sensing their thoughts herself, Francine waved a dismissive hand. “We have more important concerns. Within the next twelve to twenty-four hours, a category four hurricane will hit the coast of North Carolina. A few hours later, it will strike us directly.”

Silence answered Francine’s announcement. Their fear intensified, so strong it threatened to choke off my breath.

The old witch blessed her witches with a sad, understanding smile. “Come, my coven. We must do what we can to prevent this tragedy from happening.”

I put my ears back. Had I been human, had I a chance or even a choice, I might’ve told her the folly of her desire. I welcomed her to try to change the events I had triggered and nurtured with my strength.

“But what can we do?” a woman I couldn’t see asked. “We are witches, not weather workers. We certainly aren’t gods.”

“Weather witches, like wizards, are rare. Dangerous. Hunted. Wanted by all. But if we work together, we might be able to do something. Fire can be used to warm the air and dry out the clouds, no? We can raise up the earth to stop the sea. Those who work with water can ease the tides and stop the flooding. The winds can be calmed if we but try.”

No one voiced their doubts, but I could see it in their eyes and smell it in their fear.

Francine meant well, I suspected, but the others knew what she couldn’t see. The weather was not so easy to change, nor were the seasons. And in the conceit of those who were not burdened with my duty, they would try and they would fail.

The storm had only answered my call because nature wanted to follow its true course. When they collided, the snow, the wind, the rain, and the thunder would revert the weather and nature to its proper state. I had purged myself of all of the magic in my system in doing so. 

And as the Caretaker of the Seasons, I had become nature’s tool. Maybe I could divert the storms and lessen the impact of the systems colliding, but I would pay for it with my life. Even if I had the power to, I wasn’t sure I would.

The witches of Slide Mountain had called the early winter, putting things into motion that they could not stop or control. They had done so despite my interference.

My duty was to set things right, whether or not the humans suffered as a result.

I hated the autumn, but I had to let stay for its full turn of the seasons, so there could be a true winter, a spring, and a summer when they were due.

Francine was right. People would die in the streets if they didn’t find shelter.

But if the winter came early, what would happen in the next year, or the year after? A quick death of a few in the cold was a small price to pay to ensure the survival of the crops to come.

If Samantha was alive, I suspected she would have agreed. Samantha had been a smart, wise witch.

She had been my witch.

I closed my eyes and faced the grief I couldn’t let go of. Samantha would have known to check the weather. She would have seen what Francine did not.

Samantha would have recognized the truth, and she would have encouraged me to do as I had done. She would have stayed with me through it all, grieving for those who would inevitably die so others could live. Without the harvests of future years, thousands or millions would die if the summer turned to drought or the spring floods washed away the crops instead of nurturing their growth.

What happened to the east coast of the United States would impact the entire world.

“What do we do?” the woman in the crowd of witches demanded.

Francine sighed. “Divide yourselves into groups based on your elements. Think of ways you can help mitigate the impact of the storms. That is all we can do. Each group is to send someone to me in four hours.”

“What about the Caretaker of the Seasons?” a soft voice called out from the back of the group.

I put my ears back and turned my head away from the witches. They didn’t know who I was, but the desperate hope in the question hurt. Revealing myself to them was equivalent to suicide.

“Don’t rely a thing of legend and myth. We can rely only on ourselves. Now, go.”

The coven scattered. Francine stared down at me. “If she existed, I doubt she would help us anyway. Maybe we deserve this, for all of the things we have done.”

I cocked my head to the side, meeting her gaze with a single eye. I couldn’t say anything, but I wouldn’t, even if I had a human voice to speak with. Francine was right, although for all of the wrong reasons.

I couldn’t help them.

I hadn’t founded Marrodin out of greed, although I was plenty wealthy. The Inquisition would never understand my motivations. That was fine by me.

All of the power I’d ever had, all of the strength I could’ve rallied, it all belonged to the storms. That was the price of my magic. Once I committed myself, once I decided on a course, I couldn’t change my mind. I could make alterations. I could divert—a little.

Nature always faced the consequences of humanity’s actions. As the Caretaker of the Seasons, I had to see my summoning through to the bitter end, no matter what the consequences were.




[image: Image]




The hurricane drew closer. My body burned, all of my energy sucked right out of me, fueling the encroaching storm. I lay flopped on a rug, incapable of doing more than watch as the infrequent passerby scurried across the room.

“What on Earth are you doing? You crazy wolf.” James stood over me, his arms once again crossed over his chest. He stretched his leg out to nudge my side with his toe. “You’re in the way.”

I huffed, but I didn’t get up.

“You may as well leave her,” Francine said with a shake of her head. “She’s not going to bother anyone. I’d rather have my eye on her. Some of my brothers and sisters are displeased with her. I can’t guarantee her safety.”

James snorted his disgust. “Of course you can’t. You didn’t have to tell anyone she’d killed that damned witch.”

Francine sniffed. “That is not fair to my brothers and sisters.”

If James had fur, I imagined James’s hackles would’ve been standing straight on end. “And it isn’t fair to her brothers and sisters who are hunted by your kind. She killed Mrs. Livingston. So what? We would’ve killed her otherwise.”

“She is no longer a human.”

“Maybe, maybe not. Who are we to judge?”

“James, it’s unnatural. Werewolves are cursed humans, not wolves.” Francine refused to look either one of us in the eye.

“Not all of us were forced into the ritual,” James whispered.

“Name one werewolf who wasn’t.”

“My father before me wasn’t. But the Inquisition killed him because he was a threat. My mother wasn’t forced, either. Guess what? She’s dead too, at the Inquisition’s hands. No surprise there. If I go against your wishes, it’ll be me next. You know what civilized people call that, Francine? Slavery.”

Francine kept her eyes averted. “You were changed against your will, though.”

“What of it, Francine? Remember, witch, if you cross the Inquisition, you won’t be a predator anymore either. You’ll be prey.” James stepped over me, sinking down on one of the couches nearby.

“I know.”

“Then act like you know. You outed her with the witches on purpose. Your sister murdered innocents. She forced me and others to do the same. Karma’s a bitch, isn’t it?”

Francine lowered her head and said nothing.

“Enough fighting,” a gruff voice snapped. A tall man with black hair touched by gray strode into the room. He wore the sort of business suit not even my board members liked paying the steep prices for. He halted, his gaze falling onto me. “Why is there a dog in my office?”

“Lupus Dirus hybrid, sir,” Francine murmured.

“A what?”

The witch swallowed. “A dire wolf, sir.”

“My black lab is larger. What is it doing in my office?” The man shifted his weight. I kept still, tensing in case I needed to roll and dodge a kick.

“She killed Mrs. Livingston, sir. I couldn’t put her in holding. The other witches would surely execute her.” Francine’s lie soured her scent.

James made a growling noise in his throat, but didn’t correct the woman. Fear radiated from the British man.

“Is that so? How curious.”

When I wasn’t kicked, I forced my muscles to relax, stretching out with a yawn. James flinched at my movement before he said, “It was self defense, sir.”

“I’m sure it was. I fear more are upset at being robbed of the chance to kill that old hag than they are over the fact that she is dead,” the man replied, tone lightening with amusement. “Very well. Get her out of here after the storm ends and take her back to her pack, then. Livingston is a thorn out of my side.”

“You don’t want her?” Francine’s voice rose in surprise.

“There is only one wolf I want, Francine.” The man’s tone lowered, fringing on an aggressive growl. “Don’t forget your place.”

“Yes, sir,” the witch whispered.

“Any progress on the storm?”

Francine’s fear reeked. I sneezed, draping my paws over my muzzle to fend away the stench. “It’s getting worse, sir.”

“And what are you planning on doing about it?”

“We’re working to lessen the brunt of impact, sir. The fire witches will focus on raising the temperature, while water and earth witches divert the flood waters.”

Even I flinched at the anger in the man’s narrowed eyes. “So you can’t stop it?”

“No, sir, we can’t.”

“There are easily sixty of your coven in this compound, and you’re telling me there is nothing you can do except mitigate the damage?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Why?”

“We’re witches, not wizards, sir,” Francine whispered.

“Explain.”

“Wizards don’t have the limitations we do. I can see things, but little else. My coven is the same. Weather witches are rare. Wizards who can work the weather are rarer still.”

“What of the Winter Wolf?”

I raised my head in surprise, ears twisted back at the mention of the other werewolf. Francine had spoken of the Winter Wolf once, but I hadn’t put much thought into it. The woman had come and gone, vanishing off of the face of the Earth a few years ago, leaving enough mystery in her wake that I wasn’t sure if she was just a legend or not. She was a lot like me in that regard.

I hoped she remained lost to the world forever, hidden and safe from the Inquisition.

If—no, when—they figured out who I was, there would be reason enough for worry. They didn’t need a wizard wolf and a witch wolf. The Inquisition had enough power under its thumb in the form of entire witch covens.

“I don’t think the Winter Wolf could help us anyway,” James said in a timid voice. “Fire, ice, and plague aren’t exactly what we need. She causes snowstorms; I don’t think she stops them. Good luck getting past her mate, too. No amount of money in the world is enough to talk me into making a run at him. Sorry, boss.”

“I understand.” The man’s eyes focused on me. Baring my teeth at him earned me an arched brow. “You said she’s a dire wolf?”

“A hybrid, sir, from the looks of her.” Francine sank back into the couch.

“I was under the belief that dire wolves were extinct.”

“They are,” Francine confirmed.

The skeptical glare shifted from me to the witch. I flicked an ear. If the man was a werewolf, he’d be a force to be reckoned with, considering how Francine recoiled from his stare. Whoever he was, he was definitely dominant.

I stood, shaking myself off. Three pairs of eyes snapped to me as I stepped forward. I breathed deep. The scent of humans and wolves filled my nose. I couldn’t tell if James’s scent clung to the man or if he was a werewolf masking his scent.

Our eyes met. Crouching down in front of me, he held out his hand. With as much dignity as I could muster, I placed my paw on his palm. He curled his fingers, lifting my paw to kiss my fur. “My name is Devonshire, Lady Wolf. Carl Devonshire. I thank you for the service you have done us. Mad witches, like mad wolves, should be put down.”

Devonshire’s grip on my paw tightened. His eyes darkened. So close, I couldn't mistake the faint scent of repressed wolf.

James cleared his throat. “I, unfortunately, do not know her name.”

“She is not the one who has been performing the rituals. She is far too small. Bitches have other ways of building new packs. I can’t imagine her having the violence needed to dominate so many new wolves in such short order. That’s a lot of power needed,” Devonshire said.

I kept still, hiding my reactions by freezing in place.

“Tell that to Olivia,” Francine muttered.

“Any wolf would attack to defend themselves or their pack. That doesn’t mean she is capable of performing the ritual on unwilling victims.”

Francine turned her head, making a soft growling noise. “That doesn’t mean she isn’t capable of it.”

“Until she returns to her human form, we have no proof.” There was a long pause. Once again, everyone stared at me. Devonshire’s voice turned cold. “If she can turn into a human at all.”

I bared my fangs at him.

“She’s either unwilling or unable,” James said, wrinkling his nose.

“Leave us.” Devonshire snapped his fingers, gesturing towards the door. “I will speak to her. Alone.”

James shifted on the sofa, glancing at the door before his gaze settled on me. “But—”

“Out.”

Both the witch and the wolf jumped to their feet and hurried to the door. The scent of their fear made me sneeze. Devonshire followed them at a sedate pace, waiting for them to leave before locking the door. He turned to me. “I’ve worked too hard trying to restore order to the packs to be undermined by some new bitch. What are you doing on my turf? I’ll look the other way regarding the death of my witch, but I won’t tolerate a rogue in my territory. Change, and we’ll talk.”

I somehow managed to resist the urge to snarl at him. Being a rogue was bad enough. Being identified as a rogue while surrounded by Inquisitors could be the end of me. What I did to Mrs. Livingston would look like child’s play, unless the Inquisition had changed a lot in the past hundred years. I doubted that.

As a human, however, I could talk to him. Maybe he wouldn’t smell the lies I’d have to tell, one piled onto the other until the truth was the rotten center hidden under a seemingly healthy exterior.

If I were smart, I’d live long enough to find out how bad the storm I had summoned was. If I were wise, I would live long enough to avenge Samantha’s death.

Realistically, he’d probably call in the coven to deal with me one way or another.

However, his tone and confidence in knowing I wasn’t the one creating werewolves roused my suspicion. Who else would know except for the one doing it? If Devonshire was the one creating wild, uncontrolled wolves and then killing off those who couldn’t change back on their own, my only chance for survival was to prove I could become human again.

I could die with pride as a wolf, or do as the humans did, struggling to survive despite lacking a pack or knowing the wild joy of freedom.

The human part of me that refused to lose to an inferior male demanded to battle on equal footing. Part of me wanted to fight, to hunt, and to establish my dominance over the upstart human who betrayed his wolf heritage. If the man refused to act as a proper wolf, then I would have to match him as a human.

A growl built in my chest and rumbled in my throat.

“Oh. Clothes. It wouldn’t do to have a naked woman in my office, now would it? Those witches just don’t understand the true beauty of being a werewolf, do they?” Devonshire crossed the room to his desk. At the push of a button, a panel slid open to reveal a closet. He pulled out a long, black, leather trench coat similar to the one I had lost in New York. “It’s not all that fashionable or suitable for a lady, but it’ll keep you covered.”

He left me with a choice: Do or die.

Snarling didn’t soothe my growing rage or quiet the ever-growing sense of dread. I snatched the coat out of his hands and dragged it behind the couch.


Chapter Twenty-Eight
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I don’t know how long it took for me to find the will and the strength to become human. The transformation left me shaking behind the couch. Wrapping myself in the trench coat, I waited for my hands to cease quivering. All the while, I tried to convince myself I had made the right decision.

Human skin was too thin and frail after the warm comfort of fur. My bones and muscles ached, enhancing my sense of loss. Despite the change of forms, the back of my skull still burned, a reminder that I couldn’t hide from the consequences of my magic.

“I trust that coat is sufficient to protect your modesty?” Devonshire asked from somewhere beyond the safety of the couch.

A growl slipped out. I masked it with a cough, tightening my grip on the coat before I rose to my feet. “It’ll do,” I replied, somehow stopping myself from snarling at the other werewolf. I pushed my hair out of my eyes with my free hand. My locks had bleached to white, and mocking my attempt to curb its growth last month, fell halfway to my waist. It was the color of death and winter.

I wondered how close I had come to killing myself summoning the storm. Too close, I decided with a shiver.

“You’re not an arctic wolf,” Devonshire said, staring at me from where he sat behind his desk. I nodded my agreement.

“I’m not.” 

“Overly fond of the bleached-blonde look, then?”

Capturing a lock of my hair between my fingers, I twirled it into a proper curl. My fiddling with the weather hadn’t only turned it white. The frizzy look I usually rocked was replaced with wavy curls my stylist in New York would’ve killed for. “I promise you, no dye has touched my hair in at least ten years.”

“Interesting.”

“It is, isn’t it? Well, Mr. Devonshire, you wished to speak with me. What do you want?” I circled around the couch, dropping down onto it, careful to keep covered up. “I would think you’d have more pressing concerns with that storm poised to make landfall anytime now.”

Devonshire rose from his desk, crossing over to the center of the room to perch on the armrest of the couch across from me. His eyes flicked down, first focusing on my chest before wandering to my exposed legs. “We’ve enough supplies to wait it out for a few weeks if necessary. If you’re a young wolf, it’d be better for you to confess now.”

I forced a smile. “I’m not a young wolf. Are you?”

“I’m the one asking the questions here,” Devonshire growled.

“You haven’t earned my respect yet, pup,” I whispered, lowering my chin to cover my throat while glaring at him through my lashes. The need to embrace my wolf form roused within me, gnawing at my belly with the pain of hunger. “You are not my Alpha.”

Devonshire flinched. “So I’m not. Who is your Alpha, then?”

A more genuine smile tugged at the corners of my mouth. How long ago had my bond with my pack dwindled away to nothing? My Alpha had died a quick, merciful death. His passing had felt like someone had plunged a fire-forged dagger through my gut. The rest of the pack had fallen to the plague, one by one, their losses twisting the blade within me.

“That’s none of your business, Mr. Devonshire. I’ve seen what the Inquisition does to wolves, witches, and wizards, may God have mercy on their forsaken souls. If you want to know, I hope you have a strong necromancer, because the only way you’ll ever find out is if you read the truth from my still-warm intestines.”

Both of Devonshire’s eyebrows rose. “Interesting.”

“Well, Mr. Devonshire? How old are you?”

“Seventy.”

I didn’t expose my throat or lift my chin. “As a wolf?”

He nodded. “I underwent the ritual when I was thirty.”

“That’s quite old. Why did you wait for so long? Wouldn’t it have been easier on you if you had undergone the change at an earlier age?”

While I didn’t smell any lies on him, his graying hair made him look older than thirty. Devonshire considered me for a long moment before tilting his head and exposing his neck to me.

I cocked my head to the side, mirroring his gesture.

Devonshire relaxed a little. I didn’t.

“My Alpha refused to change anyone below the age of twenty five, and only did so after a few years of observation.”

I turned my smile into a weapon of accusation. “Your Alpha was wise. Seventy years is quite the accomplishment in an age where the Inquisition’s reach is long.”

“So, Lady Wolf, how old are you?”

Without letting my smile fade, I met his eyes and stared until he shifted on the armrest of the couch. I let him simmer for a few more moments before I said, “You weren’t even born when some were calling me old, Mr. Devonshire.”

His eyes widened. “Which pack do you belong to?”

“I already told you, if you want to know, you’ll have to ask a necromancer to tell you.”

“You’ve survived an Inquisition before.”

“What if I have?”

“That would make you an old, cunning wolf indeed. Why shouldn’t I have you put down?”

I resumed my chin-ducked position, once again covering my throat. “I’ve done nothing to warrant the Inquisition’s attention.”

“You exist. You killed Olivia Livingston. Isn’t that enough?”

I sighed. The sinking feeling of impending doom crashed down on my shoulders. I should’ve known that my days were numbered the instant I had followed the Inquisitors back to their outpost.

If I was going to die anyway, there was no reason to hold back. “Ah, so werewolves are to be treated as wizards now? Kill them regardless of age, assassinate them for existing, all without establishing an Alpha over them to give them a chance to survive? You lock them in cells without teaching your witches how to gain control over their wolves. You do what is easy, because doing what is right is too much work.”

The silence following my words hung heavy. I held my breath while waiting. Devonshire paled, loosening his tie, his eyes refusing to meet mine. “What makes you think that?”

“Experience. You tell me, Mr. Devonshire. How many witches and wolves has the Inquisition killed so far this year alone? How many could the Inquisition have saved from the plague?”

Devonshire flinched as though my words had struck him with the force of physical blows. “How much do you know about the plague?”

Considering I didn’t know a lot about the plague, I didn’t see any harm in sharing what I did know. “Not enough, except at least one witch was a carrier. “

“How did you learn that?”

Smiling hurt. “An autopsy.”

“Of who?”

“I recommend you bring your necromancer,” I snarled. “Take a guess.”

“A rogue witch, then.”

“A witch who didn’t deserve to die.” My words sounded bitter to my ears.

Devonshire narrowed his eyes. “Everyone dies, Lady Wolf. The question is when, not if. The Inquisition has always existed to protect the normal humans.”

I laughed. “Werewolves and witches are humans, too. They deserve protection from the murderous scum sent out under the banner of a so-called good cause. There are children without parents because you ordered the murders of werewolves. What did they do? Go to work? Raise their pups? What crimes did these men, women, and children commit?”

At first, I thought Devonshire wasn’t going to reply, then he shook his head. “Would you believe me if I told you the witch you killed played a major part in that? She was extremely wealthy, Lady Wolf. She hated our kind more than anything else.”

“Why?” My question came out as a growl.

“As far as I can tell, she was hunting for a specific wolf, as is the Inquisition. There’s a very notable bounty on her head.”

I frowned. “How much for her head?”

“Nothing. She’s only valuable alive.” Devonshire huffed a laugh. “Ironic, isn’t it?”

“Why are you telling me this?” I considered the possibilities, but couldn’t come up with any theory that made sense to me.

Then again, for Devonshire to be so willing to work with the murderers of our own kind, he was likely as crazed as the ones he hunted.

“You’re old. You know the older wolves, don’t you? Let’s strike a deal. I want your help. I can offer you protection from the Inquisition. What do you think?”

Anger burned in my chest, stealing my breath. Heat washed over my face. “You want me to participate in the Inquisition.”

“I didn’t say that.” Devonshire paused, and then he smiled. “But you are correct.”

“You’re asking me to sacrifice my freedom.”

Surprise twisted his expression before he managed to resume his easygoing smile. “You don’t know that.”

I tightened my grip on the coat. “No one leaves the Inquisition alive.”

“Baseless propaganda.” Devonshire’s scent soured, strong even in my human nose. My rage deepened until I trembled in an effort to contain it.

“Did you really think you could get away with lying to me?”

A frightened look marred his expression. “Why do you think I’m lying?”

I reached up to tap my nose. “Didn’t your Alpha teach you anything?”

Devonshire swallowed. “He was killed by the Alpha of another pack.”

I sucked in a breath. If Devonshire’s Alpha had been killed, the other pack wouldn’t have necessarily taken in new members, especially not newly-changed werewolves lacking true control.

One by one, the pieces of the puzzle fell together.

“Next time, don’t forget to use your nose. You have one for a reason.”

“I see your Alpha didn’t teach you to respect Alpha pack leaders.” There was a hard edge to Devonshire’s voice. “I am the Alpha here.”

I waved my hand in a flippant, dismissive gesture. “Don’t worry. I’m not here to steal your pack. I’d rather be crucified than locked in a cage like some mindless animal.”

“It’s for their own good.”

“What would be good,” I murmured, pausing long enough to uncross my legs and stretch before crossing them again. Devonshire’s eyes lowered, following my every movement. “What would be good is for you to put on your fur coat, go down there, and teach them. No one is born an Alpha.”

Devonshire’s gaze snapped to mine, his eyes widening with comprehension.

Part of me wanted to shove a gag in my own mouth before I was hung out to dry or thrown to the mercy of the storm. The rest of me crowed that I could control so many of his reactions. “If, of course, you’re an Alpha like you say you are.”

“What good is a werewolf who can’t control their beast?”

The question caught me by surprise. I couldn’t remember quite how I’d forged peace between the wolf, the woman, and the witch within me. Time, in its cunning and sly way, had worked its magic on me. But I couldn’t remember a wolf in the pack who had been scorned or shunted for being unable to cope with their newfound wildness.

Control was a word for caged beasts, leashed and muzzled to protect the thin-skinned, weak-hearted humans who didn’t understand the true strength of the pack.

Heat seared my eyes, and I blinked away tears before they could escape. “Who is the tamer of the pack?” As I spoke, I couldn’t push away the memories of Emily and Alex, smiling despite the deaths of their mother, their father, and most of their pack. The question slipped from my lips, an echo of my Alpha’s favorite teaching.

“Who is he?” Devonshire leaned back, arms crossed, stiff backed.

“An Omega,” I replied. A lump formed in my throat, cutting off my breath. I coughed. “Who is the one who gives comfort as often as he receives it?”

“A Submissive.”

I clucked my tongue several times. “Correct. Who, then, needs the comfort of the Submissives and the taming of the Omega?”

“An Alpha?”

“No. The lone wolf.” 

“Fine. I’ll play along. Who is an Alpha, then?”

“An Alpha is the wolf who gives the comfort he can never receive, for the Alpha is the giver of wildness, the leader of the pack, and the strongest of wolves and men.”

“What a bizarre teaching.”

“It’s older than you are, Mr. Devonshire.”

“What does this teaching have to do with anything? So what? It’s old. How does it apply to our little talk?”

“No one is born an Alpha.”

“I disagree.”

“Teach your wolves to become human. Find your Submissives, and fast,” I warned.

“Or what?” Devonshire’s lip curled up to reveal his perfect white teeth.

“You’ll become a lone wolf. You either control your pack or you lose it. Making more wolves isn’t going to keep your pack alive.”

Devonshire stiffened. “Are you threatening me?”

“It’s not a threat,” I murmured.

“Then what, pray tell, is it?” The stench of the werewolf’s rage seared my nose.

My smile was sad. “History repeating itself.”

At that, Devonshire’s eyes widened, and I could smell his fear. I pretended not to notice, suffering through the silence.
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I should have known better than to prod a crazed wolf. It shouldn’t have surprised me when he pulled a gun on me.

The stench of silver burned my nose. I grimaced, but said nothing.

“We will have to talk more later,” Devonshire said, gesturing towards the door with the tip of the gun. “On your feet, Lady Wolf. Quietly, of course. Unless you want to take a silver bullet?”

I rose, my eyes focused on the weapon. Blaming my nose for not detecting his madness wouldn’t change anything. He marched me all the way to the fifth floor with the barrel of the gun pressed against the small of my back.

After shoving me into the tree-wrecked room Francine had given to me before, Devonshire closed and locked the door from the outside. With the storm drawing all of my strength, I doubted I could change back into a wolf. I stared at the reinforced door before turning to the broken window.

Witch and woman couldn’t survive turning to ice, not even with the iron constitution of the wolf bolstering me. Even if I did manage to transform, past experience warned me of how well the Inquisition built their cages. The fallen tree might have let me get to the ground, but I wouldn’t last long in the snow.

“Damn you,” I snarled through clenched teeth. The wind blasted right through the flimsy protection of the trench coat. A tremor started in my belly and spread through the rest of me. My breath emerged as clouds. It didn’t take long for the gusting storm to cake my skin and hair with snow.

I had to give Devonshire credit. To watchful eyes, he played the courteous host. One wrong word, though, and he would’ve shot me.

It would have been a mercy.

My teeth chattered. The cold bit at my fingers and toes. Numbness spread through my chest with each freezing breath. Survival depended on the wolf within me, but like my allergy to all things canine, she slept. My powers as a witch wouldn’t do me any good, either. I’d never gotten along well with flame.

While the storm sang to me, its voice clear through the breached window, all I could hear was a requiem for those who would die due to its strength. The wind blasted through the room, carrying with it snow. There was no fury or violence. If anything, its melody was a hissed lullaby, poised to usher me into my final slumber.

I shuddered.

When I screwed up, I had to admit I did so on epic levels. Slumping against the door, I slid down until I could hug my knees to my chest. It didn’t keep me warm. Resting my chin on my kneecaps, I watched the world be devoured by the white, sparkling snow.


Chapter Twenty-Nine
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The violence of an allergy-born sneeze woke me. I gasped frozen air into my lungs and choked on it. My heart drummed a rapid, painful beat in my chest. It felt a little like someone had used my ribs as a punching bag. I couldn’t remember what I’d done to make them hurt so bad, but I hoped I would soon, so I didn’t do it again—ever.

Changing from human to wolf and back to human again in quick succession was less painful.

Another sneeze ripped out of me. The cold once again bit at my throat. Either as human or wolf, I should’ve smelled something, anything. I couldn’t feel my hands—if I had hands—I couldn’t tell.

My ribs creaked, and each breath antagonized them. There was a sound, a low, pitiable groan that might have come from me.

My throat closed as every fear I’d ever had since becoming a werewolf crashed down on me. Was I a woman or a wolf? The demented, egotistical, sadistic, downright not-funny me said both. I imagined a bloodied mix of human and canine parts destined for death.

That’s what happened to werewolves caught between forms. There were no fantasized hybrid forms, not for us. There was, however, blood, protruding ribs, and exposed muscle, among other things.

I was too old to make such a mistake, wasn’t I? It couldn’t be me, writhing in pain from failing to be either wolf or woman.

It couldn’t be me, dying at long last to the plague that should’ve eradicated me along with my pack over a hundred years ago.

It couldn’t be me.

Terror froze me, cutting off my breath. Sharp pain blossomed through my ribs and chest. Warmth flooded my mouth, seeping into my throat before being forced into my lungs.

I wheezed and opened my eyes. Something pale obscured my vision, blurry despite my efforts to focus on what was in front of me. The shape moved, drawing back. Dark hair framed a pale face, but I couldn’t make out any of the figure’s features.

“Well I’ll be damned,” a male voice said. There was something familiar about the voice, but I couldn’t think. Every time I grasped for a thought, it fled from me, leaving me to stare stupidly into a face I couldn’t recognize. “Don’t move,” he said.

“That was a little too close,” another masculine voice said in a peculiar accent. “Bloody hell.”

British, I decided.

My brain chose that moment to remember how to function. British. Inquisition.

That meant James.

Devonshire had tried to kill me.

I tried to lurch upright, but a hand against my chest pinned me down. I snarled something out, but my chattering teeth rendered my words incomprehensible.

“Why didn’t you change back?” James asked, reaching over to poke my cheek. “You were about dead when we found you.”

Something clicked in my fogged brain. CPR. That explained the sore chest and hurting ribs. CPR wasn’t kind to anyone, and it didn’t even work all that often. My inhuman strength made me better at it than most, but survival chances were often all too slim. 

I shuddered from more than just the cold. Even if I had an answer for him, my shivering body rebelled against me. I settled with a glare, albeit one laced with a notable amount of guilt and embarrassment.

A part of me recognized that I owed them my life. The rest of me wanted to bite their heads off.

“Easy, Victoria,” James soothed.

“Son of a bitch,” I rasped out.

“From you, I’ll accept that as a compliment, Lady Wolf.” The edge in his voice was softened by the amusement in his eyes.

“What are you talking about? Victoria? But she’s—”

“Show respect,” James snapped. “You are speaking in the presence of Victoria Hanover.”

I winced in recognition.

“Allison Ferdinan,” my would-be fiancé snapped, confirming my growing fear.

Markus Dupree, the adoptive son of the woman I had killed not even two days prior, my false fiancé, and the killer of my best friend.

I wanted to scream, cry, and tear his throat out with my hands, but I couldn’t bring myself to move.

“I thought you were dead.” Mark’s voice trembled.

Uncertain of how to handle a reunion I wasn’t convinced I wanted, I settled with ignoring the problem. “I feel too bad to be dead.” I cringed at the throb in my head and chest. Sitting up didn’t work, but I did manage to lift my head. James slipped an arm under my shoulders and hauled me upright. After several shakes of my head, I managed to bring both men into focus.

“I thought you were dead,” Mark repeated.

“That’s what you were supposed to think,” I muttered through chattering teeth. While warm air teased my skin, it didn’t warm my muscles or bones.

Mark stared at me, his expression unreadable. “You took two shots to the chest. You died.”

“Ever hear of a bulletproof vest?” I couldn’t help it, I giggled. “I play dead good. New trick I learned. Woof, woof.”

James snorted. “I think you’ll be fine. Your sense of humor survived.”

“I spent thousands trying to find your killer! You were dead.” Mark punched his leg, a blush painting his cheeks red. “Damn it, Allison!”

“Enough, you two. Now is not the time for a lover’s quarrel,” James said.

“We are not lovers!” Mark and I snapped. Our eyes met, and we both averted our gazes so we didn’t have to look each other in the eye.

“Right,” James said in a disbelieving tone. “Now is not the time to be fighting like a married couple, then.”

“We aren’t married,” I replied, unable to meet Mark’s eyes.

“Yet,” Mark said in a quiet voice.

I felt my mouth drop open, but I couldn’t force any words out. Had he truly considered his proposal serious?

Unsettled, I turned my head to look up at James. “When did you know?”

“That you were the cute little red and black wolf?” He grinned at me. “I admit. It took me a few hours. At first I wasn’t sure you were actually a werewolf until that fool of a witch pointed out the dire wolf in you. When she started listing most known breeds of wolves, I knew.”

“Dire wolves went extinct thousands of years ago.” Mark frowned.

Relieved that Mark was distracted from the fact he had proposed to me, I encouraged the conversation. “Francine knows a lot about wolves, doesn’t she?”

James nodded. “She does. It shows what you know about werewolves, Dupree. You won’t find a purebred anymore, that’s true. But certain werewolf lineages still have more than a touch of our true heritage. Don’t they, Lady Hanover?”

I bit my lip and said nothing.

At least he hadn’t used a more elaborate title. What was the appropriate title for someone of my dubious upbringing? My heritage was royal enough, but I thought I had eradicated the memory of my identity among werewolves a hundred years ago. That my efforts proved futile annoyed as much as it worried me.

I wasn’t supposed to exist, that much the Inquisition had right.

“We can talk about it later,” James offered, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “We should be safe enough in here until the storm clears. Devonshire is quite busy. Warm up. Rest. In a few hours, things are going to get hot in here.

Unable to bear the thought of lying down again, I found a spot next to the heat duct, hugging my knees to my aching chest. It was all to easy to close my eyes and fall into the grip of lethargy. I tried wishing away the looming threat of James’s awareness of my name and heritage.

It wouldn’t work. It never did, but I wished for it anyway.
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Hours went by, but no one disturbed us. I rubbed at my arms to ward off the chill in the room. The lights dimmed in rolling brownouts, and the vents for the central heating system no longer pumped warm air into the room. I stared out the window, reaching out, pressing a hand to the glass. If there were trees in the darkness, the snow engulfed them. A few fuzzy points of light marked the parking lot below, but like the trees, there was no sign of the cars buried under the white blankets covering everything.

“The storm’s getting worse,” Mark said. His voice startled me away from the window.

James made an annoyed noise. “It’ll die down soon enough.”

The eerie songs of the blizzard and the hurricane strengthened in my ears, their buzz reminding me of dueling violins. I rubbed my hands together in hopes of warming my aching fingers. “It’s only beginning.”

“And how would you know that, Allison?” There was nothing but scorn in Mark’s voice.

I couldn’t blame him. I had ignored his concern and his relief as though he meant nothing. Guilt battled with the grim reality that Mark was a human, no matter what sort of magic he possessed. Like witches, shaman didn’t live any longer than normal humans.

We could never become anything more than friends, if we could have even that. Encouraging him wouldn’t do either one of us any good.

Forcing a smirk, I turned back to the window. “It’s elementary.”

“Enlighten us foolish men,” James said.

“Samantha loved the snow,” I replied, pressing my nose and palms to the glass, my fingers splayed. “It hides things. It makes everything pure. It’s beautiful. It’s lethal. To those burned by fire, it’s life. She hated Georgia. Snow didn’t come in the winter. That’s why I sent her to New York.”

It didn’t become truly silent. The wind and snow hissed outside. Resting had roused my wolf enough that I could hear the rapid beat of the men’s hearts. Fear, hatred, and something wild and sweet teased my nose. “It was only a matter of time before she died, but I think she would’ve loved to see this.” I spun around to face James and Mark. “Why was Devonshire forcing the ritual on people?”

“What?” both of them exclaimed.

I blinked. “You didn’t suspect him at all?”

Mark slapped his hand against his forehead. “Oh god, no. No, of course not. He’s always been so upset over this whole thing. The necessity of it has been tearing him to pieces.” He shook his head, and the intensity of his worried expression made me wonder, yet again, if he might have been a suitable partner for me. If only he hadn’t been a human—or a shaman. “Impossible.”

“Oh bloody hell,” James muttered.

“James?” There was a twinge of doubt in Mark’s tone.

I kept quiet, watching them both as they thought it through.

“He’s insane. A mad wolf.” The weakness in James’s voice was almost enough to make me feel sorry for him, not that I felt much pity for someone who had tried to assassinate me.

“He’s been ordering you to kill his pack, member by member, since he’s failed to find a natural-born Alpha to join him. He’s been forcing the ritual, forging new packs, and leaving them without an Alpha to teach them.” I linked my hands together and stretched my arms. “You’re right, James. He’s insane. Rabid, even. Through the pack bond, he’s probably felt every last death of the wolves he’s had murdered. And he’ll keep killing until he gets who he wants.”

James and Mark exchanged troubled looks. I couldn’t help but wonder how long they’d worked together, because after a moment, they nodded to each other in agreement.

“Can you prove it?” James asked.

“No, a pack-bound Alpha might be able to, but I can’t.” I hesitated, pressing my palms together. “I suspect I know who he wants, but I have no proof. It’s just a guess.”

“A guess is better than what we have,” Mark replied bitterly.

“Victoria, you’re dominant and an Alpha. Why can’t you prove it?”

“I have no pack, James. Without the pack bond, dominance and Alpha-status mean nothing. I’m a lone wolf. A rogue. My pack died long ago. You should know that.”

James lowered his head and presented his throat.

“How long ago are we talking about here?” Mark leaned his shoulder against the window, staring at me.

“You don’t want to know, Mark,” I replied, biting back a sigh. Words alone couldn’t describe the truth.

It had taken an entire generation of watching my friends die, and then their children die, while I remained an ageless monster observing from the shadows. Shamans and witches would enjoy normal life spans, so long as they survived the Inquisition.

I envied them.

“Tell me.”

“I was born over a hundred years ago.”

“You’re lying. That’s—”

“Impossible?” I asked in a whisper, staring out into the darkness. I glanced at Mark out of the corner of my eye. His mouth hung open. “I’m old, Mark. I’m sorry. The Allison you knew was a lie, a convenience to let me move around in the world. She’s like many of the other lives I’ve led. It’s as James said. My name is Victoria Hanover, and I was born in 1851.”

“That’s insane.” Mark shoved away from the window to pace around the room. “My god, you were alive during the Victorian Era.”

I flinched. Not only had I lived through it, I was a direct product of it, a forgotten legacy erased from the history books. I had been discarded and sold, shipped off to an East Canadian werewolf pack at age six so my mother’s shame would not be known.

How could I admit that to anyone? I hadn’t been a slave. Slaves, at least, were useful to someone. They were desired. Wanted.

I’d been my mother’s secret, a shame so devastating to her that I had to be hidden away from those who wrote history, erased, thrown to the wolves, and locked away in a cellar. I’d only been permitted to see the sky when I agreed to become one of them, however unwilling.

I closed my eyes. A hundred years ago, I would’ve wept at the memory, but I had no more tears left. I’d cried them all out.

“Allison?” Mark whispered.

“Forget it, Mark.”

“You’re really that old?”

“Yes, Mark. I’m really that old.”

He made a thoughtful sound, then a faint smile pulled the corners of his mouth upwards. “Okay. Fine. You’re old. You’re not my grandmother or something, are you?”

“Preposterous,” James snarled. 

I couldn’t help it, turning to the Brit, I crossed my arms over my chest and asked, “Are you some sort of fangirl or something?”

“I’m sorry, Your Hi—”

“Don’t you even dare!” A flush burned my cheeks at my high-pitched cry.

With a clack of his teeth, James shut his mouth. I stepped forward, unable to stop from trembling. I had to force my words out through my tight, aching throat. “You tried to kill me, James. You killed a lot of people trying to kill me, too.”

James paled to the white of the snow outside. “I didn’t know who you were.”

“That doesn’t change the fact that I was in a coma for over a week and there are a lot of dead people now because of you and the Inquisition.”

“Most of them were uncontrolled werewolves infected with plague,” he replied in a whine.

“That’s only because their Alpha is mad and needs to be put down like the rabid cur he is.” I rammed a finger into his chest. “You better live a long time to make up for your crimes, wolf.”

James whined again, exposing his throat to me. My irritation surged, and I sank my teeth into his neck, biting as hard as I could without drawing blood. He stood statue still.

When I stepped away, I wound up and slapped him so hard his head snapped to the side. The print of my hand was a white mark on his cheek. “I should curse you for what you’ve done.”

Mark refused to look at me or James, eyes fixed on the floor. I bared my teeth.

I didn’t know the extent of Mark’s skill as a shaman, but at least he knew enough not to cross an Alpha.

“You really know who is behind all of this?” he whispered.

“That encompasses a lot, Mark. The Shadow Pope of the Inquisition is the one ultimately responsible for ‘all of this.’ But Devonshire is at least the one who has started the forced rituals.”

“You’re serious. It’s really possible to force the ritual on people?” James asked with a sheepish expression. “I thought it was the hypothermia talking.”

“What?” I narrowed my eyes, scowling at the other werewolf.

Both men looked embarrassed. 

“You were ranting when you were unconscious,” Mark admitted.

Great. With my luck, I had probably spilled every last secret I had without knowing about it. “I’m not hallucinating or ranting. I’d bet my life that Devonshire is the original wolf behind the forced rituals.”

“You think there might be more than one wolf changing people?” There was more than a little alarm in Mark’s tone.

“A mad wolf begets mad wolves.” I bit my lip. While I had never forced a ritual on someone, let alone participated in such a ritual other than my own, I couldn’t help but wonder if I was capable of it.

I hoped not.

Mark looked up from the floor, staring at me with a puzzled expression. “That’s a bit of a stretch, don’t you think?”

I shook my head.

“How do you know?” James asked.

“Just trust me. I know.” For a little while longer, I would cling to my secrets, all the while wondering if I would be the next one to go mad. I could see the questions in their eyes, but Mark and James remained mercifully silent.

James, especially, wouldn’t believe that one of royal blood had been sold to a werewolf pack.

They wouldn’t understand.
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“We need a plan.” 

Mark who broke the silence with the most obvious of statements, but I couldn’t bring myself to say anything at all. He was right. Settling with a nod for an answer, I peeled myself away from the window. The storms, both behemoths in their own right, bickered in the back of my head like a pair of unruly kids fighting over a ball during recess.

Maybe I could’ve stopped them for a moment, but they’d continue their fight the moment I looked the other way. I swallowed. Calamity hadn’t been my intention, but it was reality. The only person to blame for our predicament was me.

Maybe.

Maybe if Samantha hadn’t been taken from me, I never would have been driven to the brink of insanity. Maybe I wouldn’t have stolen Mrs. Livingston’s magic. Maybe I never would have gone to West Virginia in the first place. Then again, with the Inquisition involved, control wasn’t something I was good at.

Either way, unless one of us came up with a good plan and fast, we were all in a lot of trouble.

“It’s only a matter of time before they check on Lady Hanover’s suite and discover she’s gone,” James said, pacing across the room. The lights dimmed and the central heating system purred in its effort to combat the storm. “If we had Aurora, we’d have a chance.”

I masked my flinch by whirling to the window. The sky paled with the light of dawn, but the snow didn’t show any sign of easing. “I don’t see how that would help us.”

“Even I’ve heard of Aurora,” Mark said. “Come on, Ally. He’s right. A weather witch would be pretty useful right now.”

James shook his head. “She’s probably dead, Mark. The Inquisition doesn’t like witch wolves they can’t control.”

“They let the Winter Wolf live.”

The two men glared at each other.

I sighed, rubbing at my forehead, wondering how I had managed to get myself into yet another problem too large for me to handle on my own.

“First, the Winter Wolf is a wizard,” James said, flipping his middle finger at Mark. “Second, she’s also unique.” James lifted another finger. “Third, if the Inquisition touches her, they’ll face the wrath of every Canadian werewolf pack, most west coast packs, and the remains of the British packs. Unlike us, they aren’t plagued anymore, thanks to her.”

“I bet she could solve this,” Mark mumbled, sulking.

“She might be a wizard, but the Winter Wolf is not a weather witch,” James replied, shaking his head. “We’d need Aurora.”

I laughed. “What makes you think Aurora would help anyway, if she’s alive?” I shrugged. “The Inquisition asking her for help likely wouldn’t go over very well.”

James snapped his fingers. “That’s where you come in. You’re an old rogue. You don’t have any love for the Inquisition either. If she’d listen to anyone, it’d be you.”

I tried to imagine how that conversation would go in my head. The Brit had a point. If I were someone else, it may have worked. I wondered when Mark and James would figure out the truth. “Wouldn’t finding a specific wolf be a little difficult in this storm?”

“She’s probably dead,” Mark said with a sigh. “I’ve been hunting her for years without so much as a single clue.”

My heart dropped down to my feet. “What do you mean?”

“Didn’t you know, Allison? She’s worth tens of millions alive. Every bounty hunter on Earth wants to bag her. She’s worth more than most terrorists combined. If I could land her, I wouldn’t have to dirty my hands ever again. It wouldn’t even be a bad situation for her. England’s the highest bidder for her right now at a smooth sixty-five mil, and they’d have hell to pay from their packs if they so much as hurt a single hair on her.” Mark shook his head. “She gets protected, and I don’t have to kill anyone anymore. I could leave the Inquisition.” He paused with a guilty expression. “That was the side business you were handling the accounting for. I’m sorry.”

“No one leaves the Inquisition alive,” I whispered.

Mark ducked his head and refused to meet my gaze. “I can dream, right?”

“You’re one of the assassins killing the werewolves,” I said as the pieces of the mystery worked their way together in my head. “You vanished at the party because. . .”

Closing my eyes, I shook my head, trying to deny my growing suspicion. By helicopter, it was possible to make it to Baltimore or Washington in less than an hour. With her powers, I had no doubt Mrs. Livingston had killed Caroline without Mark’s help.

But, Mark couldn’t have posed as me and killed Oleran on his own. His mother, however, could have easily made one of the other witches stand in for her at the Plaza, thus able to pose as me in Baltimore while Mark assassinated the werewolf lawyer.

My appearance as Cinderella would have made me much prettier than I was in Mrs. Livingston’s eyes. It would’ve been trivial for them to wait long enough for Caroline to be killed, likely for going against the orders of the Inquisition, dying as an example to the others at the party.

“How many of those werewolves did you kill?” I asked.

“My mother, and by extension, the Inquisition demanded it.”

“Those bursts of income were your bounties!”

Mark bowed his head in acknowledgment of my accusation. “They were.”

I balled my hands into fists. “You killed Samantha.”

James retreated towards the door. The sound that came out of my throat froze him in his tracks. The rich, bitter scent of fear flooded my nose. Beyond the snow and the cloud-covered skies, the full moon’s quiet call strengthened. My breath exploded from my lungs. “You killed my pack.”

All of my rage and grief boiled over, burning through me. My eyes hurt the most. The ache of the tears I thought I’d forgotten how to shed blurred my vision. “What had she done to deserve death?”

“She existed.” Mark refused to meet my gaze again, his voice quiet and broken. His guilty tone made me pause for a moment, while my rage and sympathy for him warred against each other.

I trembled, dispelling my hesitation with a shake of my head. “May you live a thousand years,” I snarled, taking a single step forward. “May you taste the fear of death a thousand times. If there’s a god out there, I pray he lets me be the one who twists the knife each and every time. I hope you live forever, because you are not worthy of death. I cu—”

James lunged for me, slapping his hand over my mouth. His other arm snaked around me, yanking me to him. “He’s not worth it.”

I bit him hard enough to draw blood, but he didn’t let me go. Maybe James was right. Maybe Mark wasn’t worth my curse. I blinked away my tears.

“If I were you, Mark,” James began, still holding me in a firm group, “I would be very careful about what you say from now on.”

“Why?” Mark spat.

“Next time, I’ll let her finish what she started. A werewolf’s curse on a soul is not easily broken. Then you’ll understand what pack truly means.”


Chapter Thirty
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“It’s snowing harder.” James paced near the window, halting to stare out at the snow. “It’s only a matter of time before they use the surveillance system and find out where we are. If they send the coven, we’re in trouble.”

Mark snorted. “Don’t underestimate me, werewolf.”

“They outnumber us twenty to one, Mark. I don’t like those odds.”

“What surveillance system?” I asked, scanning the room. The corners of the room didn’t have any obvious cameras. When I had been victim of the Inquisition, cameras hadn’t been invented.

“There are micro cameras embedded in the furniture. The wires are tapped. There are probably a few bugs planted around here somewhere, too. Usually the systems are shut off unless the room is occupied.” James shrugged. “I helped them set it up. Nothing should be activated, unless they’re already onto us. They don’t waste the electricity on empty cells.”

Mark scowled. “So we get rid of them.”

The Brit’s laugh was strained. “Easier said than done, shaman. A strong EMP might fry some of them. Sorry, I didn’t bring a sweep with me. I didn’t think I’d need it here. I should’ve known better.”

I glanced at the window. “How strong of a pulse do you need?”

“Pretty strong. Most of them are shielded. Even a sweeper might not catch all of their toys.” James shook his head. “Nothing short of a lightning strike would work considering what we have.”

My mouth twitched as I fought the urge to smile. Turning rain to snow was one thing. Summoning a hurricane was the sort of insanity I had never believed myself capable of. Thunder and lightning I could handle, so long as I didn’t fry us in the process.

The storms sang in my head, their incessant duet full of energy. Maybe with a little luck, the storms would be willing to cooperate. Devonshire wouldn’t hesitate to finish me off once he figured out I still lived.

If a little lightning would ruin his plans and buy us a little time, Mark and James would get all of the lightning wanted and more. I cracked my knuckles. “Lightning, huh?”

James eyed me warily. “Do you have an idea, Lady Hanover?”

I smiled. “Maybe. But first, Mark. What sort of shaman are you?”

A sullen stare answered me.

“Mark,” I growled.

“Wolf.”

I snorted. “Good. How long can you hold your form?”

“Two hours, three if I really must.”

“If I can buy us a little time without being noticed, I think I have an idea,” I said, facing the window. “You’ll have to trust me, though.”

“I don’t like the sound of that,” Mark muttered.

I laughed so I could ignore the sharp edge of my anxiety. “Good. That means you’re not as dumb as you look. Once I blow the cameras and bugs, we’ll make our plans. Then we’ll bust out of this joint.”

“You can blow the surveillance system?” James asked, his eyes widening.

“Oh, I can do so much more than that,” I replied, pressing my hand to the window. “I do recommend you step away from the furniture though, gentlemen.”

By the time I was done, I was going to fry a lot more than the surveillance systems. My lightning wouldn’t reach the lower levels of the complex, but I’d make a mess of the upper floors.

The Inquisition could afford the repair bills.

Closing my eyes, I focused on the presence of the storms in the back of my head, webbed in the coercive call of my magic. I could feel where my energy siphoned out of me, fueling the violence of the weather.

I imagined the room and the building as a whole. Come, I thought to the sky. Come, lightning. Singe, but do not burn. Surge, destroy, strike!

The thunder crashed overhead and a white light burned through my closed eyelids. Mark and James cried out behind me. The stench of melting plastic assaulted my nose. A tingle passed through me. Another crack resounded, and the floor shook beneath me.

“Bloody hell,” James gasped.

The storms rejoiced in my skull, their song drowning out all other sound for a moment. Be quiet, I demanded. The thunder’s rumble softened. The noise in my head diminished. I opened my eyes and turned away from the window.

James and Mark stared at me, their mouths hanging open. Their hair stood on end.

A laugh burst out of me. “That look suits you.”

“What have you done?” James whispered.

“You wanted the surveillance system fried. I fried the surveillance system.”

“With lightning.”

I shrugged. “With lightning.”

“How?” Mark asked.

Pinching the bridge of my nose, I stared at the two. They stared back. “I take back what I said earlier. You are both as dumb as you look. Neither one of you has figured it out?”

Mark’s eyes widened. “Impossible.”

I glanced at Mark, nodding in confirmation. “You would have figured it out soon enough. I have to do something flashy to get us out of here.” I drew a deep breath, held it for a minute, and then let it out in a long sigh. “You wanted Aurora’s help. Fine, you’re getting it. But in exchange, you will forget I exist.” I jabbed my finger at Mark. “You never saw me. You’ll search to the ends of the Earth, and you will never, ever find a clue of my existence.” I turned to James. “The same applies to you.”

“You’re not serious.” James rubbed at his temple. “Mark’s right; it’s impossible.”

“You believe I’m almost two hundred years old, but you can’t believe I’m Aurora?” I slapped my palm against my forehead. “You two are going to drive me mad.”

Both of them flinched.

“Oh give me a break. You do want a chance to escape from here, don’t you? After dark, it’ll be colder, and it’s easier to work with the ice then, but I might be able to do something now. Mark, you’ll need your wolf shape to last three hours. James, I’m trusting you to take him far from here.”

“What are you planning, Allison?” Mark crossed his arms over his chest.

“Vengeance,” I said. “I’m giving you your life, Mark. You too, James. I’m going to open the way for you. When I’m done here, I’ll follow.”

Judging from the widening of their eyes, I didn’t need to tell them that the chances of my leaving the outpost alive were slim. I stared them both down.

“Why?” James asked.

It amazed me how one word could ask so many questions. I smiled. “Why would I let you go? Samantha liked you, Mark. I might want to tear your head off your shoulders right now, but killing you won’t bring her back. As for you, James, you spared the kids. I’d forgive you for almost anything because of that. Why am I after vengeance? You two are just the dogs of the Inquisition. It’s your master I want. I have a chance. Why am I willing to die? I’m old. Without Samantha, you’ll find out the reasons the Inquisition hunts rogue wolves. It’s better for everyone this way.”

James sucked in a breath. “She was controlling your wolf.”

“That is why witches bond with wolves, pup. Ask your Alpha next time you see him. With each change, it gets harder to define where human ends and wolf begins. Eventually, all that is left is the wolf. One day, I’ll change, and I’ll forget I was ever a human at all. My witch—Samantha—she controlled that. I can’t risk changing again, not yet. Not now.”

It was the truth, mostly. Without Samantha, I didn’t know how long I would last until I ran wild. I could delay the inevitable for a while. It was unnecessary, though.

I was too tired to hope I would leave the outpost alive.

It surprised me how easy it was to accept that simple fact.

“Change,” I ordered, lifting my chin. “I’ll need your boots, James.”

“My boots?”

“You’ll just have to trust me. Choose. Change into wolves, and do as you’re told, or I summon some more lightning and make you both the targets instead of the cameras. It doesn’t matter to me either way.”

James drew a deep breath. Suspicion darkened his eyes before he acknowledged my lie with a frown and a slight nod. “I can’t talk you out of this, can I?”

“No.”

“Bloody hell. What about Anderson? He’s as much of a victim of this as you are. Devonshire changed his sister and held her hostage to force his obedience.”

“Devonshire will pay. Is his sister in the cells?”

James winced. “No. She’s not. He set her loose in the wilds. There’s no way anyone will find her now.”

“So long as he doesn’t cross me, I will show him mercy,” I promised. “Now change.”

Mark bit his lip. I met Mark’s eyes. I don’t know why I smiled, but I did. Maybe I wanted to acknowledge him before I drove him away for good. It was better for both of us.

When I thought he was going to argue, he nodded his head and stripped out of his clothes. James followed his lead. I put on James’s discarded boots. Then I waited for them to finish their transformations, averting my eyes so I didn’t have to watch the process.

Within several minutes a pair of wolves stared at me with solemn golden eyes. It was easy to tell them apart. Mark was unremarkable, a small, ordinary gray wolf in all regards. James shared Mark’s coloring, but was the size of a mastiff.

I picked up one of the chairs, and drawing on my werewolf strength, I smashed the window. Icy air blasted into me, staggering me back several steps. It took several more blows to remove enough of the glass to make an opening large enough for the wolves to slip through without cutting themselves.

The rest of my fledgling plan hinged on the storms cooperating with me.

I focused on the songs in my head. Wild, fierce joy surged through me. Standing on the edge, I stared down at the snow five stories below. I reached upward, splaying my fingers in my effort to touch the dark clouds overhead.

“Ice,” I begged of the storm, focusing my thoughts on the image of a slide from the window to the ground, strong enough to support the two wolves. 

The cacophony of the storms bickering swelled in my skull.

A low rumble, like the passage of a train, shook the entire building. The clouds swirled counter-clockwise. Snow melted, shifting to a warm rain. A black funnel snaked down from the clouds, striking the ground below the window, sucking the air out of the room. My feet slipped out from underneath me.

Teeth dug into my arm, and with a jerk of his head, James jerked me away from the brink. Pain lanced up my arm, and the heat of my blood dripped down from the jagged tears near my wrist. Blinking away the blur in my eyes, I twisted around to face the window.

Some witches liked using chants or words of power to direct their magic. No matter what I said, I was fighting against nature and weather. Pretty words and futile gestures weren’t going to force the storm to obey my will.

All I could do was hope my demands would be humored.

“Ice!” 

The tornado threw snow into the air, sucking the falling rain into is dark embrace. A wall of white blasted into the room, caking me in snow. Flashes of light turned the gloom of the morning to the brightness of noon.

Then I saw nothing as the snow and the rain whipped me in the face. The storm sucked the air from my lungs. To my dismay, darkness shrouded my vision, leaving me to listen to the triumphant song of the storms as the cold and the wind sought to drain the life out of me. 

I refused to succumb, lifting my chin. I would not fall. I would not falter.

Vengeance would be mine.
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Hail slammed in through the ruins of the window, bouncing across the carpet to pile around my feet. By the laws of nature, tornadoes connected the sky and the ground in swirling masses of air capable of destroying everything in their paths.

My tornado, like some demented slinky, hit the ground, gathered up all of the snow it could, and arced towards my window. The cold bit at my lungs and froze everything in place.

The wind died away, revealing an enclosed slide of snow and ice. Icicles cracked and fell away from my body as I managed to take a single step forward.

The tunnel extended some fifty feet away from the building, ending in sheet of blue-white ice. I shuddered.

In my head, I had imagined a simple ramp extending to the ground below.

The strength flowed out of me. With a groan, I sank to my knees. What had I done? More importantly, how had I done it?

Behind me, one of the wolves whined.

“Go,” I gasped, unable to force any strength into the command. James drove Mark past me with nips and warning growls. Both wolves paused to stare at me with solemn eyes.

I couldn’t smile. It took all of my will to keep myself kneeling upright. “Go on. Hurry.”

Mark whined, stretching his nose towards me. James snarled, nipping the smaller wolf, driving him towards the slide. With a brutal slam of his shoulder, James sent Mark tumbling down the slide. After a moment’s hesitation, the mastiff-sized werewolf plunged through the hole.

Ice crackled. I crawled forward in time to catch a glimpse of both wolves slipping, sliding, and spinning as momentum carried them across the ice field beyond the slide. A cloud of white plumed as the slide collapsed in their wake. I recoiled, shielding my face with an arm as shards of ice pelted into me.

My breath fled me in a sigh. The air shimmered around me in the green and yellow of an aurora. The door opened, slamming into the wall behind me. I couldn’t find the strength to turn and face the Inquisitors.

“Don’t move, witch,” Anderson’s voice called out.

I wanted to laugh. From behind, I doubted my young CEO could recognize me, white-haired and caked in snow and ice, while curtains of light danced around me. A witch, indeed.

The song of the storms continued in the back of my head, their presences soothing despite my awareness of a swiftly approaching death. I didn’t move, as commanded, but only because I couldn’t.

If god existed, he was surely laughing at me.

“Hands where we can see them,” Anderson ordered.

My arms trembled. I didn’t manage to spread them to my sides. Lifting them didn’t work either. My fingers twitched in spasms.

“You little bitch,” Devonshire snarled. Fingers dug into my shoulder, forcing me to turn. I fell against the other werewolf’s legs. The man recoiled several steps. I fell, my elbow banging into the floor.

In his calm, businesslike way, Anderson asked, “Do you want me to shoot, sir?”

“One shot. Try not to kill her.”

The crack of gunfire deafened me. I couldn’t tell where I’d been hit. The burn of silver seared through me, lighting every nerve in my body on fire.

I screamed. Before unconsciousness could claim me, I thought I heard the sweet melody of my storms sour with rage.

It was enough for me to cling to awareness, barely.


Chapter Thirty-One
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Instead of blood, fire ran through my veins. My wolf howled in my head before she was gone altogether. The pain faded to a distant throb. Panic closed off my throat, but cool air was forced into my lungs. I was aware of being carried, but I couldn’t force myself to fight against those who held me.

Disinfectant burned my nose, but I couldn’t voice my anguish.

Captured, shot, but alive. 

Anderson had shot me. The memory replayed in my head, over and over as though to ensure I would never forget the truth. Not only had he shot me, he had done so with a silver bullet. Unless I was trapped in a nightmare spawned from my meddling with the weather, he had shot me with a bullet crafted of old silver.

My memories of shooting other werewolves with old silver refused to be ignored. Blood turned black on the impact of the bullet. More often than not, my victims had slumped to the ground, releasing a breath as a sigh, as they slipped into comas they’d never awaken from.

It was easy to kill a werewolf who couldn’t fight back.

Slitting throats had been my preferred method. Quick and merciful. I couldn’t remember how many of my own kind I had killed when I had been forced to obey the Inquisition.

Despair smothered me, but the life support machine’s beeping reminded me that Devonshire and the Inquisition had me.

This time, they wouldn’t let me go, alive or otherwise.

At least I had bought James and Mark enough time to escape. I embraced my relief that I’d managed to do something. My hopes of doing any damage against the Inquisition crumbled, but the outcome didn’t surprise me. Death was inevitable.

Unless I managed to escape the life support machine and let the silver finish its work, it’d be a long time in coming, however.

Listening to the infernal beeping of the machine, I tried to come up with a plan. Killing a werewolf my age was difficult, but so long as my blood turned black in my veins, death would come.

My storms doomed me with weakness, but they could offer me the mercy of death the Inquisition wouldn’t. All I had to do was call out for the storms, order them to do something far beyond my capabilities, and let them drain me dry.

Without magic and without my wolf, I would die.

It’d be a mercy for both me and my wolf. I—woman, witch, and wolf—could be free. We could hunt for Samantha and the rest of my pack in the afterlife, if there was one.

The bleak hope of death dulled my grief. 

“If the generator dies, we’re going to lose her,” Doctor Harold said somewhere over my head.

Someone cursed. 

“We’re down to one generator, and the storm isn’t letting up at all,” another replied, his voice deep, masculine and unfamiliar.

I tried to catch their scents on a breath, but my nose wasn’t working right anymore. A faint hint of disinfectant mingled with a stronger cologne. Had cologne always been so sweet and enticing? It didn’t stink as much as I remembered.

“She probably won’t live even with the generator,” Doctor Harold continued, speaking in the same tone of a reporter relaying insignificant news.

“Explain,” Devonshire demanded.

“It’s the silver, sir. It’s in her blood. You kill the wolf, and the woman’ll follow soon enough. With as much black in her bloodstream as there is, her wolf is likely already dead. Take her off oxygen, and I suspect her heart will stop within minutes.”

I didn’t like the man’s matter-of-fact tone. It didn’t help I agreed with him.

Take away my wolf, and the inhuman years I’d lived through would catch up with me. Considering how few humans lived over a hundred, let alone any longer than that, I suspected I’d wither and die within a few hours at best.

Werewolf invincibility only went so far, and I hadn’t been kind towards myself over the years.

“What are her chances if you remove the bullet?” Anderson asked.

“If her wolf hasn’t died? Guaranteed. If her wolf is dead? Zero. Look, Mr. Anderson, I’m not a surgeon. I’m specialized in infectious diseases. But I’ll tell you this much: If that bullet isn’t removed, she dies. Period. End of story. No chance of survival. Werewolves aren’t gods, and they certainly aren’t immortal.”

“Devonshire, I paid you to catch her, not to kill her,” Anderson said, his tone dark. “I’ve another bullet in the chamber, and I’ll happily use it on you if she dies. Am I clear? This might be your outpost, but I won’t hesitate to take you out.”

“Understood. Fine. Remove the bullet,” Devonshire spat. 

“Good man,” Anderson replied. There was a brief moment of silence, broken by the beeping of the life support machine. “Go back to your cage and stay there.”

The slap of running feet and the slamming of a door announced Devonshire’s departure.

I tried to make sense of what I was hearing. Why was Devonshire obeying Anderson? At the gas station, Anderson had mentioned the Archeons, the secondary rulers of the Inquisition, who bowed only to the Shadow Pope. Was Anderson one of the Archeons? Or was the Archeon hidden amongst the Inquisitors, watching and waiting?

As the commander of the outpost, Devonshire had to at least be a Cardinal.

I wanted to scream my frustration and confusion.

Doctor Harold cleared his throat. “It’s fortunate you hit her arm and missed the bone. I think even I can pull the bullet out without killing her. It won’t take long.”

“And here I thought you weren’t a surgeon or good with werewolves.” Anderson sounded amused.

“I’m not, but this isn’t a difficult operation. Give me five minutes and a pair of tweezers and it’ll be out. What kind of round was it?”

“A very special one. Pull it out and keep me informed of her condition.”

“Of course, Mr. Anderson.”

“Oh, and Harold?”

“Sir?”

“Give me the key for the back door. I have to go outside to check on the generator later. I’ll be back to check on her in an hour. Assuming all is well, I will leave the door unlocked.”

“Sir?” Confusion infused Doctor Harold’s question.

“Some wolves need to be caged. Others belong wild and free. Nature doesn’t like being tamed. There needs to be at least a few wild things left in the world.”

“As you wish, sir.”

The silver’s poisoning surged through my veins. A vice-like grip clamped down on my arm. I struggled to pull away, but my muscles refused to obey. The cold of metal touched my scorching skin, and then the silver’s fire consumed me.

The world went dark and silent.
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Maybe it was my growing aversion to hospitals or the removal of the silver bullet, but I doubted I had been out for too long before the throb in my arm woke me. Cracking open an eye, I swallowed back a groan. Doctor Harold hadn’t bothered to bandage the wound.

I bled black, staining the white sheets with fluid I expected out of a zombie horror flick rather than out of me. At least I was dressed in my own clothes. My effort to kick off the sheets didn’t work. I did manage to sit up, gasping from the effort. 

At least I hadn’t been left naked.

The room spun around me several times before stilling. A black, oozing scab marked where the IV had been.

The single overhead light flickered. My hand shook as I reached up to rub at my eyes. Was my wolf dead? I didn’t think so.

If she had died, I’d be a shriveled corpse.

“You’re awake? About time,” Anderson said from the doorway. I stiffened as I realized he stood between me and the only route of escape. 

My reply emerged as a zombie groan.

“You know what I’m going to ask, don’t you?” Anderson’s voice was quiet. Was it regret I heard in his voice? I pondered that for a long moment.

The Inquisition often left people regretting their actions.

I managed a wry, regretful smile. “Who died and made you Pope?”

Anderson jerked. Maybe it was due to the habit of working for me, but he answered, “My uncle.”

My mouth dropped open.

I had been joking.

It took me a few minutes to think, but Anderson waited, his expression that of patient tolerance. “Carlsten?” I hadn’t met that particular Shadow Pope, but like all of the others, the thought of the man left a sour taste in my mouth.

“I should’ve known you knew who my predecessor was.”

“You’re truly the Shadow Pope?” I whispered, not wanting to believe it. I trembled, but I wasn’t sure if it was weakness, rage, or grief. “You?”

“I am.”

A hundred conflicting emotions silenced me for several long moments. I managed to swing my legs off the bed, though the effort left my face sweaty and my hands shaking. “Why are you here? Why Marrodin?” Spitting out the questions heightened my awareness of the man standing beyond my reach.

James had tried to kill me to save me from falling into the Inquisition’s hands. Mark had taken Samantha away from me to preserve his own skin, although he’d been paid his bounty for her death.

I could understand that. I had lived through it myself, long ago.

But Anderson stood at the very top of the mountain, staring down at me from a peak I had no hope of climbing. I couldn’t do it. I couldn’t force my legs into motion. My fingers curled into claws, but I was powerless to tear his throat out.

It was Anderson.

“Why?” I whispered. With one little word, I had managed to ask a hundred or more questions.

My traitorous eyes burned.

James I could forgive.

Mark I had freed.

But Anderson? How could I forgive him? How could I not? He had never done anything to harm those in Marrodin. I couldn’t imagine him hurting anyone. But maybe that’s what made him a successful Shadow Pope.

He was someone who could vanish without a trace, someone no one expected to lead the world’s largest group of enforcers and murderers. He was someone everyone believed incapable of wrongdoing. He was, at least on the surface, kind and gentle, hardworking, and admirable.

Anderson was perfect for the job.

“Samantha’s death was a mistake.”

Anderson’s words hit hard. 

Samantha’s death had been a mistake? Her life was gone, extinguished forever, and it had been a mistake? My pack of two had dwindled to one for nothing? Maybe if I didn’t believe Anderson’s words, she would somehow return to me. I stared at the floor.

Anderson sighed. “I hadn’t realized she wasn’t just a rogue witch.”

“You had her killed. By Mark.”

“He begged me not to. I didn’t listen. I couldn’t allow a witch so close to the board of Marrodin.”

“Mark knew?”

Anderson shrugged. “All he said was that I was making a mistake.”

My rage surged, and my hands stilled. “Give me a reason why I shouldn’t rip your heart out and feed it to you.”

“It’d be within your rights, I suppose,” Anderson replied, leaning against the door frame, he crossed his arms over his chest. “But you don’t want to do that.”

“Why not?” I contemplated whether or not I could stand to make good on my threat.

“You could save the werewolves here. You could make them remember how to be human again. You could give them their sanity back.” Anderson made a face like he had swallowed something sour. “I could put Devonshire down, once and for all.”

“You could’ve done that long ago,” I accused. 

“I could have,” he agreed with a nasty smile. “But then I wouldn’t have been able to capture you, Ms. Hanover. To think, the most prized of all werewolves, leading Marrodin. And to add to the sweet irony of it, you were never really human at all, were you?”

With far more grace than I remembered him having, Anderson closed the distance between us. There was nothing kind or happy about his grin. His fingers were cold on my skin as he lifted my chin so our eyes could meet.

I couldn’t deny it. Werewolves lost a little of their humanity with each and every transformation, until at last the wolf ran wild. For some, it took hundreds of years if the plague didn’t kill them first. Samantha had saved me from running wild. The next time I lost control—if there was a next time—I doubted there would be anyone to save me. I said nothing, averting my eyes.

“That’s why you needed Samantha. She kept you clinging to that human shell. She kept your true self from escaping. Even now, your lust for revenge keeps you from becoming the true wolf you really are.” Anderson pressed his thumb to my lips.

I kept silent. There was too much truth to his words for me to deny, but I couldn’t accept it, either.

I wasn’t a true wolf, nor would I ever be one. True wolves didn’t fight for their control. They were born in true harmony with their wolves, as natural as the shifting of the seasons.

There was nothing natural about me.

“You aren’t even allergic to dogs at all, are you? You’re so repulsed by the idea you aren’t really a human at all that your fake, unnatural body tries to reject the very presence of your own kind.”

I closed my eyes, jerking my chin out of Anderson’s hold. “You’re insane.”

“I asked Harold to test you for allergies. You’re negative. It’s all in your head, Ms. Hanover.”

“Bullshit.”

“I wouldn’t lie to you. How long have we known each other?” Anderson’s voice took on a cajoling tone. “I’m truly sorry about Samantha. I will find you another witch—”

“Stop.” My voice sounded as tired as I felt. “You may as well shoot me with your last silver bullet, Anderson. I won’t help you and your Inquisition.”

“You will,” he replied before pausing. “You must.”

“I won’t.”

“You’re the Caretaker of the Seasons, aren’t you? This storm is your doing. You must help. You can’t kill your own kind, and this storm will. You must use your power to calm the storms. Your pack will die.”

“I have no pack.”

“Marrodin is your pack,” Anderson cooed. “All of them. That’s why you founded it, wasn’t it? You wanted something to fill the emptiness within. A wolf can’t exist long without pack. These storms will hurt them. That’s why you’re so generous with vacation days, and why people can take off time once a month. You were letting the werewolves survive, unnoticed, among the humans.”

“You’re insane.”

“I’m simply telling the truth. I know what you are.”

I opened my eyes and stared at Anderson. “What do you think I am, you insufferable know-it-all?”

He flinched at the force of my stare before regathering his composure. “You were a human child born to a pack of wolves. You had to be taught to be a human, didn’t you? You had to be kept hidden, a secret shame. You were supposed to be born a wolf to a werewolf mother, who had stayed as a wolf to ensure her offspring lived.”

I stiffened.

True wolves were animals born to human parents. Was it even possible for a wolf to bear a human child? Old memories stirred, but I shook my head in my effort to drive them away.

I was a wolf, woman, and witch.

I had been born a human.

I hoped.
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Gunfire jerked me from my thoughts. My heart skipped several beats, as I frantically tried to figure out where I’d gotten shot—again.

The pain had I expected didn’t come. A heavy weight slumped on me, knocking me to the floor.

“That’ll teach you, you arrogant son of a whore.”

Shock froze me in place.

Amelia—prim, proper, dressed-in-a-business suit Amelia—stood in the door, a pistol held in her hand. The warmth of blood spread over my shoulder to drip down my chest and back. 

“That won’t keep him down long,” the former judge announced in her no-nonsense courtroom voice. “Get up.”

It wasn’t until Amelia rolled Anderson’s groaning form off of me that I managed to crawl to my knees. Blood poured from a dime-sized hole in Anderson’s shoulder. I reached out with a trembling hand and touched the cold skin next to his wound.

“Amelia?”

“Later,” she replied, taking hold of my upper arm and pulling me to my feet. “No time to talk. Time to go.”

I stumbled, and without the old woman’s grip on my arm, I would’ve fallen. Had Amelia always been so strong? I stared down at the growing puddle of blood surrounding Anderson. “Did you kill him?”

“He won’t die from that. Someone’ll help him soon enough. Come on, we have to get out of here before someone finds us.” Amelia paused, making a disgusted sound, her expression darkening. “Look, it’s already healing.”

With widening eyes, I stared as the hole through Anderson’s shoulder writhed and began to close. My mouth fell open. Amelia jerked me towards the door.

“Change,” she ordered.

I stiffened, my throat tightening as emotion—mainly fear—choked off my breath. Had Anderson been right?

Had I ever truly been human at all?

Amelia pulled me towards the door. “Get a hold of yourself,” she hissed in my ear. “I’m a witch, Ms. Hanover. I can help you if you need. I’m fine in the cold. You won’t be. Now hurry.”

Anderson groaned. With a lurch, he sat upright. Amelia pulled me out of the room. Cold air washed over me, chilling my sweat on my skin.

“Hurry!”

I couldn’t remember deciding to obey, but one moment, I was still human, and the next I wasn’t. The wolf part of me that I wanted to reject rejoiced. Scents flooded my nose. The sweetness of fresh blood set me to drooling. I licked at my muzzle.

“Come on. He won’t be down for much longer,” Amelia hissed at me, holding the outside door open.

I growled, but pushed by her. The snow came up to my neck. I lunged through the first few feet before scrambling on top of ice hidden beneath the surface. I watched the woman out of the corner of my eye. Amelia turned and slammed the door behind her. Pulling out a key from her pocket, she tossed it into the snow.

“That should slow them down a bit at least. Head towards the woods. I’ve a snowmobile in there.”

I twisted around, snarling my irritation at Amelia’s demanding tone. When had Amelia acquired the key? Anderson had said he was going to keep it. I didn’t remember her taking anything from him.

Amelia hadn’t touched Anderson at all.

“Do you want the Inquisition to catch you?”

Growling my anger and frustration, I waded through the snow, leaving Amelia to follow in my wake. When given the option between someone who had shot me versus someone who had shot my shooter, I took the sane route. I didn’t know if Anderson had any more silver bullets, and I didn’t want to find out, either.

Running wasn’t possible for either one of us. With bounding leaps, I crashed through the ice and snow, leaving enough of a trail for Amelia to follow. Once in the shelter of the trees, it was easier to find a path. The underbrush offered shelter from the worst of the snowfall.

“That way,” Amelia panted, pointing deeper into the forest.

I eyed the witch warily. I’d never been all that good on identifying witches on my own. How long had Amelia been one? The possibility that the woman was an Inquisitor existed, but with no other choice, I had to stay with her—at least until I thought of a better plan.

Then again, maybe succumbing to the wild was better for all of us. Maybe Anderson had been right.

Maybe I’d been nothing more than a wolf trapped in a human’s body all along.

“There!” Amelia pointed again. I put my ears back, but couldn’t see what she had spotted.

There was a loud pop and something impacted my flank. My muscles locked, numbness spreading from a dart protruding from my fur. I snapped my teeth at the projectile, but I couldn’t reach, not with the muscle-relaxing numbness spreading through me.

My legs buckled beneath me. Collapsing in the snow, I fought the lethargy of the drug.

I clung to consciousness but could do nothing to defend myself. When several figures emerged from the trees, all I could do was helplessly watch as they approached me, silver chains dangling from their hands.


Chapter Thirty-Two
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I was more than a little sick and tired of taking unexpected naps. I was doubly tired of ending up in places I’d rather not be. Trussed up like a Christmas goose dressed with silver chains definitely counted as one of the last places I wanted to be. The metal was hot through my fur. While it didn’t burn me, I feared I’d start baking at any second.

It didn’t help that Amelia was sprawled over me. Whoever had captured us had opted for black iron, steel, silver, and some other shiny metals to keep the former judge contained.

I didn’t blame them. Witches were tricky. With a little luck, I would show them just how tricky we could be. If, of course, I didn’t kill myself in the process.

Silver alone wasn’t going to hold me down. At least I hoped it wouldn’t.

Playing dead, I considered the situation. All in all, I felt like I had been put through a high spin cycle in a washing machine before being left out to dry. It could’ve been worse.

I could’ve been dead. Death wasn’t something I had an aversion to. I marveled at how I had managed to escape its permanent grip for so long. I was cursed with an attraction for trouble, but I somehow survived.

 Being dead wouldn’t do me a whole lot of good, not that I’d been able to eliminate the Inquisition. I had lost my chance to do something about the Shadow Pope. Then again, considering Amelia’s bullet hadn’t done much, I doubt I could’ve done anything to him in my weakened condition.

I curled my upper lip in a snarl, glaring at the cloth-draped cage. As a wolf, I had no chance of breaking free. While chained, I doubted I could transform back to a human. Freeing Amelia was my only chance of escape. But how? Without fingers, manipulating the locks wasn’t possible. Even if I could think of some way to use the weather to break us free, I wasn’t certain I could.

My dubious abilities as a weather witch would protect me from turning into a smoking ruin of fur and wolf jerky during a lightning strike, but it wasn’t really useful for escaping silver bars and chains. Even if I managed to call lightning to me, I couldn’t without reducing Amelia to a smoking corpse.

And with Amelia unconscious and bound, she wasn’t going to be of much use breaking us out of our prison.

I closed my eyes. In the most likely case, the Inquisition had captured both of us but didn’t want to take any more chances. Even with Anderson’s regenerative abilities, I doubted he had been the one to take us both out.

So who had done it and how?

“You didn’t kill them, did you, Ajahine?” The speaker had a thick, drawn-out accent, and it came from somewhere nearby. It wasn’t British or Australian. Canadian?

I could see some northern-bred Canadian being capable of handling a blizzard. A Russian could as well, but I didn’t think the accent was European. It was too easy for me to understand.

“I’m certain. You wished for one alive. I have provided two,” a woman replied. Her English was distinctively Middle Eastern.

“As I’ve seen. As always, I’m impressed with your ability,” the man replied. I decided he wasn’t from France or Quebec. I’d heard French and Quebec accents before, and his accent wasn’t it.

“It helped that they came right to me,” Ajahine murmured.

“The werewolf is an interesting catch. And the woman?”

“An Inquisition witch, of course. I was surprised to see her here. She belongs to a sect down in Georgia.” The woman laughed. “I love how they fight among themselves. It makes my work so much easier. Still, you’ll want to be careful, sir. She’s quite old for a witch, and you may break her.”

I bristled at Ajahine’s pleased tone.

“And the wolf?”

“Probably one of those victims the Inquisition has been buzzing about. It looked like they were taking advantage of the storm to escape the outpost.”

“You’re lucky the storm let up when it did,” the man chided. Then he chuckled, a deep throaty sound. “You’re no use to me dead.”

“I had to act then, or never, Max.”

Max snorted. “I understand that. Well, show them to me, woman. I don’t have all day to waste. What type of wolf did you bag me?”

I heard the cloth rustle and flap as it was whipped off the cage. Lying still took all of my effort. I drew a deep breath. The only wolf I could smell was me.

Humans.

I considered Ajahine’s words. While I had been aware of splinter groups within the Inquisition, why would Amelia risk shooting the head of the order? Why would she shoot Anderson, with whom she’d worked for so many years?

I was about ready to howl my frustration at having no answers.

Max whistled, drawing my attention back to the him. “That’s no gray wolf.”

“A beauty, isn’t she? Definitely my best catch.” Pride infused Ajahine’s voice. “Want me to have the boys trot her out?”

“She’ll fetch a pretty penny on the market for certain. Bitches are rare enough. With her looks? Packs across the world’ll be lining up to have her.” His gleeful tone forced a growl out of me.

“Ah, she’s coming around,” Ajahine said.

With my play dead ruse busted, I opened my eyes and bared my teeth. A man and woman, both middle-aged, stared at me from a safe distance. Max was a Caucasian, though I couldn’t tell where he was from on appearance alone. Ajahine was covered from head to toe in dark, form-concealing robes. Even if I managed to get my head through the bars, they’d be able to dodge my efforts to bite them.

“Should we separate them? It would be a shame if the wolf were to kill the witch,” Max said.

Ajahine laughed. “With that much silver on her? She’s lucky she isn’t writhing in pain. A tough one, this bitch, but she’s in no shape to kill her cage mate.”

“And the witch?”

“There’s enough rue-infused cold iron in her chains to keep a fae down, let alone a mere witch.”

“Not yarrow? Curious.”

“It’s in the cage bars. Don’t worry, Max. These two will be going nowhere. They’re ready for transport as soon as you’re ready to take them.”

“Excellent. How long until the storm clears enough for us to take off?”

“Several hours to clear the runaway,” Ajahine replied, twisting around to stare at something behind her. “Another hour to de-ice the plane, then prep and take off.”

“See to it,” Max ordered.

Ajahine bowed. “As you wish, sir.” 

Max pivoted and marched away.

Once the man was gone, Ajahine turned to face me. “I hope you’re skinned for your pelt, wolf.”

I put my ears back, my growl rumbling in my chest. To my surprise, Ajahine recoiled, fleeing from my presence as though something from hell chased after her.
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“Those fools.”

Amelia’s voice cut over my growls, startling me into silence. The steel form of a cargo plane emerged as the snow lessened outside. The open space around us proved to be a hangar, one spacious enough for a 747.

I cursed my inability to speak English while trapped as a wolf. At least, for whatever reason, I wasn’t dying to scratch my way out of my fur.

Maybe Anderson had been right, and I had somehow concocted my allergies due to my fear of not being a human. Maybe I was a one-trick pony of the witch world because I was too busy manifesting symptoms of allergies to do anything productive with my abilities.

“Any idea where they are taking us?”

I shook my head.

“Did you see them?”

I nodded.

“Americans?”

Putting both of my ears back, I exposed my teeth and growled.

“No? They weren’t British. African?”

If I could have put my paws over my eyes, I would have. Charades didn’t work so well without hands. I didn’t know what Amelia was expecting of me. Maybe she’d been hit on the head? I twisted around to stare at her with a baleful gaze.

“Another no, then. Asian? No? Eastern European?”

At the rate we were going, I feared she’d name every stereotypical racial group before she guessed the correct one. I sighed.

The cargo plane roared to life.

“Ah, Middle Eastern,” Amelia chirped in a pleased tone.

I whipped my head around, raising the volume of my growls threefold. Max and Ajahine approached the cage with five men following in their wake. Thug was too nice of a word for any one of the men making up the scarred, muscle-bound group. They reeked of sweat, blood, oil, and snow. I sneezed at the onslaught of scents.

“Good morning, Amelia,” Ajahine said sweetly. “You’re looking well for a dead woman.”

“I’m afraid you have the advantage,” Amelia replied in a neutral tone that I recognized as her preparing to play dirty with a lawyer. As a judge, Amelia had been frightening. In her role as a lawyer, the woman was downright terrifying.

Ajahine smiled. “You’re right. I do. Here’s how this is going to work. I’ll ask the questions. You’ll answer them. Satisfy me, and you’ll still be alive when the plane lands. Have I made myself clear?”

“As crystal,” Amelia replied, her voice so cold it sent shivers crawling through me. “May I begin with an observation?”

With narrowed eyes, Ajahine regarded the witch in the cage with me. “What is it?”

“Unless this is a particularly short flight, you may wish to remove some of the silver from this wolf. I’m afraid she was shot with a silver bullet recently. This excessive use of silver will have an adverse consequence on her health.”

“A silver bullet,” Ajahine murmured, eying me with the same sort of trepidation someone viewed an angry cobra.

On cue, I whined and shuddered. While the silver wasn’t bothering me all that much, I hoped Amelia had a plan, because I didn’t. It beat doing nothing at all. Staging a convulsion was painful. The chains bit into my skin, and not even the witch part of me could protect me from that.

Burnt wolf fur dulled my sense of smell, and the pain of silver poisoning stabbed through me. My yelp wasn’t faked.

“Nasty things, silver bullets. Tricky as hell to make, and only old silver works. Heirlooms, prized pieces of jewelry, things like that. Things as old, or older, than the wolf you’re trying to kill.” Amelia sounded smug.

“And silver this old does what to a wolf?”

Amelia looked surprised. “It kills them, of course. Gets in their blood. Burns them to crisps from the inside out. Unpleasant business, silver bullets. Takes a little longer for it to get into their blood when they’re exposed to chains or jewelry, but it’ll do the job all the same. Takes longer, but it’s a pretty popular interrogation tool in the Inquisition. I thought you knew.”

Max frowned. “That’s not what we were told.”

Amelia’s laugh rang out, sweet with her amusement. I growled at the old witch’s pleasure. “I’ve been killing wolves for longer than you’ve been alive. If you want to make sure a wolf stays dead, you use silver and cut off their heads. Anything less, and they might get back up again. Your loss, then. Don’t say I didn’t warn you.

I decided Amelia was far more frightening than I had ever imagined possible. She was either a really good liar, or the woman was a natural-born killer of my kind.

How had Marrodin turned from the sanctuary I had envisioned to the ultimate hunting ground for the Inquisition? How long had I been blind?

Max’s frown deepened.

“We can’t unbind that thing,” Ajahine hissed through clenched teeth. “She’s a blight, a profanity against—”

“Silence.”

Ajahine shuddered, rubbing her arms through her robes. After a long moment, and a glare from her companion, she nodded.

“This is what we’ll do. Ajahine, remove the chains, one by one, until the witch says the wolf will live for an eighteen hour transport. Any tricks, and you’ll die. I want that wolf alive.”

With a violent shake of her head, Ajahine recoiled from the cage. “I will not release such a blasphemous creature—”

“Ajahine,” Max whispered low enough I struggled to hear him over the plane’s engine. “You will do as I command, or you will become food for the wolf.”

My stomach soured at the thought of eating a human. Ajahine’s fear overwhelmed all of the other scents in the hanger.

“Open the cage,” Max ordered.

Two of Max’s thugs obeyed in silence. The first of the locks fell away.

Amelia stilled, her gaze predatory, focused on Max and Ajahine.

The second lock fell away. With a metallic groan, the cage’s door swung open.

“Go, Ajahine,” Max ordered. “One chain at a time until the Inquisitor witch deems that the wolf will survive the journey.”

“I recommend removing the silver from her head. A steel and leather muzzle will suffice,” Amelia said. “The silver will get into her blood faster through her head. It’s one of their weak spots.”

“Do it.”

Ajahine took a hesitant step forward. I met the woman’s eyes, challenging her with my stare. With a faint gasp, she froze.

“Ajahine.” Max’s voice deepened with the promise of violence. “Do you intend to defy me? To defy our cause? Such a wolf will make us wealthy. Without her wealth, we cannot succeed.”

Like Amelia, I stilled and listened. What did they want?

Amelia’s eyes brightened with some unknown victory. “She is a very, very valuable wolf. Priceless, even. Why, you could start wars with her existence alone. I could help you.”

“Wars?” Max breathed the question out on a sigh. “Speak.”

“You didn’t know what prize you had, did you?” Amelia laughed, loud and long. “Why, you’ve captured Aurora, the Shimmering Wolf, Caretaker of the Seasons. You may have heard of her.”

“Aurora? This wolf is Aurora?” Max’s laugh rumbled out of him. “I could do so much more than cause wars with her, indeed. You are correct. Amelia is your name, yes? She is priceless. Ajahine, remove the silver from her this once.”

Ajahine hesitated for a moment too long. Max drew a gun from a concealed holster, firing before I realized he was armed. The silencer made a quiet pop.

Red blossomed from Ajahine’s chest. She crumpled to the ground, eyes wide from shock. Blood bubbled from her lips before she twitched and stilled.

“Do not make me repeat myself.”

Max’s four thugs fell over each other in their attempt to enter the cage at the same time. Amelia pressed close to me.

“Close your eyes,” she whispered.

I obeyed.

A few moments later, all I could hear was screaming.
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In some horror movies and books, death from fear was a reality. In my lifetime, I’d never seen it actually happen—not to a human, at least. Rabbits, some birds, and even the occasional deer would tip over dead, victim to nothing more than the awareness that I was hunting them.

The stench of terror filled the air, but the cloying scent of deaths I hadn’t caused polluted the hunger-inducing aroma. The screams stopped, leaving the sputtering of the dying plane engines to echo in the hangar. That too died away, guttering out in the same fashion of a candle burned down to a stub.

“You can open your eyes now,” Amelia whispered in my ear. There was a tired, wavering quality to her voice.

I cracked open an eye. The four brutes lay piled on top of each other in front of the opened cage door. Blood oozed from their noses and mouths. A little farther away, Max still lived, though I doubted he would last long.

“Fae. . .” he gasped.

I jerked away from Amelia, whining as the silver wrapped around me bit into my skin. The woman’s smile widened. “No, child. I’m not a fae. Who were you working for?”

A spark of resistance lit Max’s eyes before the life fled from him.

“Fool,” Amelia muttered.

I stared at the bodies in turn, wondering what had frightened them so much it killed them. What sort of power could do such a thing?

The man’s final accusation chilled me. Fae. The beings of myth, folklore, and poetry probably did exist somewhere in the world. Smart wolves avoided the quiet places where magic ran wild. Smart wolves were content to believe without seeing or knowing.

They were, like gods and vampires, best left in tales and scary movies. Earth had enough frightening things without needing to borrow trouble. I trembled, panting from the silver burning me.

Amelia turned to me, hands outstretched. “I’m a witch,” she said in the tone of someone who believed her words explained everything. I flinched. “Let me get these off—”

“Touch her and I’ll fill you with so many rounds they’ll be scraping you off the concrete with a squeegee,” Mark said, his voice devoid of all emotion. I snapped my head in his direction, yipping at the agony the movement caused. Emerging from beneath the cargo plane, Mark carried enough munitions to take out a small army. He wore more guns than clothes, but his state of undress didn’t seem to bother him. An equally nude and well-armed James stepped out of the shadows.

“Don’t move,” James ordered, his eyes and his assault rifle focused on Amelia. “How can one woman manage to get into so much bloody trouble?” Clucking his tongue, the Brit gestured with the tip of his gun. “Out of the cage, witch, and no touching the lady on your way out.”

Amelia shrieked, pointing at James, “You’re supposed to be in jail!”

“Don’t underestimate the Inquisition,” James replied with a smirk. “Most find it a lethal mistake. I would’ve filled you with iron and silver already if it weren’t for the fact the lady likes you.” With a practiced gesture, James fingered the safety of his weapon to off. “So, what’ll it be? Cooperate, or find out how resistant to gunfire you are?”

“You’ll hit her,” Amelia warned.

“Don’t underestimate my aim or my willingness to take that risk,” the Brit replied in so serious a tone I flinched.

I wanted to put my tail between my legs and hide, but the silver held me in place, my breath emerging as pained whines.

Mark cleared his throat. “He’ll do it, too. James is one scary son of a bitch.”

Amelia growled her frustration. “Clever wolves. Very well. You win this round.” There was a faint pop and all of the chains binding the woman vanished as though they’d never been there at all. With lithe grace defying her age, she wiggled out of the cage. “How’d you figure it out?”

I stared at the two men and at Amelia in confusion.

“You can thank the shaman for that one. You’re good, really good, I’ll give you that. Be a good witch and drop the illusions.”

With a theatrical sigh, Amelia waved her hand. All of the bodies littering the floor vanished, save for Ajahine’s. The scent of blood faded, allowing the sharper, equally metallic aroma of rage to filter into my nose. “What did I get wrong, Inquisitors?”

“You used me to get Victoria,” Anderson’s clear voice rang out in the cavernous hangar. He stepped out from behind the wheels of the plane.

“What are you doing here?” Amelia retreated, making a warding gesture against evil with one hand.

Anderson flicked his finger at the trigger guard of his rifle. “I thought it was curious there were two of me at the same place at the same time. Devonshire’s a better actor than you thought, I’m afraid. He didn’t like doing it, of course, but I gave him a choice: Do it or die. Isn’t it ironic that you would be undone by speaking the truth? I am the Shadow Pope, and I am rather difficult to kill despite being just a regular human. You didn’t think I would be here. Unfortunately for you, it wasn’t me you shot. It was all an illusion to lure Victoria from the safety of the Inquisition’s walls. You disguised yourself as me and shot Vicky, and for that you’ll pay, witch.” Unlike Mark and James, Anderson was fully clothed. There was no sign of the bullet wound in his shoulder. He wore the same rumpled casual clothes from our aborted hiking trip instead of the suit he’d worn in the Inquisition hospital.

“How disappointing. Very well. How did you discover my plans?” Anger flashed in Amelia’s eyes.

“You made a single mistake,” Mark said, the assault rifle still pointed at the old witch. “You assumed your lies would overcome our feelings for Allison—Victoria, that is. You assumed we’d leave her without coming back.” There was nothing friendly about his smile. “Well, witch, you were wrong. It’d take a lot more than a little snowstorm to stop me from coming back for her.”

Amelia’s mouth opened, but the woman made no sound.

“You thought we’d just let you get away with your games,” James added, his smile smug.

“You made me believe Allison was dead.” Mark tightened his grip on the gun, his finger resting against the trigger.

“I didn’t kill Allison Ferdinan,” Amelia said, lifting her chin and narrowing her eyes.

“No, you wanted to, though. That’s why you, disguised as Anderson, kept hiring me and others to kill rogue werewolves. You wanted to frame her for murder. And you went where you knew we’d hunt our bounties, and you used your powers as a witch to make everyone believe Allison had done it. You used my Ma, tricking her to join your cause. You didn’t want a paranormal in Smith & Sons.”

Anderson brought his rifle up, adjusting his grip on the weapon. “You made the mistake of targeting Marrodin. You thought you could use the truth as a weapon. You thought you were lying when you weren’t. You had it right, Amelia. I am the Inquisition. I’ll say it again: I am the Shadow Pope. And you forgot the most important rule of the Inquisition.” 

Amelia’s fear smothered all other scents. “What rule?”

“An Inquisitor only kills the guilty. You murdered innocents. You used my Inquisitors to kill innocents. Using your powers, you targeted an innocent. Please, correct me if I’m wrong, but you targeted Allison Ferdinan because you suspected she was a werewolf.” Anderson shook his head, making a disgusted sound in his throat. “When Ms. Ferdinan disappeared, that was when you noticed there was something unusual about the founder of Marrodin.”

Silence fell over the hangar. The Shadow Pope kept his rifle pointed at Amelia, and I wondered if he was calculating how best to shoot the woman.

“Using my name and face, you tricked James into believing that Victoria was responsible for the new werewolves and assassinations. You tried to use Devonshire, but while he’s crazed, he’s not stupid. You might be a shadow witch and an illusionist of master caliber, but you aren’t me. It took him a little bit, but he figured it out and told me. That was when you were undone. Once I came here, it took a few hours talking with Devonshire, Mark, and James to sort out what you had done in my name. You enlisted Mrs. Livingston, feeding her greed to keep her cooperating. Through her, you assigned Mark hits, killing Marrodin werewolves. You tricked James into believing the orders to attack the funeral were from me when they weren’t. Unfortunately for you, he refused to kill two innocent werewolf pups. Because of that, he couldn’t ensure Victoria’s death. She lived. That was when I decided I had to intervene and protect her myself. That led me to here, and to you.” 

The witch shook, but I couldn’t tell if it was due to anger or fear.

“I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t had a reason to come to Marrodin to learn more about Allison’s death,” Mark said, his expression sour. “Not that Allison was actually dead. But it all fell apart when I noticed Samantha. Allison is good at hiding her nature, but I could sense the witch-wolf bond through her witch. That’s when I started figuring things out. I didn’t know for certain until we all ended up here, though.” With the nervous tension of someone on the brink of action, Mark flicked the safety on and off, the click more ominous than the thundering storm outside. “You’re fortunate Allison didn’t die, witch. If she had, your death would be remembered for a thousand years.”

“Don’t try to curse her,” James warned. “You’re not a werewolf, shaman. It probably wouldn’t even work anyway.”

Mark snorted. “She’s not worth it.”

“No, she’s not,” Anderson agreed. “Cover me, you two. If that woman so much as twitches. . .”

“As I said, I’ll fill her with so much iron it’ll take a squeegee to get her scraped off the concrete,” Mark promised.

Swinging his rifle over his shoulder, Anderson joined me in the cage. I flinched as he reached for me.

“You’re lucky she didn’t use old enough silver, Vicky,” Anderson muttered as he grabbed the chains binding me. Making thoughtful noises, he worked on untangling the silver, pulling loops over my ears. I whined as the metal tugged at my fur and burned my flesh.

“Those chains are over a hundred years old,” Amelia protested. To my amusement, the woman stood so still I couldn’t see her breathe.

“As I said, you didn’t use old enough silver. Now shut your mouth or have it shut for you.”

The witch’s mouth dropped open. With a visible swallow, she clacked her teeth together in her haste to obey the Shadow Pope.

It was Mark who snorted his disgust. “You went through all of that trouble to learn her name, where to find her, and how to catch her, and you didn’t bother finding out her age? Amateur.”

“Enough,” Anderson snapped. It took the young CEO of Marrodin several minutes to free me of all of the chains and untangle the wolfbane from my fur. “Can you get up?”

I struggled to rise. My body throbbed from the silver’s influence. I shuddered, taking hesitant steps towards freedom. Anderson moved with me, one hand pressed to my shoulder. When I staggered, his fingers dug into my scruff and held me upright with surprising strength. “Easy.”

After I managed to get free of the cage and far enough away from the silver, Anderson stepped between me and the witch. “I’ve only one question left for you, witch. Why did you order Samantha’s death?”

Amelia trembled. “I swore I’d destroy her.” Tears glistened in the old woman’s eyes as she glared at me. “She… that thing corrupted my coven sister!”

Anderson shook his head. “Samantha wouldn’t have called a vile thing like you a coven sister. Well, Victoria? There is the truth. There is the woman who murdered your witch, your Samantha. What do you want us to do with her?”
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Realization sank in, and the impact of it left me breathless. I don’t know how long I stared at Amelia, my mind blank, mouth hanging open as shock fixed me in place. Amelia had been the one to order Samantha’s death? I tried to make sense of it all.

Why would Amelia, sweet, caring Amelia want anyone killed?

A nasty part of me understood: Who better to pull off such a murder than someone with so much knowledge of the law? Who else than someone hellbent on seeing justice served?

Who else than the one person I never thought would have been capable of murder?

Throwing back my head, I howled. If wolves could cry, I suspected I’d drown myself in my tears.

But wolves couldn’t cry, so I poured all of my anger, my grief, and my confusion into my howling.

Samantha was gone, and Amelia had been the one who had taken her from me. The knife of betrayal twisted in my gut. I could feel the stares of the humans boring into me.

When I fell silent, most of the gazes shifted away, except for Mark’s. Our eyes met, and a grief almost equal to my own shone in his eyes.

When Mark turned away, he faced Amelia, his expression hardening. “You planned it all out, didn’t you? You knew it wouldn’t take much to goad Allison into killing my Ma if you played your cards right. That’s why you forged the adoption approval for the two kids. You knew Allison would find their pack. You knew she would kill to protect those pups. All you had to do was find out when she would make her move, which wasn’t hard once you found out where she had disappeared to.”

I stayed quiet, taking a deep breath. Rage gave the air the metallic bite of fresh blood. The scent was mine, and it was Mark’s. It belonged to Anderson and James as well, though to lesser degrees. From Amelia, I sensed nothing.

Amelia smiled. “So I did. It almost worked, too. If you hadn’t interfered, I would have claimed the largest bounty in the past ten years in my hands right now. What are you going to do now, Mr. Dupree? Mr. Anderson? Kill me? Imagine the stir that’ll cause. You’ll destroy everything that bitch built.”

“That’s fine,” Anderson replied, his expression a neutral mask, though his anger glinted in his eyes.

To my surprise, Amelia flinched as though she’d been slapped. “What?”

“It’d be worth it to see you pay for your crimes, witch.”

“No court would ever convict me.” Amelia crowed her laughter.

Ducking my head low, I kept my gaze focused on the old woman. She should have known better. She should have remembered the truth about the Inquisition.

They functioned outside of the law. Both James and Mark fidgeted, staring at Anderson. My arch-nemesis, the Shadow Pope of the Inquisition, the mastermind and ultimate guardian of all mundane humans, smiled.

The gentle expression chilled me with terror.

“It seems in your old age that you have forgotten something very important, Amelia.” Anderson’s smile widened, exposing his teeth in the same way a snarling wolf would warn an interloper. “I am the court. I am the judge. I am the jury. I am your prosecutor.” The Shadow Pope’s eyes fell on me. “Unfortunately for you, I doubt your defense lawyer will be at all interested in defending your case.”

Amelia’s eyes widened, her gaze flicking to me. An angry flush washed over the old woman’s cheeks. “I will not be defended by some unnatural dog!”

“She’s the only reason you’re alive right now, witch, so show some respect. If it were up to me, you’d be a rotting husk of a corpse right now. But if she won’t have you put down like you deserve, I think I’ve got the perfect alternative.” Anderson prowled around Amelia in a broad circle, examining every bit of her, as though looking for the ideal spot to strike.

“What?” Amelia asked warily.

“You can die as a woman and live as a wolf,” was the quiet reply, Anderson’s unfriendly smile fixed in place. “From my understanding, pack justice can’t be thwarted, not when a werewolf curses you under the light of a full moon. I’ve plenty of cages to contain you with until the next true moon rises, Amelia, and two wolves likely willing to mark you as cursed. Your one pathetic human lifespan isn’t sufficient to make you pay for all of the lives you have ruined. I’ll prolong your life and teach you true suffering.”

“Your hands aren’t clean either, Shadow Pope.” Amelia spat on Anderson’s shoe.

“No, they aren’t. Nor will they ever be. But I know better than to target the witch of the Caretaker, Amelia.” Anderson circled Amelia one final time before turning to me. “As the judge, jury, court, and prosecutor, I would sentence her to your curse. The Inquisition will ignore the use of your powers for this purpose, Witch Wolf, and provide anything you might need to contain her until her judgment is finalized. Alternatively, I will permit James to issue the judgment and take her to his pack for her punishment.”

Amelia drew her breath as a gasp. “You wouldn’t. You can’t. That’s—”

“Silence, witch,” Anderson snapped, spinning on a heel to face the old woman. “James, if she utters another word without permission, silence her.”

“Only if my Lady allows.”

Once again, the Shadow Pope’s eyes settled on me. “Victoria, change if you can. It is time for you to pass judgment for the death of your witch.”

I closed my eyes and was haunted by the memory of Samantha scowling at me. Could I change back?

Did I even want to?

Fear and uncertainty warred within me. If I changed back, I would have to once again rejoin the Inquisition, acting as Amelia’s personal hell, a hunting Inquisitor seeking more than justice. I would be forever stained, no matter what judgment I decided for the woman.

An immortal curse was almost as bad as death.

Could I even change back at all? The storm still sucked away at my strength, though its hold on me faded with each gusting of the wind. I sighed. I wouldn’t know until I tried.

It felt like an eternity, but I managed. I shivered in the cold of the hangar. I opened my eyes, pushing aside wayward strands of my magic-bleached hair.

“Well?” Anderson asked in a soft voice.

What would Samantha do? Samantha had always been the moral compass, the wisdom of her years partnered with the human compassion I all too often lacked.

I couldn’t ask her, and I’d never be able to ask her again.

I stared at Amelia, unable to mask the hatred in my voice. “Samantha wouldn’t want her killed.”

Samantha never wanted anyone to die.

Justice and mercy weren’t compatible words. I wanted to step forward, seize Amelia’s throat in my hands, and wring the life out of her. I closed my eyes.

If werewolves were creatures of mercy, I would’ve ordered James to pull the trigger.

But we weren’t, so I didn’t.

If I had been Amelia, Samantha would’ve forgiven me. I wasn’t Samantha either, though, and forgiveness was beyond my reach. The best I could hope for was pack justice.

“Your old, decrepit body doesn’t have enough blood in it to pay for Samantha’s life,” I whispered, staring my friend’s killer in the eye. “Samantha would have begged for me to forgive you. I won’t. I won’t forgive you. I won’t forget you. And you shall never forget me. I pray to deaf gods that you live a thousand years so I can watch them all go by while you learn what it means to kill pack.”

I didn’t utter the true words to curse her soul.

Amelia tensed, her eyes blazing with fury. “Never! I’ll kill you before—”

The crack of gunfire silenced the witch. Blood fountained from several holes in the woman’s throat.

I screamed at the unfairness of it all. Amelia’s eyes widened before the life fled from her. Her body slumped to the ground with a soft thud.

“Sorry,” Mark said, not sounding at all apologetic. He lowered the muzzle of the automatic rifle, pointing it at the witch’s twitching body. “That witch had Ma killed. She wasn’t a great Ma, but adoptive or not, she was mine. She turned Allison against me, and against you both as well. Maybe she doesn’t deserve mercy, and maybe Allison and her witch need more justice than that. But I won’t have her ruining anything again. Let her rot. I don’t trust her not to find some way to avoid justice.”

“Hasty,” James said, shaking his head at the fallen woman’s still form.

Anderson let his breath out in a sigh. “Wise. We’ll burn the body with rue and yarrow. Let’s not risk her coming back, boys.”

My legs collapsed under me, and I sat down with a thump, staring at Amelia’s body. My eyes burned.

Wolves didn’t cry.

I did, though. I guess there was at least a little human left in me after all.


Chapter Thirty-Three
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I stared at the tarmac, not quite able to shake myself free of the fugue gripping me. The rain transformed the snow to the blue-white of ice. With the engines dead, icicles clung to the sleek body of the airplane Amelia had arranged to cart me somewhere far, far away.

James draped a coat over my shoulders. “You’re really going to catch your death out here if you’re not careful.”

I jerked my shoulders in a shrug, my gaze snapping to Amelia’s body. Standing in the hangar during the union of a blizzard and a hurricane wasn’t the wisest thing I’d done. I didn’t know where Anderson found the supplies, but the young CEO of Marrodin and Shadow Pope of the Inquisition busied himself with sprinkling witchbane, rue, and yarrow over the corpse.

“Thanks,” I murmured.

“I never saw you,” was all James said as he clapped my shoulder and wandered towards where a small fleet of snowmobiles waited, each of them manned by wary witches who kept staring up at the dark clouds swirling overhead. I managed a smile for him, though my effort was wasted. He didn’t turn back as he hopped behind one of the waiting women.

I had a feeling we’d meet again someday. Things like that happened to me.

A few of the Inquisition witches cast curious looks my way, but when Anderson cleared his throat, somehow audible over the wind, the rain, the thunder, and the purr of the snowmobile engines, they found something else to look at in a hurry. Anderson rose, joining me after staring one final time at Amelia’s body.

“Well, that isn’t how I envisioned spending my weekend,” he grumbled with a shake of his head.

I jerked my head in a nod. “Ditto.”

“I guess I’ll see you in the office sometime next week?” Anderson flashed his best grin at me.

Life—and Marrodin—went on I guessed, even without one of the original board members. “I guess I’ll need to put that call in to Natalie after all.”

A nod answered me. I was content to stay silent.

Samantha’s true killer was finally dead, but I didn’t feel much of anything at all. No relief, no joy, and no real satisfaction. I was tired. I had survived, but mere survival wasn’t enough.

I wanted Samantha back.

Anderson stared at me, and then as James had done, he clapped my shoulder. “Why don’t you let me handle Natalie? I’ll deal with Amelia as well. I’ll file the missing person’s report tomorrow and have cleanup taken care of.” There was an uncomfortable moment of silence. “I’ll put together a team of wolves and witches to hunt down the West Virginia pack and bring the kids back in.” Before I could do anything more than tense, Anderson gripped my shoulder, turning me to face him. “Easy, Vicky. I’m not going to hurt the kids or their pack. Devonshire, however, will be dealt with. That I promise you.”

“And here I thought you were offering me a place to stay for a while with the kids?” I glanced at Mark out of the corner of my eye.

Anderson followed my gaze, his mouth twisting in a scowl. “And deal with the competition? I might be crazy, Vicky, but I’m not insane. However much I dislike it, I know better than to get involved with someone like you. I’m the Shadow Pope. I’ll be long dead before you get your first gray hair. If you ever get a gray hair. It seems you’ve favored white.”

Wrinkling my nose, I captured one of my curls and flicked it dismissively. “It’ll darken in a week or two.”

“Around the same time the storms completely blow themselves out and scatter?” Anderson asked, glancing at the tarmac.

“Something like that.”

“I think we’ll need to compare notes soon, Ms. Hanover. I don’t like not knowing what the true cause of this is.” Sweeping his hand out in a gesture that encompassed the hangar and the storm outside, he turned away from me. “A secret for a secret, then?”

“I’ve no love for the Inquisition.”

“And I’ve no love for rogue werewolves.” He twisted to grin at me. “Fair’s fair. You put up with me, and I’ll put up with you.”

“And you’ll keep your scourge away from my people.”

Anderson nodded. “I’ll keep them away from our people. I think it’s reasonable enough to consider the werewolves under Marrodin’s hire as a part of a rather large, informal pack. They’ll be your responsibility.”

Swallowing back a bitter laugh, I averted my eyes. “I can’t be their Alpha.”

“No, I suppose you’re right about that. It’s better that you aren’t.”

“Then I think we can work together on this,” I said, managing a smile.

Anderson grinned at me, his eyes twinkling. “I thought you’d see things my way.”

“I have a question.”

He tilted his head at me, arching a brow. “What?”

“Was it you or Amelia who shot me?”

Anderson burst out laughing. “If I ever point a gun at you, Vicky, expect silver bullets and a kill shot.”

My mouth twisted in a wry smile. “I’ll keep that in mind, Anderson.”

“I’ll see you later, Vicky. I’ll let you know as soon as we find the kids and their pack.”

“No cages, Anderson.” 

He nodded. “No cages. I shouldn’t be surprised. You’re always making things difficult.”

“I’ll expect the company will have organized relief for those impacted by the storm by the time I get back to Atlanta, Anderson.”

After casting a long look at the icy mess on the tarmac, Anderson stared at me. “I don’t suppose you can…”

I snorted. “No.”

“Some Caretaker you are,” the Shadow Pope muttered.

Laughing until my sides ached, I threw a mock punch at his arm. Anderson didn’t dodge my hit. “I never said I was.”

“I might not be a witch or a wolf, but one does get used to looking for the truth of magic. This whole storm smells quite a bit like you,” Anderson said with a sly smile.

“Are you saying I stink?”

Holding his hands up in surrender, he backed away towards the snowmobiles. “Next week, then?”

“Next week, Anderson.”

“I’ll see about arranging some interviews with secretaries suited to your special needs. For now, I’ll leave that mutt of a shaman with you. I’m sure you can put him to good use.”

Before I had a chance to bristle at the offer, the Shadow Pope of the Inquisition marched off, taking one of the snowmobiles from the waiting witches. Most of the entourage left, following in the man’s wake.

Mark stepped forward, leaning against the silver cage. “So you’re just going to keep working with him, Allison?”

“You better start getting used to the fact my name is Victoria.”

“Victoria Allison Hanover,” he replied, mouth twitching up in a grin. “You’re dodging my question. You’re going to keep working with him?”

I shrugged. “Someone has to.”

“Look, Allison, about Halloween—”

“Don’t,” I whispered, holding up my hand. Mark’s eyes darkened. While there was no expression on his face, I caught a glimpse of the pain lurking beneath the surface. “Just like with Anderson, it’d never work.”

“You won’t even let us try?”

I shook my head. “In a few years, you’ll start going gray. You’ll ache as the years catch up with you. Those around you will start having children, but you won’t.”

Mark scowled at me. “We could. It’s not impossible. I wasn’t under the impression you wanted kids of your own anyway.”

“But you will,” I replied, adjusting the coat. I shivered, but the cold wasn’t enough to drive me back into wolf form quite yet. “If I had any children, they would age slower. They couldn’t go to school. Sure, they might be human, but they might not be, either. They’d be different.”

Mark’s expression softened. “There’s nothing wrong with that. They’d be as interesting as their mother.”

I snorted. “It’s an entire lifetime for you, Mark, but it’s a few short years for me. It wouldn’t be all that long until you died.”

Like Samantha had died, taken from me early, though time’s passage would have inevitably torn us apart. I could forgive his part in her death when my witch’s true killer lay cold and unmoving not far from where I stood.

Mark had given Amelia mercy while giving Samantha at least some justice for her death.

I couldn’t hate him for that.

“So what?”

I shivered again from more than the cold. “Wolves usually mate for life, Mark. It’s more than just some vow when my kind weds. It’s better for both of us this way.”

It was better for me. It would hurt a lot less, but I wasn’t brave enough to tell him that.

Mark smiled his best confident, charismatic smile. “So turn me into a proper wolf. Problem solved.”

I stiffened, my eyes widening as the impact of his words hit home.

“I’m serious,” he said.

“I know you are.” I could trust Mark for something like that, at least. He was a lot of things, murderer included, but once he gave his word, he kept it, suffering through the consequences of his decisions to their bitter ends.

To my surprise, Mark pulled out the slightly dented engagement ring he had proposed with on Halloween. “Give us a chance. I’ll show you that you won’t regret it.”

Samantha would have laughed. No, my witch wouldn’t have just laughed, she would have wept, kicking her feet until she couldn’t breathe from the strength of her mirth. She would, with her eyes twinkling, make a snide comment about how set in my ways I was and say that I needed my fur ruffled every now and again.

Then she’d say, in her serious tone reserved for something truly important, that I needed to start living a little. I swallowed back the lump forming in my throat.

Even after death, she managed to win arguments.

I stared at the ring warily. “If you even think of offering me that old silver ring, I’ll kill you.”

Mark grinned. “I’ll hold onto it until I get you a ring that won’t hurt you. I promise.”

“Ten years.” My announcement surprised both of us. “If you’re still serious in ten years, I’ll consider it.” I narrowed my eyes at him, baring my teeth in a warning snarl. “And I mean just that. I’ll consider it. Nothing more, nothing less.”

The corner of Mark’s mouth twitched. “You drive a hard bargain, Allison. I shall endeavor to stay as radiant and young as you for the next ten years so my vanity is not sacrificed as I wait.”

“We haven’t been properly introduced. My name is Victoria Allison Mayfield Hanover, Werewolf.” I held out my hand.

His cold fingers clasped mine, and as a lord would for a lady, he brought my hand to his lips. “Markus Alexander Dupree, Inquisitor.”

I think Samantha would have approved. There was nothing wrong with making new beginnings.

Maybe this time, we’d get it right.
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The savage murder of a bookstore employee throws Nicole into the middle of Inquisition business, like it or not. Driven by her inability to save the young man’s life, she decides to hunt the killer on her own. Using forbidden magic to investigate the past, she learns that the murderer is in fact a disease that could kill the entire werewolf race.




Forced to choose between saving lives and preserving her own, Nicole embraces the magic that sent her into exile. Without werewolves, the power of the Inquisition would dwindle, and she could live without being hunted. 




Nicole’s only hope for success lies in the hands of the werewolves she hates and the Inquisition she fears, but finding someone to trust is only the beginning of her problems. There are those who want to ensure that the werewolves go extinct and that the Inquisition falls. 




But, if she fails to find a cure, her family—including her twin sister—will perish…


Chapter One
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I slammed my car’s door, spun on a heel, and swore I would have a perfectly normal visit to the mall. All I needed was one little book. Even I could walk into a bookstore, pick up a novel, and leave without causing any trouble.

This time I wouldn’t blow out the lights. There wouldn’t be a single power surge. I wouldn’t turn on every unplugged device in the electronics store on my way across the mall. In the ten minutes it would take me to get in and out, the only thing anyone would notice about me was the fact that I wore a high-collared sweater in late summer. I had a mission, and I would complete it without fail. The novel my agent insisted I read would be mine.

For a long moment, I considered turning around and getting back into my car. Dominic would forgive me if I didn’t start reading the book until tomorrow. I could call in a favor and ask someone to pick up a copy for me. Then I definitely wouldn’t run any risk of blowing anything up. If I had been smart, I would’ve just ordered the damned thing on the internet, but I had waited too long.

Fishing my cell out of my pocket, I unlocked the screen with a swipe of my finger. The charging icon mocked me. Despite running every battery-draining app I could find, the battery held a full charge. I opened another app, a devilish program capable of killing the battery in ten minutes. It wouldn’t, not with me around, but if I was too busy keeping my phone topped up, maybe my mall shopping trip would prove to be mundane.

I shook my head, laughing at my foolishness.

No one would notice my phone. No one would notice me for more than a second. They’d notice my clothes, and then they’d file me away as yet another weirdo wearing something strange to catch attention. L.A. was full of people like that.

I had no reason to worry. Even if I managed to embarrass myself yet again by losing control of my powers, no one would know I was the cause of unplugged electronics turning on or unusual power surges. 

Straightening my shoulders, I fixed my eyes on the line of glass doors and marched my way across the parking lot.

In and out. No blown lights. No power surges. No feeding power to unplugged electrical devices. No charging batteries for strangers. I was in control, and I would charge only my phone.

Making my way to the entry, I paused long enough to hold the door for a little old lady who insisted on making her way through the regular doors despite her walker. I couldn’t blame her. If I lived to be her age, I wouldn’t want to rely on automatic doors either.

She thanked me with a pat on the arm. Flashing her my best smile, I slipped inside.

Nothing happened.

Perfect.

I could handle ten minutes in the crowded corridors. Maybe if I told myself that enough times, I’d believe it.

I stuck to the center of the hallway, dodging kiosks as I worked my way to the bookstore. Despite being so near to closing time, the place was busy, leaving me to navigate a sea of bodies. I considered stopping at one of the jewelry kiosks. There was something appealing about the humble, cheaper baubles, but I didn’t quite dare.

In and out. No stops, not even to admire the gemstones twinkling under the display lamps. This time, I wasn’t going to break anything, not even a single light.

When I reached the bookstore, I paused at one of the display tables, staring down at the cover of some thriller novel. Picking it up, I pretended to read the back. I focused my attention on the hum of electricity around me. First, I heard—and felt—the lights overhead. Power radiated from them, their glow bleeding energy and heat. Then I felt my cell phone, siphoning energy from me like some inanimate, modern-day vampire. Its little battery hungered, desiring everything I could give it and more. It wanted to be charged.

One by one, I became aware of all of the little devices around me. Almost everyone in the store had a phone. Dormant devices, from reading lights to mobile chargers, littered the tables. One woman browsing books nearby had four battery-powered devices in her purse. One was a phone, and like mine, it hungered. Its need was strong; its battery waned to the point of failure.

If I wanted, I could charge it for her.

No one would notice if I did. Maybe the woman would wonder how her phone hadn’t died before she got home. It only had a few minutes left. It’d take me all of ten seconds to fix it for her. If I did, I wouldn’t be so aware of it. But to do so, I’d have to touch her—or her phone. Some things I could manipulate without having a direct conduit, but cell phone batteries were tricky, greedy things.

I cringed a little, setting the thriller book down. I picked up the next nearest title. I flipped it over, not reading the text on the back. Did I dare? Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the woman browsing through the books. All it would take was a few seconds. I could charge it without her noticing.

That was one thing I was actually good at.

I put the novel I held down and wandered to the same table, careful not to look at her. Book by book, I investigated the titles, circling to where she stood. With luck, she wouldn’t even notice me; if she did, I’d just have to pretend I was a people-person, acting the role and hiding the real me beneath the thin veneer of a lie.

“You’re Nicole Thomas, aren’t you? The actress. You’re her.” My quarry appraised me with a pleased expression.

People normally recognized the mainliners, people with beautiful faces and voices to match, people who didn’t avoid crowds.

In short, people other than me.

I met her gaze, abandoning my perusal of novels, reminding myself that people expected actresses to be confident, self-assured, and outgoing. It was a role like any other, and I would play it—even if I hated myself for hiding behind a different personality in public. “I am,” I replied, wincing a little at the sandpaper-rough quality of my voice. At least I hadn’t been reduced to a whisper—yet. My fatal flaw as an actress was my rough, grating voice. Chronic laryngitis did that to a person. It ruined careers, as it had mine, though I hadn’t quite given up on being an actress. I’d already lost the ability to sing.

I wasn’t going to let a stupid disease take everything away from me.

The woman smiled, not seeming to mind talking to someone who sounded more like a zombie than a human. “You’re taller than I expected. It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

She thrust out her hand.

We shook.

I left her phone alone.

“They keep putting me next to giants,” I quipped. It was true. When I did manage to get on the silver screen, I worked alongside actors easily a foot-and-a-half taller than me. “It’s a pleasure to meet you too.” I matched her smile. She didn’t tell me her name, and I didn’t ask for it. 

It took all of my will not to fiddle with her phone. All it would take was a murmured word and a thought, and it’d be done. It would have been easy to charge the battery when our hands had been clasped together, but I hadn’t dared.

If, sometime later, she noticed her phone had magically been charged—literally—she might remember me. She knew my name.

And in true cowardice, I couldn’t bring myself to help her. If she connected the strange behavior of her phone with me, she might tell someone. If she did, I’d be as good as dead—or worse. I had dabbled in the occult, and the occult had dabbled back, and there were those who didn’t like when that happened.

The last thing I needed was them finding me.

“When is your next film coming out?”

“Next year. The release announcement will be coming out soon.” Like most of my roles, I was in a secondary role, although it was a semi-major film. All things considered, my casting had been a miracle. Dominic was a genius as an agent, and I still had no idea how I, the Sandpaper Queen of L.A., had managed to land him. It certainly hadn’t been through the sparkling qualities of my voice.

The woman smiled, shaking my hand a second time. “I look forward to it.”

Music played from the woman’s purse, and she pulled her cell out. The device, starving for electricity, called out to me. Looking down at the display, the woman made a displeased noise. “Sorry, I have to take this.”

“Have a good night,” I replied, smiling at her, retreating so the phone’s hunger wouldn’t tempt me anymore. I abandoned the display tables and hunted for one of the employees. The store would close soon enough, and if I wanted to read the book tonight, I needed to get home.

Wise actresses didn’t anger their agents, and we had a dinner appointment tomorrow. If Dominic wanted me to read a book, he had a reason for it, and it wasn’t for my personal amusement.

I found a young man stacking novels on one of the tables near the escalators. He straightened when I approached, his eyes widening as he looked me over. “Can I help you, ma’am?”

Giving him my best smile in the hopes he’d be too distracted by my looks to notice my rough voice, I glanced down at his name tag. “Hey, Scott. Do you have a copy of Among Us by M.L. Silverston in stock?

Scott blinked, his dark eyebrows rising at my question. “Sure, this way please.”

He led me straight to the fantasy section, gesturing to a pile of hardbacks arranged on a small table in the corner. “Thanks,” I murmured. The word came out as a rasp.

A blood-splattered cover with a shuffling zombie greeted me. I bit back a sigh, stashing the novel under my arm.

Nicole Thomas, ready-made zombie. With my voice, I’d make a great undead. Maybe I’d get an upgrade to a lich or something. Liches, at least, were unique and way more interesting than zombies or vampires. With my luck, I’d end up snack to some zombie or vampire in the film.

Murphy and his crappy law were my constant companions, and he got perverse enjoyment out of making me squirm.

I eyed the stack of books and the decaying woman depicted on the cover. Dominic often asked me to read the source material for a new script before sending me to an audition or popping an offer for a film. For the first time in a month, I hoped my agent had managed to find something for me. My career was going through a dry spell worse than California’s persistent drought.

If he did have a role for me related to the book, I’d be golden. Movie adaptions of bestselling novels often did well. Better yet, on a movie set, it was easy to hide my affinity with electricity-powered devices. There were so many places I could unleash excess energy without anyone ever noticing, not even after close inspection of the electric bill.

Until filming was done, I wouldn’t have to worry about anything. By the time I returned home each night, I’d be exhausted—physically, mentally, and magically. I could go out to the mall and not even have to worry about things like magic because I’d be so tapped out that my cell would be all I needed to control my unwanted powers.

“Is that all you need, ma’am?” Scott asked, startling me from my thoughts.

I smiled for him again. “Yes, tha—”

The store’s lights dimmed so low I could barely make out Scott next to me. Several moments passed before they brightened again with an erratic hum and buzz. I stiffened, staring up at the lights. My heart skipped several beats before racing in my chest. Had I unwittingly lost control? I didn’t feel like I had drained the electricity from the lights. There was no telltale tingling or the twitchy nervousness I associated with having an abundance of energy to play with.

I could still—although faintly—feel my phone sipping away at the power I offered it.

“Again?” Scott asked, his voice deepening with annoyance. “That’s been going on all day.”

“Weird,” I replied, forcing myself to look at anywhere other than the ceiling. “Anyway, thanks for the help. Have a good night, Scott.”

The lights dimmed again, brightening after several long moments.

“You too, ma’am.”

When I headed towards the registers, Scott followed, pausing now and then to straighten the displays. I caught him staring at me several times, but I pretended not to notice. Was I committing some sort of fashion crime? I adjusted the collar of my red sweater, checking to make sure it covered the scars on my shoulder and neck. It did. I wasn’t wearing anything special. I’d left my jewelry at home. The only thing interesting about me was my leather heeled boots, and those were hidden under my worn jeans.

A little bemused over Scott’s staring, I headed towards the register, reaching into my pocket for my wallet.

The lights went out.

“Oh my,” the cashier murmured.

“Again? Really? What’s this, the fourth outage this week?” Scott cursed, and I heard him bump into one of the display tables nearby.

“Fifth,” the woman behind the register corrected. “You’re cursed, Scott. It’s always on your shift! The power will be back on in a minute. Sorry about this, ma’am.”

“No problem,” I replied, staring up at the ceiling. I could feel the residual energy in the lights as tendrils of heat seeped into my skull. If I wanted, I suspected I could route my power through the floor and light the place up.

I probably had enough strength to light the entire mall. I concentrated on my cell phone, focusing my will on it. I wasn’t going to break anything, not even a single light. I definitely wasn’t going to light up the entire mall.

No one would learn the truth about me.

I clutched the book, drumming my fingers against the dust jacket. Someone giggled nervously in the darkness. A cell phone glowed on the other side of the store.

“You know, if you have exact change, I can do the sale manually,” the cashier offered. “I wonder why the generator—”

A high-pitched sound sent shivers up and down my spine. For a moment, all I could do was freeze. Something—someone?—screamed. At least, I thought it was a scream; there was nothing human about the hair-raising shriek.

“Jesus Christ!” Scott’s voice sounded weak. “What is—”

The wet, dull crunch of breaking bones silenced Scott’s voice. For a moment, I wasn’t in the bookstore, but in my twin’s car, reliving the moment I had crashed through a guardrail into a ravine. My leg, my arm, and my shoulder had made similar sounds before my screams had drowned them out. 

My breath caught in my throat.

The splat of something wet hitting the floor nearby freed me from the nightmare of the past. The stench of fresh blood hit me hard. Another stench clogged my nose. I gagged, recoiling a step.

Warmth dripped down my face.

“S-scott?” the cashier gasped out. There was no answer. “Scott? Scott, damn it all, this isn’t funny.”

Thud. Thud. Thud.

The noise came from nearby, so close I feared I could reach out and touch the source. With a thought and murmured word, I severed the connection to my phone.

Silence.

I tightened my grip on the book, hugging it to my chest. At home, I would have had one of my focal stones to work with, allowing me better control of my powers. At home, there wouldn’t have been witnesses. If I turned the lights in the store on, I’d be found out.

Then I’d be killed.

“Scott!” The cashier’s voice rose in pitch.

Scott didn’t answer.

“Come on, Scott. This isn’t funny anymore,” the cashier whispered, her voice trembling.

I swallowed back my own fear and drew several deep breaths. The cashier had said the lights would come back on in a minute.

With a shudder, I closed my eyes. I couldn’t wait that long. Something had happened to Scott.

The lights flickered on, dimly illuminating the bookstore as I started to speak a word that would unleash my power. As I choked back the first syllable, my skin tingled as I suppressed the energy, keeping it from surging into the electronics nearby.

Scott was gone. Squinting in the faint lighting, I looked for the young employee. I was certain I had heard him nearby, but there was no sign of him.

Across the counter from me, the cashier shrieked, holding one hand to her mouth while pointing at the floor in front of me. “Oh god. Scott!”

I looked down. The pale lump on the ground, splattered in crimson, wasn’t large enough to be a human. It was too misshapen, colored in gray and red instead of flesh tones. I stared, unable to tear my gaze away.

With a flicker and a surge of electricity, the lights flared to full brightness. 

Something warm and wet dripped down from the ceiling. My hand trembled as I reached up and touched my cheek. The tips of my fingers came away red with blood. Crimson stained the floor, the books, the tables, and had splattered on the ceiling.

I had been right. The shape on the floor was too small to be a person.

It was only part of one—a part of Scott.

The occult had dabbled with me, but it had ripped him to pieces.
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Fake blood, the stuff they used on movie sets when the director didn’t want to use CGI, was nothing like the real thing. It lacked heat, turning a regular shoot into a sticky, shiver-inducing chore.

Scott’s blood was warm. After what felt like an eternity—but couldn’t have been any more than a few minutes—his blood still hadn’t dried or cooled. Drop by drop, it fell from the ceiling onto me, the cashiers’ counters, the tabletops, and the floor.

I couldn’t force myself to move, fearing it would shatter the quiet that had taken hold of the store. Maybe, if I stood there long enough, everything would prove to be a nightmare instead of reality.

I wanted to close my eyes, but I didn’t dare. What I might imagine terrified me more than the reality of Scott’s mangled body lying at my feet. His sightless eyes were fixed on me, accusing me of not having done something to save him. I shifted my stare to something—anything—other than him, picking one of the shelves filled with books I’d probably never get a chance to read.

Then my thoughts wandered to the last thing I wanted to think about. Could I have saved him? People like me—wizards, practitioners of the darkest arts—were hunted down because there were those who believed we could do anything, and that made us dangerous.

Scott had died right in front of me, and I hadn’t been able to do anything to prevent it. If wizards were so powerful, I should have been able to stop his death.

I survived each day by running and hiding from those who believed people like me needed to be destroyed. Maybe they were right. Maybe, somehow, I had caused Scott’s death. Had I lost control and used the powers I tried to so hard to hide? I wasn’t sure. I didn’t have any answers.

Someone must have had the presence of mind to call for help, though I didn’t know how they had managed to. When the police arrived, the stunned silence broke into a chaotic cacophony of everyone talking at once. Some screamed. Some cried. Others crumbled under the horror of a death too gruesome to be real.

The presence of the cops turned the nightmare into something none of us could deny.

I kept still, staring at the uniformed men as they burst into the bookstore. They stopped and stared at the cash registers, their mouths hanging open as they took in the kind of carnage that belonged in a zombie movie. One of them fainted, collapsing in a boneless heap. I drew several quick breaths, but managed to quell the surge of panic coursing through me. Fainting would’ve been smart; I wouldn’t have to see anything at all. I wouldn’t have to face the nagging doubt that I was somehow responsible for Scott’s death.

At the light touch of a hand on my elbow, I sucked in a breath, flinching away. My heart tried to escape out of my chest via my throat, strangling my shriek. 

“Nicole?” It was the woman I’d spoken to before. Her dead cell phone was clutched in her pale fingers. “I’m sorry, I didn’t…”

Gasping so I wouldn’t throw up, I waved my hand. It shook. I swallowed several times. “It’s fine. You just startled me a little.”

“Come away from there,” she replied, tugging at my arm. With more strength than I expected, she pulled me away from Scott’s body. I didn’t fight her. When she pressed my stained copy of Among Us into my hands, I managed not to drop it.

“I’m sorry,” I mumbled.

“Don’t be. It’s terrible,” the woman replied, a faint waver in her voice. She shook her head. “I can barely believe it.” With a shudder, she turned so her back faced Scott’s body. I followed her lead. It didn’t let me forget that my sweater was soaked with his blood. 

Nodding my agreement was all I could do. If I tried to speak, I feared I’d come undone. Maybe I’d react like the poor cashier. Her shoulders shook from the force of her tears, though to my relief, she no longer screamed. Some sick and violent part of me wanted to lash out and burn away the evidence of Scott’s death.

I squished the impulse.

“I hate to ask, Nicole, but my phone died. Can I borrow yours?” The woman rubbed her hands together, the motion drawing my gaze. It was a fidgeting, nervous gesture, and my eyes focused on the blood staining her pale, perfect skin.

I blinked several times before I comprehended what she was asking. Shoving my hand into my pocket, I fished out my cell and unlocked the screen. With a swipe of a finger and several quick taps, I closed the battery-draining apps. I handed it over to her.

Blood splattered the screen, and there was nothing I could do about it. The woman grimaced, but accepted my phone, took a few steps away from me, and dialed a number.

She held my cell to her ear, and Scott’s blood smeared her cheek. “Hey, it’s Laura. I’m going to be late. Something happened at the mall.”

Something had happened, all right. If an award existed for the understatement of the year, I would have nominated her without hesitation. Still, I marveled at her confidence and even tone of voice.

“I’m fine, but we’ll talk later. It’s pretty bad. Look, I’ve got to go. The police look like they’re getting ready to question us.” There was a long pause, and she wrinkled her nose, shifting my phone to her other ear. “I told you, I’m fine.” Laura leaned against one of the tables and drummed her fingers against my phone. Her lips pressed together into a thin line.

When she caught me staring at her, she turned away, speaking in a much softer voice. “Why do you care? I borrowed the phone from someone at the mall. Mine died.”

I turned around to give her some privacy, careful to avert my eyes. The conversation was too quiet for me to make out the specifics, but there was anger in the woman’s voice. It wasn’t long before she returned, holding my phone out to me.

Offering her a forced smile, I took it back and slipped it in my pocket. “I guess it’s going to be a long night for all of us.”

“Are you okay?”

It frightened me at how easy it was to slide into an acting role, to pretend I hadn’t been at ground zero of a death that event major movie studios weren’t brave enough to show. I tried not to think of what type of person I was portraying in my effort to disbelieve what had happened.

“I’m okay,” I lied.

Deep lines creased Laura’s brow, but she didn’t question me. After a long moment of silence, she nodded. “You’re a tough woman, Nicole. I’m glad I got to meet you, although I wish it were under better circumstances.”

I wanted to run home, find the darkest corner of my cheap apartment, and curl into the fetal position, but I couldn’t tell her that. “You’re pretty tough yourself.”

Laura smiled and nodded. When one of the police officers approached us, she intercepted him. Instead of following her, I turned away. The cashier’s eyes met mine; her pupils were dilated, and she breathed in shallow pants through her mouth. Despite the crowd of people, the steady flow of paramedics, and the increasing number of officers crowding the bookstore, she stood alone.

Careful to keep my chin lifted and my eyes fixed on anywhere other than the floor and Scott’s body, I made my way over to where she stood behind the cash registers. Clearing my throat didn’t get her attention. When I touched her elbow, the young woman jerked away from me with a startled cry.

“I didn’t mean to scare you.” I kept my tone quiet, though I doubted there was anything soothing about my hoarse voice. Maybe this was one of those circumstances when the thought counted more than anything else.

“Have you seen Scott?” While she looked at me, her eyes didn’t focus on anything. I wasn’t even certain she knew who I was—or cared. Her expression was slack. The sickly pallor of her skin contrasted against the red-brown of drying blood. She looked more like a zombie than a living, breathing person.

I swallowed several times so I wouldn’t throw up.

How could I tell her that Scott was dead, lying on the floor not even ten feet from where she stood? I couldn’t. Maybe that made me a coward, but I couldn’t force myself to point out what was right in front of her.

It was too cruel.

Maybe Laura, who had pulled me away from Scott’s body when I didn’t know what to do, had the right idea. No one deserved to see what had happened to Scott. Not his friends, nor his family. But what could I do to help her?

My ill-gotten powers couldn’t bring the dead back to life.

She didn’t notice when I wiggled between her and her cash register, using my body as a way to shield her from seeing Scott’s corpse. A gentle shove was all it took for me to herd her towards the front door where the police and paramedics awaited. They stared at me, but I shook my head and gave the cashier a gentle push towards one of the uniformed men.

“She knew him,” I said, gesturing with my chin at the bloody hell behind me.

One of the paramedics stepped forward and stopped me with his outstretched hand.

“You should be examined, ma’am,” he said.

I sidestepped, once again shaking my head.

There was a trick to lying, and I used it without shame. The first step in telling a good, believable lie was to look confident, so I stared at him. The paramedic’s eyes were blue, and the color stood out against his dark-tanned skin. When our eyes met, I didn’t look away. 

The second was to sound sincere. My chronic laryngitis made that harder for me, but I managed to keep my tone even. “She needs help. I don’t.”

Though he looked skeptical, he nodded and turned his attention to the cashier. I made my escape from the paramedics by heading towards the other side of the store, away from the blood stains, away from the cops.

I didn’t make it far before a beak-nosed detective in his mid-forties or fifties intercepted me. “Please come with me.”

The heavy weight of expectation brought me to a halt. Dreading the inevitable accusations, I stared into the cop’s dark eyes. I wasn’t sure if they were brown or blue. Something about the man’s dark tan washed the color out. Maybe the fault was with me, because I was ready to swear there was a red glint around the cop’s pupils.

Maybe I was closer to breaking down than I wanted to think about.

At a curt gesture, one of the paramedics handed him a bottle of water. With a twist of his wrist, he pulled off the cap and handed it to me. “We’re locking the scene down. Come,” he said, with the sharp edge of authority in his voice.

The wicked, violent part of me considered silencing him for his tone, but the rest of me was too tired and worn to argue. With a barked order, he herded those of us who had witnessed Scott’s death together and marched us out of the store.


Chapter Two
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The cops took over the food court, descending on the hapless late-night crowd. With an almost-brutal efficiency, they herded everyone out, leaving us survivors to watch the exodus. I envied them; they could escape. I couldn’t. Many stopped and stared, particularly at the blood on my clothes, but with the beak-nosed detective snarling at them, they hurried away and made themselves scarce.

The cops managed to keep me occupied for the few minutes it took them to clear the place out. For whatever reason, they were determined to keep us separated and quiet. I’m not sure why they bothered putting in the effort. Some, like me, had refused medical attention, but we weren’t making any efforts to talk to each other. Most of us we were too stunned by Scott’s death to do anything at all or were trying to not throw up.

All I could think about was why Scott had died and not me. I was a wizard, something feared and hunted down by the Inquisition for being an abomination. It made no sense to kill him when a bigger threat—me—could have been removed. I swallowed and tried to forget, but between my blood-stained book and sticky sweater, forgetting about what happened to Scott was impossible. Worry lurked beneath my every thought. Would whatever had killed Scott come for me next? Did my presence put everyone else in the mall at risk? Why would anyone kill such a pleasant and kind bookstore employee?

Had it all been a mistake, and in the dark, the murderer killed the wrong person?

I didn’t know and that scared me most of all.

I envied those who managed to escape from the mall. Under the watchful eye of the beak-nosed detective, the cops converted the food court into a corral of witnesses. They assigned me a seat on the far side of the court, the farthest point from any route of escape. I shivered as I sat, placing my palms on the wobbling table. The cover of Among Us taunted me; I wasn't familiar enough with the art to tell which of the stains were real.

With my luck, Scott would come back from the dead as a vengeful spirit or walking corpse to seek revenge on those of us who still lived. Or worse, he’d come after me because it was my fault he had died.

I swallowed, shaking my head. What would I tell the cops when it was my turn to be questioned? They wouldn't believe I hadn't done it. I was the only one who had been close enough to kill him. I was covered in his blood. It was only a matter of time before the Inquisition investigated such an unusual, violent death, and when they did, I’d be in their sights. With a single mistake, I’d join Scott as a corpse. Maybe they were already aware of me, but had missed their mark, killing Scott instead.

The Inquisition put down those like me, who made unfortunate explorations into the world of witchcraft, awakening forbidden powers.

I lifted my bloodstained hand to touch my sweater's high collar. Through the loose-knitted yarn, I could feel my pulse. Twisting scars stretched from my neck, over my shoulder, and down my stomach in a permanent reminder of the car crash I didn't really remember. But I couldn't forget the circumstances of my flight leading to my hell and my disaster.

My sister had become one of them.

I should have known it was inevitable; while my mother and father were Fenerec—werewolves to those who didn’t know better—they had always been careful to let my sister and I lead normal human lives. We weren’t special enough to be one of them. But all of that had changed when my sister had undergone some ritual. Because we were twins, she had tried to take me with her.

In my cowardice, I had fled.

When I had recovered from the car accident, spending a year in the hospital as a Jane Doe thousands of miles from home, it had been simple enough to run away. I had run to L.A. to sing away the worst of my nightmares, and I had become someone new. Someone free.

And I had been free, until my voice had died away, and I had stooped to desperate measures to try to salvage my crumbling career. 

I shook my head to clear it. The past wouldn't help me now, not when the cops would come calling for me, demanding to know how I had murdered Scott. Would they believe me when I told them the truth? I didn't dare speak of the occult, and my speculations that something was out there, in the mall, waiting to strike again. If there were Inquisitors among the police, they’d learn I wasn’t the normal human I pretended to be.

Normal people believed witches, wizards, and werewolves didn't exist, but a werewolf could've easily killed Scott, though I couldn't tell the detectives about my fears. My mouth twisted into a scowl. Werewolves hated their informal name, though I couldn't remember who had told me that. My father had probably told me a little, though I had learned more about my pedigree from a book than I did from my family. 

Fenerec, I guessed, was a more noble term for the vicious beasts wearing human skins.

I stared down at Among Us, working up the courage to touch the cover. I shuddered when my fingers trailed over the patches of dried blood. The texture was rough and cracked where it hadn’t been able to seep into the glossy cover of the novel.

The clearing of a throat startled me. I twisted away from the sound, swallowing back a startled gasp.

A police officer stared down at me with dark eyes. “Please come with me, ma'am.”

I blinked, but did my best to compose myself. It didn't work very well. To my credit, I didn't throw up on him. My legs trembled as I stood. The cop didn't say another word, gesturing with his chin towards the other side of the food court, which had emptied while I had been lost in thought, leaving only me and a few lingering officers.

“Ma'am?”

I flinched and took a tentative step after the officer. When my knees didn't buckle beneath me, I hurried to catch up, staring at his shiny shoes. Did all cops wear polished shoes, or had I been cursed with someone with more vanity than sense? Did it matter? I cringed a little at my superficial worries about a cop and his shoes.

“Do you have a car, ma'am?” The cop spoke in a low, soothing voice, as if I were some abused kitten in need of comfort. I don't know why his tone angered me, but I lifted my chin, and narrowed my eyes at him.

“It's parked out front, sir,” I growled back. Maybe my hoarse voice hindered me more often than not, but there were perks. When I wanted to sound vicious, all I had to do was cease my efforts to keep my words smooth and mellow. Maybe I was a fool, but it gave me courage pretending I could swallow shrapnel, chew it up, and spit bullets.

The cop's eyes widened. To his credit, instead of backing down, he nodded. “If you give me your license plate and model, I'll make sure it is taken care of.”

‘Taken care of’ could mean a lot of things when said by a cop. I hoped he meant my car wouldn't get towed and I wouldn't be fined an exorbitant amount for parking after hours at the mall. With my dubious relationship with Murphy’s Law, I suspected my car would be impounded and I would have to fight the city in order to get it back.

Maybe if they did take it, I'd just let them have it. That'd serve them right. Instead of expressing my opinion on what I thought would happen, I gave the cop the information. He wrote it down on a note pad, ripped the sheet out, and handed the page to one of the other cops standing guard.

With brisk efficiency, the cop herded me to a waiting police car, and to my surprise, he opened the front door and gestured for me to slip inside. I nodded, mumbled my thank you, and climbed in.

The beak-nosed detective waited for me inside. “Buckle up,” he ordered. Then he hesitated, inspecting me from head to toe. “Please don't touch anything.”

I considered rebelling, but I obediently reached over my shoulder, grabbed the seat belt, and buckled in. It was something I did whenever I drove, although being told to do it left a sour taste in my mouth. Still, I valued my life, and dying because I hadn't worn my seat belt was one of the last ways I wanted to go.

Then again, a mundane, normal death was better than what waited for me if the Inquisition found out that I existed. I grimaced at the thought. Right now, worrying about the Inquisition was the least of my concerns.

I had to survive my interrogation first. Maybe, if luck decided to side with me, I’d understand why the killer had chosen a young bookstore employee instead of me.

“You can call me Detective Harding,” the cop said, starting the car after I clicked my belt into place. He paused, and there was a sickening expectation in the silence.

“Nicole Thomas,” I murmured. While all I wanted was to retreat and find a hole to bury myself in and cry, I couldn’t. I had to answer questions for the police, and I had to do so without them figuring out I wasn’t a regular human. Maybe if I focused on Scott, and poured all of my compassion into helping the police find his killer, everything would work out. And if detectives found Scott’s killer, I’d be safe.

If the mask I showed the world wasn’t perfect, if I didn’t hide myself flawlessly, I would die. The Inquisition would surely find me, if Scott’s killer didn’t come for me first.

The world believed Nicole Thomas knew nothing of the Inquisition, so I’d play that part.

He said nothing as he pulled the car out of the parking lot, leaving me to my thoughts. I glanced at the speedometer. He drove just under the legal limit, came to a complete halt at every stop sign, and signaled at every turn. He ignored the mounted laptop dominating the center console of the car, and while he listened to the dispatcher on the radio, his eyes never left the road.

Maybe it was the shock of Scott's death, but the buzz of the electronics in the police car didn't bother me too much. While the temptation to siphon way some of the energy and make it my own was there, I resisted it with little effort.

It reminded me of the feeling I had after a full day on the movie set, satiated and tired enough I didn’t need to charge the devices around me. Even my cell phone behaved, my awareness of its hunger reduced to a faint whisper in the back of my head.

We arrived at the police station, and Officer Harding parked. Before I finished unbuckling, he managed to get out and circle his car to open the door for me. I thanked him with a nod, although I couldn't quite force myself to smile.

“This way, Miss Thomas,” he ordered, gesturing to the police station. I followed several steps behind him. 

I had never been in a police station before, and it took all of half a minute for me to hope I'd never have to step inside one ever again. There was something about the place, an unpleasant charge in the air. It wasn't electricity, but something else, something far more sinister.

It chilled me from the inside out.

The reception room was surprisingly sterile, with bolted-down chairs and bullet-proof glass protecting the officers from any unruly visitors who might be tempted to break into the station. A steel door guarded the back, and Officer Harding led me to it without as much as a glance at his fellow cops or the few waiting.

Those people, I noticed, were in handcuffs. All of them, except for a wild-eyed woman wearing bedraggled designer rags, were Hispanic. I didn't have long to stare, wondering at the unfairness of so many white cops delivering judgment on others. When I hesitated, Officer Harding seized my elbow, dragging me down a hallway and into an elevator.

He selected the second floor. We rode in silence, broken only by the whirr of the elevator and the metallic swish as the door opened.

Hallways, apparently, were commonplace in police stations. I could hear the muted murmur of conversations behind pairs of closed doors. To my surprise, the doors were made of glass, allowing me to see where pairs of cops were questioning people.

Through the first door, I recognized Laura, who spoke energetically to a pair of women.

“These are our questioning rooms. We use them to talk to witnesses and suspects, so they can have privacy. As you can tell, they're sound proofed, so no unauthorized individuals will be able to listen to our discussions,” Harding said, gesturing towards the room Laura was in.

I expected I would be questioned, over and over again, until I was sick of repeating myself. I'd seen enough cop shows on TV to have at least some idea of what to expect. It was easy for me to imagine an overbearing detective towering over the victim seated on one of those uncomfortable chairs as they were interrogated. I struggled against my growing unease as I was led down the hall. It opened up to a glass-shielded room full of cubicles and police officers.

Officer Harding opened the door at the end of the hall and gestured me inside. The room had an empty, unwelcoming feel to it, furnished with a dull metal table and three folding chairs, more plastic than metal. I said nothing, but nodded to acknowledge that I had seen his gesture.

When the detective left me alone, I systematically emptied my pockets, pulled out my ID, and waited in silence. Pacing like a caged animal wouldn't help anything, although it may have helped diffuse the restless energy building up within me. Once again, I was aware of the thrum of electronics. A hidden camera nestled in one corner near the ceiling. The intercom devoured electricity, surprising in its hunger. Several smaller devices littered the walls, though I couldn't guess what they did. 

The temptation to lash out and blow out all of the devices surged within me. I placed my palms on the smooth surface of the table, splayed my fingers, and drew ten deep breaths until the desire subsided.

A police station was the last place I wanted to stretch my wizardly legs and cause trouble. For all I knew, Inquisitors served as police. Sobered by the thought, I stared down at the tabletop, reined in my impulses, and waited.
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Time was supposed to be a steady constant; the duration of a second simply did not change. My perception of time, however, was a fluid thing. For a while it flew by, whipped along by the frantic beat of my heart. Then, as if accepting the inevitability of a lengthy wait, it slowed. Seconds, minutes, or even hours didn't matter. It slogged along with the same lethargy of molasses in winter.

Worse, I was alone. Silent company would’ve helped me accept that I wasn’t the only one suffering from Scott’s death. It consumed me, gnawing away at my sanity with each passing moment. I couldn't escape the memory of his final moments or the sensation of his dried blood cracking on my skin. I didn't dare take off my sweater although I wore a tank top underneath.

They would question my scars. Maybe the Inquisition wouldn’t realize the cause of them, but I couldn’t afford the risk. If they asked about them, I would have to lie, and if I lied, they might learn the truth. Then Scott’s killer wouldn’t need to worry about me at all.

My eyes burned with unshed tears, but none fell. As if mocking me, my stomach gurgled, aching with primitive need. Food gave the body the strength to heal, to cope, and to survive, but the last thing I wanted was a reminder I lived. Why had the murderer chosen Scott? I had been so close to him. It wouldn’t have cost the killer any effort to target me instead.

Yet I had lived, and Scott had died.

But why Scott?

The lights flickered overhead, and I stared up at the ceiling. Out of habit, I focused on my burdensome power, but the lights continued to dim and brighten. It wasn’t me. I sucked in a breath, my eyes widening.

The lights in the bookstore had flickered from frequent power outages. Could Scott have been a wizard like me? Had his death been caused by the Inquisition?

I shuddered. The Inquisition was a lot of things, but from what I understood, they preferred a gun in an alley or a knife in a dark, not such a public murder. Everything I had read about the Inquisition implied they avoided attention, and that was why I still lived. Like them, I didn’t want to be found.

If Scott had been new to his powers and hadn’t known how to control himself, the Inquisition would’ve found him, of that I had no doubt. I had been lucky. I had known about the Inquisition before I had become a wizard, all because of my family’s tainted nature. The rest I had learned from a book.

Homesickness was a funny thing. Home wasn’t something I’d thought of in a long time. I had abandoned it. I didn’t have a right to feel the melancholy of wanting something that was on the other side of a bridge I had set torch to and watched burn. Home was a place where I had a mother, a father, and a twin sister. In our own way, we had been happy.

But knowledge had changed everything. While I didn’t exactly understand the relationship between the Fenerec and the Inquisition, I knew they would kill me if they found out I existed. That awareness had saved my life when I had lacked control. It had spurred me to learn to control myself before I was discovered, allowing me to hide in the open.

If Scott had been a wizard, he hadn’t been as lucky.

The door burst open and Officer Harding swept into the room. I squeaked, clapping my filthy hands to my mouth to mask the sounds of my fright. Another cop followed him, a young woman who looked fresh out of high school, let alone old enough to serve as a member of the police force.

Harding slapped down a thin manila folder, and sat down next to me. “This is Detective Faraday.”

Detective Faraday didn’t quite sigh although I suspected she wanted to. A wrinkle creased her brow, and there was nothing friendly about the way she glared at Harding before circling the table to take the chair opposite me. She made an effort to smile at me as she sat.

“Identify yourself,” Harding barked, pulling the folder to him. His hand hovered over the tab, poised to flip it open.

“My name is Nicole Thomas.”

“Occupation?”

“Actress.”

Harding flipped open the file. There were several pages within. On the top was a sheet of paper with four photographs clipped to it. He removed one and slid it in front of me. “Do you know these people?”

I obediently stared down at the picture in front of me.

Four boys sat around a table, papers, dice, and pencils strewn between them. There was one empty seat waiting for someone to return to it. Scott had been laughing when the photo had been taken, pointing at a little figurine of a robed man. The others with him were grinning. It was the perfect picture, capturing unrestrained joy. 

I wondered if the person who had been behind the camera had been laughing, too.

After staring at Scott, hoping the happy moment would somehow erase his last ones, I inspected the other boys.

To my surprise, I recognized one other than Scott. “I know two people in this picture,” I replied.

“Two?” Harding leaned towards me, his gaze intent. I flinched away, watching him out of the corner of my eye.

“Two,” I confirmed, pointing at Scott. “His name was Scott. He… he was the one who died.”

A lump formed in my throat and I swallowed it back.

Silence answered me. Maybe they meant to give me a moment to collect myself, mistaking the crack in my voice for emotion instead of my chronic laryngitis. The photograph hurt, but their questions hadn’t hurt me—not yet.

That would come soon enough.

I took advantage of the quiet to study the woman seated across from me. Faraday’s eyebrows rose, but then her expression smoothed to a cool, impassive mask. 

There were many types of women, and in my career, I had met most of them. Some moved along with the flow of others, shapeless in their personalities and appearances, fitting whatever role life happened to throw at them. Others forged their own paths, plowing through anyone who happened to get in their way.

Then there were those who were somewhere in between, wolves in sheep’s clothing, who didn’t quite know how to stop being prey and start becoming a predator. The detective’s eyes focused on me, and for a moment, all I could see was a suppressed wolf who wanted to break free of a dominant male.

Maybe my sister’s tainted nature had infected me, considering people as beasts rather than humans. Then again, I was a wizard; ‘human’ wasn’t a label I could apply to myself. Part of me hoped the detective would break her chains and speak.

It didn’t surprise me when Faraday remained silent.

“And the other?” Harding prompted.

I pointed. The boy had more orange than red in his hair, and he had the pasty white skin of the Irish. His dark brown eyes were warm, as was his smile. “I don’t remember his name, but I’ve seen him at a studio before.”

Maybe Harding practiced his intense glares in a mirror. His expression was calculating, waiting for me to make a mistake. “Studio?”

“Movie studio. Place is called Silver Moon. They shoot genre flicks.” I wrinkled my nose. “B-rated stuff. He ran errands. I didn’t know him well, just enough to remember seeing him around.” I frowned, letting my brow furrow as I thought about it. “Maybe two or three years ago. Worked with the sound crew, if I recall correctly.”

I did; my memory wasn’t kind to me, and I had a tendency to remember far more than I should. That, however, they weren’t going to find out if I had any say in the matter. Dates, unfortunately, didn’t tend to stick as well as the other little details—like the blood splatters on the bookstore’s white walls.

Harding’s eyes narrowed. I imagined him preparing to pounce at me to get the answers he wanted. “Two or three years ago?”

“I don’t remember exactly,” I replied with an apologetic shrug. Time was a luxury on set, and extras were expected to show up, do their job, and leave. Dates of shoots weren’t all that relevant, so long as I showed up on time.  “I had been in a lot of films around then, in minor roles.”

“Minor roles?” Harding’s eyes narrowed. I shivered at the predatory nature of his stare.

What had I said to prompt such a reaction? It was common knowledge extras participated in many films. At least, I thought it was. I shrugged, and decided if I wanted to escape unscathed, I needed to play along.

They couldn’t catch me in a lie if I spoke nothing but the truth.

“With my voice, I don’t get many lead roles,” I admitted.

“You don’t have a cold?” Faraday asked, her tone surprised.

“No. Chronic laryngitis.” I paused, gauging their reaction. Both recoiled. Harding recovered first, his eyes narrowing with suspicion. Sympathy was something I wouldn’t expect from him, but Faraday at least faked a little bit of concern and sympathy. “It isn’t contagious.”

“How long have you been ill?” Harding asked.

Too long was the truth, but I couldn’t bring myself to say that. “Four or five years now, I guess? Maybe longer.”

Harding pounced on my hesitation. “You guess?”

“I thought it was allergies at first,” I admitted, biting my lip. “But it didn’t get better. I didn’t really think about it until I found out it wasn’t allergies after all.”

“I see.” Whipping a pen out of his pocket, Harding flipped through the pages and wrote a note. “So you worked with this boy for how long without knowing his name?”

Patience was a virtue, and a good actress didn’t let repeated questions faze her. I reminded myself of that several times. “Do you know the name of every janitor who works here?” I asked, cocking my head to the side as I met his eyes. I had nothing to hide—excluding my death-sentence crime of wizardry, of course.

But I, a failed actress and retired singer, wasn’t supposed to know anything of wizards, witches, Fenerec, or the Inquisition. If Harding or his partner were Inquisitors, I couldn’t risk revealing any knowledge at all about anything unusual.

Splotches of red appeared on Harding’s cheeks. “That isn’t relevant. Answer the question.”

Hiding wasn’t possible and acting like a cornered animal would bring me nothing but harassment from the detectives. In my current role, I had nothing to hide from them, and I couldn’t let myself be stepped on. It was like an audition; if I wanted to act, I needed to believe I was worthy of my part. I needed, as always, to pretend to be someone else—someone who wasn’t shaking, sickened, and the most likely suspect of a murder I hadn’t committed. It was hard not to duck my head. 

“I was an extra, sir. I haven’t featured in a film produced at that studio. I don’t know the names of every single sound crew member. I don’t know how many days I had been at the studio. No more than a week. It was a minor role.”

Most of my roles were, but he didn’t need to know that. I didn’t have a police record, so it was unlikely that they knew much about my career, although they would have had plenty of time to research my appearances if they had really wanted. 

Harding tapped the photograph, gesturing to Scott. “And him?”

“He’s an employee at the bookstore. He helped me find a book tonight.”

“Have you ever seen him prior to tonight?”

I shook my head. “No.”

“Why were you at the mall?”

Patience, I reminded myself. “I was buying a book.”

“Which book?”

Instead of answering, I gestured to my bloodstained copy of Among Us. Harding glanced at it. “Why that book?”

“You’d have to ask my agent that, sir. He asked me to read it.”

“Your agent,” Harding stated in an unamused, dry tone. “For a sub-par actress with a focus on minor roles?”

There were times I really, really wanted to unleash every bit of my power and burn someone to ash. I had to rein in the impulse. It took me several deep breaths and a moment of imagining fluffy kittens playing with yarn to control my desire to fry the man.

I guessed they had taken the time to look up my credits as an actress while I waited.

Settling with the most direct, simplest answer I could think of, I replied, “Yes.”

Detective Faraday’s eyes widened. A smirk twisted Harding’s lips before he controlled himself. “Why?”

“You would have to ask him that, Detective Harding. I don’t know.”

“You didn’t ask him?”

“I had no reason to ask him. I assumed he had an audition in mind and would tell me when the time came.”

“Why?”

I didn’t have an answer for him, so I shrugged. “You would have to ask him, Detective Harding. I can give you his number, if you’d like.”

“Please.”

I reached across the table for my cell phone, unlocked it, and pulled up my contacts. I pushed the blood-splattered device to him. With a nod, Harding wrote down my agent’s details before nodding at me. “I’ll contact him, then.”

For the first time since entering the room, Harding looked uncomfortable. I focused most of my attention on him, although I did keep an eye on the woman as well.

“I’m going to have to ask you some questions,” he began, not meeting my gaze. “Please answer them as thoroughly as you can.”

I waited. When he said nothing, I jerked my head in a nod.

My phone made a high-pitched chime, vibrated, and bounced its way across the table as it rang. A squeak escaped me as I recoiled from the unexpected noise. I wasn’t the only one to jump. Detective Faraday paled, but recovered faster than I did. With my heartbeat throbbing in my throat, I stared down at my cell as it vibrated its way across the metal surface.

As if somehow sensing we’d been talking about him, my agent had called. I stared at his name, uncertain of what to do. Dominic would, once he knew the circumstances, forgive me for not answering.

Harding cleared his throat.

With a shaking hand, I dismissed his call. “I’m sorry about that.” My whisper came out as a croak. The primitive rumbling of my hunger twisted to nausea. I swallowed, silenced my phone and turned off vibrate mode.

“You could’ve answered,” Faraday said in a low, soothing tone. “You did nothing wrong.”

To my surprise, Harding nodded in agreement with his partner. “That’s right, Miss Thomas. You were the closest person to this young man when he died. We need to know what happened. Tell us everything you remember.”

I wished I could forget. The sound replayed in my head, and I relived the sudden deluge of warm fluid. I opened my mouth, but couldn’t force a single word out. I pushed away from the table, angling my chair so I could stare at the wall beyond Faraday. It let me brace my elbows on my knees, prop my face in my palms, and draw deep breaths until I could control myself.

It didn’t work as well as I hoped. I was supposed to be an actress. Why couldn’t I force a mask as I had so many times before?

“What time did you arrive at the mall, Miss Thomas?” Harding leaned towards me, turning his chair to face me.

“Before ten,” I choked out.

“Did you notice anything unusual in the bookstore?”

I went to shake my head, but hesitated. “The power flickered.”

Both detectives quieted, but to my surprise, it was Faraday who leaned forward and took the initiative. “What do you mean by flickered?”

With a helpless shrug, I turned my palms upward. “Dimmed, came back, turned off, came back. Flickered. Then it went off for good.”

“What happened then?” Faraday asked, her tone as insistent as Harding’s had been.

What had happened to Scott? Who—or what—could do something so horrific to a person? The sound of his death lurked in my memory, and I couldn’t escape from it. I shuddered. I didn’t want to remember any of it.

I opened my mouth to choke out a reply, but threw up on Harding’s polished shoes instead.


Chapter Three
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My crowning embarrassment wasn’t throwing up on Harding’s polished shoes, but rather his reaction to my utter loss of control. With nonchalant grace and dignity, he rose from his seat and took hold of my arm, hoisting me to my feet. Even the way he dragged me across the police station without a word was prideful. None of his fellow officers dared to stare at us for long.

That was a mercy. I gagged the entire way. By some miracle, I hadn’t gotten anything on myself, not that it mattered with the amount of blood staining my clothes. The only indicator Harding cared that I had used him as an impromptu trash can was the twitching of his cheek.

He led me to an office the size of a broom closet. It somehow managed to fit a desk and a pair of chairs. Harding gave me a push into one, poked his head out the door, and said something. My ears rang, and the drumming in my skull drowned out what he said.

He thrust a paper cup into my hand.

“Drink,” he ordered.

I obeyed. The water didn’t get the vile taste out of my mouth. It didn’t help settle my stomach either. When I finished, he refilled it. After the third cup, I shook my head.

At least I didn’t throw up again.

Time played tricks on me again, and it wasn’t until a paramedic flashed a light in my eyes that I managed to pull myself back together. The woman was older; gray hair framed a well-tanned, wrinkly face. There was nothing senile or unsteady about the brisk way she checked my pulse, looked over my eyes, and subjected to me a game of twenty questions.

I wasn’t sure what I said, but I must have satisfied her. With a pronouncement of mild shock, and after my refusal to go to any sort of hospital, she left me alone with Detective Harding.

“Do you think you can handle some questions?” he asked, surprising me with his hesitancy.

Maybe he didn’t want me making a mess over his neat and tidy desk piled with files. My stomach churned, but I swallowed back my unease and jerked my head in a nod. “I’m sorry.”

Detective Harding made an amused sound. “I can’t say I wouldn’t have done the same. But you are our most important witness, Miss Thomas. We must know everything you know. Do you understand?” With that, he pulled out a recording device and turned it on.

I decided that I wouldn’t feel guilty over puking on Detective Harding’s shiny shoes. Maybe I did have the answers to Scott’s death, hidden in the little details I couldn’t forget. Maybe the police would be able to find something.

Or maybe my worst fears would become reality, and the Inquisition would listen my every word, scrutinize them, and find hints I wasn’t a normal human lurking in my statements. The thought sickened me.

“I understand.” Without taking my eyes from the recorder, I forced myself to face Scott’s death one more time. It wasn’t my fault. I hadn’t killed Scott. Saving him had been beyond my power.

It wasn’t my fault.

Unfortunately, I didn’t believe it.

“You said that the lights flickered in the bookstore. What time did this happen at?”

“I don’t know. I wasn’t looking at the clock. It was near closing time.” The lights flickering was something I could focus on without feeling sick. “One of the store employees—the cashier—said that it had been happening for a week or so, and was usually out for only a few minutes.” I paused, focusing on the memory of what she had said. “She was surprised the generators hadn’t kicked on.”

“The store had generators?”

If I kept shrugging so much, my shoulders were going to fall off. “I don’t know how they power the store? Maybe it’s a mall thing?”

It was also a lie; I had a pretty good idea about how the mall was powered. With my abilities, it was impossible not to trace the sources of electricity. If there had been generators hooked into the bookstore’s electric system, they’d been disconnected or nullified before the power had gone out. To a wizard like me, generators were like huge batteries. If there had been one nearby, I wouldn’t have missed it.

A shudder ran through me. Speculating on the circumstances of Scott’s death wasn’t going to either one of us. Then again, with my sort of bad luck, if I didn’t help the police identify his murdered, he’d haunt me.

As if my worries about the Inquisition finding me weren’t bad enough. All I needed to add to my special cocktail of misery was a ghost watching me, waiting for a chance to strike back for my inability to stop death.

“Did anyone stand out at the store when you were there?”

Laura.

I straightened, my eyes widening. The woman had been calm, hardened to the sight of something that had made paramedics and police faint. I’d been in a daze, but she had been steady, calm, and calculating.

“There was a woman,” I replied after spending a few moments to gather my thoughts. “Laura. She said her name was Laura.”

Details weren’t something I usually forgot, but when I opened my mouth to describe her, my mind went blank. Her name was in my memory, as were the things she’d done, but I couldn’t remember what her face looked like.

“Miss Thomas?” There was an edge to Harding’s voice.

“I can’t remember what she looks like,” I whispered. I wasn’t an animal, nor was I a Fenerec; if fear had a scent, I didn’t know what it smelled like. But I didn’t need to be anything other than human to recognize the fear strangling my already hoarse voice.

Why couldn’t I remember what she looked like? Laura, along with her greedy little cell phone, had been there. Not only had she been there, she was here, being questioned. I was certain of it. When I went to check my cell phone, I realized it was gone.

Shit.

“What was unusual about this woman?” Harding leaned towards me, his eyes glinting with his need for knowledge.

I recognized the hunger of a predator in his posture and tone, and it took all of my will not to cringe away or run for the door. All the detective wanted to do was find out who killed Scott, but I couldn’t shake the feeling that I was prey to him.

“She was really calm. Nonchalant.” I waved my hands in a helpless gesture. “Hardened, I guess. Like she’d seen something like that before.”

“Can you remember anything about her at all?”

I stared at the papers strewn across the detective’s desk. Why couldn’t I remember anything about her? We had spoken twice. She had been kind, at least to me, but then she’d vanished. I scoured my memories. “I saw her here on the way in. In one of those questioning rooms.”

“And you’re certain her name is Laura?”

“That’s what she told me. Laura. She didn’t give me her last name.”

Harding met my eyes, both of his eyebrows raised. It was the expression of someone who had just encountered a psycho and wasn’t quite sure how to handle the situation. Maybe I was a wizard, but I wasn’t crazy—yet.

“What caught your attention about Laura?”

Maybe it was the way he took me seriously, or maybe I was just too tired to remain tense and stiff in my seat, but I slumped a little in my chair and jerked my shoulders in a shrug. “She recognized me in the store. Knew who I was. Wanted to talk, so we did a little.”

“About what?”

I don’t know why a laugh bubbled out of me, but it did, and it was a harsh sound. “My films.”

“So you have a fan.” Harding made a note of that. “What happened with Laura?”

“We talked. After, I went to find a copy of Among Us. Went to pay. That’s when—”

The lights flickered and went out, leaving us in the dark.
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 There were startled cries and a few curses in the darkness. To my credit, I didn’t scream. I wanted to. I waited for the sound I feared the most and trembled when my expectations were met with silence.

The drumming of fingers on a desk let me focus on something other than my fear. Was Detective Harding’s expression one of pure displeasure? I suspected so.

“Well,” was all that the older man said, his single word punctuated by the tapping of his fingers.

I would’ve given almost anything for faint emergency lights or the thrum of a generator kicking in. “Indeed,” I replied, my tone dry and raspy.

All it would’ve taken me to light the entire place up was a thought. Then I wouldn’t have to endure the pitch black—or what the outage hid. I quelled the impulse. If I acted, it’d be a matter of time before the Inquisition found me.

If I didn’t, someone else might die as Scott had died.

“What a lovely time for the generator to fail,” Detective Harding groused. The tapping of fingers ceased, followed by the whisper-soft opening of a drawer. The beams of a flashlight cut through the darkness. “It’s been acting up lately.”

“Do you lose power often, then?” I asked, and was proud that my voice didn’t tremble—much.

“Often enough.” There was false cheer in the man’s voice. Maybe he was trying to put me at ease by sounding as if nothing was wrong. Maybe he believed if he did that, I wouldn’t have a reason to be afraid of the dark.

I wished I wasn’t such a coward. A police station was the last place a crazed psycho murderer would come after a witness like me, right?

My attempts at positive thinking didn’t turn the lights back on. It did, however, revitalize my sarcasm. What else could go wrong? Sarcasm and humor were good medicine, or so lots of people seemed to believe. For me, it was another mask to help get me through a bad situation. All I had to do was wait for my chance.

“I’ll send someone to go give the generator a kick,” Harding grumbled, rising from his seat. The flashlight didn’t offer enough illumination for me to see his expression.

I saw the opportunity to egg Detective Harding, so I took it. “Don’t you know what happens when someone goes alone to fix a generator?”

Harding froze, the flashlight pointed at my face. While the light hurt my eyes, it wasn’t enough to smother my slow-growing grin. My smile was my bait, and Harding went for the hook with a tentative nibble. “What do you mean by that?”

I couldn’t help it. Giving him my best smile, the one I usually reserved for Dominic or a producer, I prepared to lure him in. “They don’t waste much, you know. Maybe if you’re lucky, they’ll save an arm for the next poor sucker you send down there to get eaten.”

If he didn’t get the reference to one of my favorite films, his loss.

Someone outside of Harding’s office choked on a laugh.

“Can it, Emanuel!” Harding bellowed.

I kept my smile sweet as I listened to the chorus of chortling from the officers.

“It’d be best if you sent someone expendable,” I added when the laughter quieted. “Better yet, send two. That way, at least one will have a chance of getting through.”

Detective Harding scowled at me, but I thought there was some humor in the way his mouth twitched. “Miss Thomas, I sincerely doubt any officer will be threatened by a velociraptor while going into the basement to check on the generator.”

There’s a trick to letting the silence speak, and I helped it along with the faintest of shrugs. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you.”

There were more snickers outside of Harding’s office.

“Emanuel, you’re coming with me,” the detective ordered, shuffling past me to leave his office.

“Aye, aye, Captain!”

The curses Harding muttered under his breath were vile enough I choked back my laughter, lest he direct his displeasure on me.

“Don’t move. Don’t go anywhere, and don’t leave my office.” Harding flashed the light in my eyes, and I obediently nodded.

I didn’t have anywhere to go, although I did want my phone and my things back. “I need my things.”

“Later.”

With my luck, later meant in a few hours, and I’d be left in the dark without any light whatsoever. I didn’t look forward to that. “Remember, velociraptors can open doors and they’re fast. Have a safe trip!”

Someone laughed and then muttered, “Clever girl.”

“One of these days, Emanuel…” Detective Harding growled, more like a dog than a dinosaur.

I had to give the man credit; he didn’t slam the door, although I could tell by his jerking stride and erratic hold on his flashlight that he really wanted to. An opened door wasn’t going to protect me from much of anything, let alone a random velociraptor attack, but I somehow felt more secure not being locked within the tiny office.

I wasn’t the only one to breathe a sigh of relief when Harding and his victim Emanuel left the area. There was something comforting about the murmurs of conversation among the police officers. Some turned on their flashlights, but most of them didn’t seem to mind the darkness.

With no other choice but to settle down to wait, I made myself as cozy as I could on the hard chair, and tried to think of something—anything—other than the mall and the aftermath of death.
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Maybe I was even more rattled than I believed, because I was relieved when Faraday invaded Harding’s office. Not only did she have all of my belongings, they had been cleaned. Better yet, she came with a pair of flashlights. One she sat on the floor next to me, and the other she took with her to the other side of the desk.

“Please forgive my partner,” she said in a rueful tone. “It’s been an unpleasant evening for all of us.”

I couldn’t argue with her there, so I didn’t. Saying nothing at all seemed like the wisest choice. If that bothered the other woman, she showed no signs of it.

“If it’s all right with you, I’d like to finish your questioning as soon as possible.”

“Before Hardass comes back?” I muttered, though loud enough others could hear me. It was rude, but I wasn’t feeling very charitable. I wanted to go home, and I was thoroughly sick of being questioned.

Shocked silence answered me. It didn’t stay quiet long. A woman’s voice chirped out from the hallway, “Clever girl.”

It made it hard to dislike police officers when they had such good tastes in movies.

“Something like that,” Faraday agreed in an amicable tone. With the way our lights were positioned, it was hard to make out her expression in the shadows, and I suspected the same applied to me as well.

It put us on even ground. But maybe it showed she didn’t think I was a threat, supporting what Harding had said. I wasn’t a suspect. I was a witness who might hold the key to the truth of Scott’s death.

Then again, I knew better. Nothing natural killed Scott. I wondered if the Inquisition had its claws in the police department, for them to take such a slaying in stride.

“What do you want to know?” There was strength to my voice that surprised me.

“Do you think you can bear to tell me what happened all the way from the beginning?”

“Without throwing up this time?” I asked in a wry tone.

“That would help,” Faraday admitted. “If you must, there is a trash can next to you. I’d rather not have to try to salvage the files on my desk.”

“Your desk?”

Her laughter was sweet. “Mine. Hardass, as you say, likes his games almost as much as he likes his shoes.”

Oops.

Avoiding my responsibility wasn’t an option, not anymore. I lifted my chin and met Faraday’s eyes. This time, I told the story from the moment I left my apartment, leaving nothing out—except my wizardry.

Some things no one needed to know about. I wasn’t suicidal, not yet at least.

Through my long, rambling account of my night, Faraday sat still and quiet. It was well enough that she left me to my own devices, leaving me to fill in all of the blanks I could without interruption. If she had broken my almost tranquil state, where I was disconnected from the reality of what had happened, I doubted I’d be able to finish.

I somehow managed, and I even kept my stomach firmly under my control.

“I have questions,” Faraday said after I fell silent.

“Ask.”

“This Laura woman, you weren’t very clear on her description. Can you remember any details about her at all?”

“I can’t, I’m sorry. Nothing more than what I’ve already told you.”

“And to confirm, this was the first time you’ve ever met Scott?”

“Correct,” I replied.

Faraday retrieved her flashlight, opened a file, and pointed the beam at the photograph of Scott with his friends. She pointed at the young man I had identified earlier. “Do you think this young man had any enemies?”

“Him? I can’t imagine it. From what I remember, he was a quiet person. A hard worker. He did what he was told and didn’t cause any trouble for anyone.” I bit my lip. That was rare enough in the movie industry that it was hard to forget when someone didn’t draw excess attention to themselves.

I noticed things like that, even if it made me a little weird compared to the other actors and actresses loitering in L.A. I suspected that those who were like me, who didn’t want to draw extra attention, noticed me noticing.

“He was murdered tonight,” Faraday announced. She moved her finger over the image to one of the young men I didn’t know. “As was this young man. I was hoping you might know why.”

“I don’t know why. I didn’t really know either one of them.”

Faraday’s sigh was long and heavy. “I didn’t expect you did, but I had to try.”

Courage is a fickle thing. Sometimes it came to me easily, allowing me to stand up to people like Dominic. Other times, it abandoned me, throwing me to the wolves and forcing me to face the fears I didn’t want to acknowledge. I don’t know why my one little question was so difficult to ask, but I struggled with it.

I ended up blurting two, “When? How?”

Faraday leaned back in her chair, toying with her flashlight. “I shouldn’t tell you.”

Then she stared at the open door in silent demand. Taking her hint, I reached back and closed it.

The silence was as smothering as my anxiety and fear.

“Scott, Adrien, and Mitchell all died at the mall tonight,” the woman began, her voice whisper soft and trembling. “They died within minutes of each other, killed in the same horrible way.”

My eyes widened so much I was surprised they didn’t pop out of my head. “Impossible.”

The sound Faraday made wasn’t a laugh. It was far too pained. “If only that were true, Miss Thomas. You’re the only one who was close to one of the victims. The other two boys… they were alone when they died. Other witnesses heard them screaming, but by the time they were found, the killer was gone. Just like that. Gone. Vanished.”

My mouth hung open, and I was powerless to close it.

“Please, Miss Thomas. You’re our best hope. Can you remember anything at all that might help us find out who did this?”

Settling my trembling hands on my lap didn’t still them. Bowing my head didn’t stop the burn of tears in my eyes. I drew deep breaths until I could speak without falling apart.

Then I revisited Scott’s death once again and spoke until my voice abandoned me altogether.
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When the lights came back on and Harding returned, I was chewing on cough drops in the hopes of restoring my voice. It worked a little, since I managed to croak answers to Faraday’s questions, not that it helped either one of us figure out anything new about Scott’s death.

I was unsurprised when Harding declared that I had outlived my usefulness. He did, however, earn a few points when he offered to drive me back to the mall so I could fetch my car. Nodding my acceptance of his offer, I gathered my things and followed him out of the police station.

He even held the doors open for me. There were a hundred and one jokes I could have cracked about chivalry, but I was too tired for any of them. At least there was a perk to being exhausted: my powers were as dormant as they got, granting me rare peace from its incessant reminders of its existence.

“Thank you for your cooperation,” Harding said as he started the car. The cruiser rumbled to life, and the surge of electricity revitalized me a little.

I clamped down on the desire to steal a little bit of energy to keep myself awake. There’d be time for that later—in my own car, when I knew how to handle a stall in case I burned the battery out and the alternator couldn’t keep up with my greedy ways.

I doubted Harding’s little police cruiser could handle me in my current state. My beat up car would survive the drive back to my apartment. Maybe.

And if it didn’t, that’s what tow trucks and cabs were for.

When I realized he was waiting for me to answer him, I laughed a little at my foolishness. “You’re welcome.”

“Will you be okay to drive?”

“I don’t have far to go. I’ll be careful. I’m tired, but not that tired.” In truth, I would have done almost anything, even endure an entire day of Harding’s questions, if it meant I could take a bath and get clean. My sweater was a goner, and I’d dispose of it as soon as I was in my apartment.

There were some perks to being a wizard, after all.

“As long as you’re certain,” Harding replied with doubt in his voice.

I spent the rest of the ride reassuring him by making good use of my acting skills. At least my car didn’t give me bad looks when I was tired. It just coughed up its battery life and let me do what I wanted. I wished people were as easy to understand as electronics. Simplicity was something I could use in my life. “I’m certain.”

Police swarmed over the mall, with police blockades preventing anyone from getting too close to the place. Harding was waved through without question. “Where did you park?” he asked.

“Front lot near the doors.”

Few cars remained. Mine was parked where I left it, though it was all by itself. At least the cops had kept their promise and hadn’t towed it. Fishing my keys out, I escaped the confines of the cruiser.

I stumbled to a halt, squinting at the windows of my car. That is, I squinted at where the windows should have been. All that remained were a few shards of glass. “You have got to be kidding me.”

Harding got out of his car as though my words had been gunshots. “What’s wrong?”

I couldn’t bring myself to spew the curses rattling about in my skull. Pointing with a hand that trembled with rage, I considered turning my car into a pile of ash and molten metal. It took me to the count of fifty, each number interspersed with curses, to contain my temper. “I promise you, my windows were not smashed when I parked my car tonight.”

“I'm going to guess you do not typically drive around with your seats slashed either,” Harding said, peering through the remains of my car's windows. “I'm going to call this in. Don't touch anything.”

“Okay,” I replied, staring at the carnage within. Keeping valuables in a car was asking for trouble in L.A., so I hadn't kept anything in it. The sole exception, the car's operating manual, hadn't fared so well. Some of the pages were intact, albeit scattered over the seats and floorboard. It looked like a war had broken out inside my car and the violent battle had left no prisoners. What had my dinky little car done to anyone?

While I stared, Harding stalked back to his cruiser, reached inside, and toggled a dial. In a clear voice devoid of emotion, he requested an investigator. Once finished, he returned to me. “I'm going to spare you a trip back to the police station if I can, if you don't mind answering some questions and filling out a form.”

“Won't hear me complaining.” Glaring at my car didn't reverse the damage done or offer me any answers. What had I done to anger Murphy, so that he would incessantly inflict his law on me? Maybe being a wizard was enough of a reason for the worst sort of karma to haunt me.

I sighed and tried not to think about how much it would cost to repair the damage--or replace the car. While theft was covered by my insurance, I wasn't sure if they'd count a complete dismantling of the interior as legitimate vandalism.

“Do you have any idea why someone would target your car, Miss Thomas?”

“Absolutely no idea. I don't exactly go out of my way to make enemies," I replied, allowing myself one long, gusty sigh. "I'm not exactly prime time. I try to avoid drawing too much attention, you know? It’s a waste of time and effort. When on set, I have a job to do, so I do it. That’s all.”

“Did you have anything of value in the car? Identification? Cash? Electronics?”

I pointed at the shredded operating manual. “That's it. I keep my registration on me.”

“Why?”

“I may not be rich, and I may not be famous, but I don't like strangers poking about my private life. Why keep identification in a car that could be broken into at any time?” There was more to it than that, but I wasn't about to sob out my entire life's story to Harding. If the part about wizards didn't get me committed, I'm certain he'd lock me away for lying to him if I let slip I had once been a singer.

If only being a wizard gave me the power to fix my voice. It wasn’t as if I hadn’t tried, either. I had, in a constant stream of failures. Longing kept me quiet. Over the years, I had asked myself so many ‘what if?’ questions to last me a lifetime.

All I wanted was to go back to the life I had left behind out of shame and fear.

“I can't say I blame you for that. Look, Miss Thomas, maybe it would be best if you enrolled in California's Witness Protection Program. I do not—”

“No, but thank you.” I wrinkled my nose, unable to hide my disgust. The last thing I needed was to be even under more scrutiny or have to gain yet another identity to hide who I was. Becoming Nicole Thomas had been bad enough. “It’s just a coincidence. A very unfortunate one.” Muttering curses, I dug out my phone, unlocked it, and started to snap pictures of the devastation. To my surprise, the screen lit up with an incoming call. I didn't recognize the name, which caller ID displayed as A.M.; whoever it was, they weren’t local.

“Is something wrong?”

“Just a wrong number, I suspect,” I replied. Wrong number or not, I memorized it. Wrong numbers were a rare thing to my cell, and with my sort of bad luck, it’d get erased from the phone’s memory. My mouth twisted into a rueful grin. If I remembered the number, I could find out who was calling—and maybe why.

“You suspect?”

“My number is private, and I don't know the caller. I don’t answer when I don’t know who is calling me.”

“Maybe there’s more to than coincidence. Answer it, and put it on speaker phone.”

I shrugged, kept quiet about my misgivings, and did as I was told. Cooperation with the police would keep them from suspecting me. While I wanted to, telling Harding to shut up wouldn’t do me any good.

“Thomas,” I answered in my worst rasp. 

There was a pause and someone—a man, judging from the deepness of the tone—drew a surprised breath. "May I speak to Nicolina Desmond, please?"

I froze at the sound of my real name. I didn’t recognize the man on the other end of the line. “Who? I'm sorry, but you have the wrong number,” I replied, preparing to hang up. Harding stopped me with a wave of his hand.

The silence stretched on for several long moments, giving me a little time to think. Who had found me? I stared at the ruins of my car. Why would anyone want to find the me from years ago, the girl who had rose to limited fame for her voice, and then disappeared like some modern-day Elvis.

I was supposed to remain an unsolved mystery.

“I do?” More than a little surprise laced the man’s question.

“I’m afraid so. Who were you looking for again?”

“Nicolina Desmond,” the man replied, his tone confused and uncertain.

“Definitely the wrong number. There’s no one here by that name.”

“Oh, I was told this was her number.”

I scowled. “Well, you were told wrong. Sorry. Have a—”

“Wait. I’m positive this is the right number. Do you know her? I really need to talk to her.” There was a hard edge to the man’s voice. 

“No, I don’t. Wrong number.” 

Before I could say anything else, Harding took the phone out of my hand and hung up on the mystery caller. He turned to stare at me with narrowed eyes. “Do you know who that was, Miss Thomas? Or who he was trying to reach?”

“I don’t know him. As for Nicolina Desmond? Well, sure. Who doesn't?” I replied, flipping my hair over my shoulder. It was a question I never wanted to answer, but I had prepared to answer it—to a degree. There was a trick to knowing how to answer a question naturally versus having it come out as a memorized response. It took a little effort on my part to add the appropriate pause and keep my tone speculative. “She was that singer who up and vanished a few years back, wasn't she? Made quite the stir when she did it, too. Probably got herself killed.” I shrugged, eying my phone, which was still in Harding’s hand. “First time anyone has ever called my phone looking for her, though.”

“Yet another unsolved mystery of the rich and famous.” Harding bounced my phone in his hand. “Do you mind if I keep this? Look through your call records, see if there's anything unusual on it? There might be something important on your phone.”

I pursed my lips together. “If you think it'll help. Laura did make a call on it, as I told you before, but she deleted the number from my phone.”

“Don’t you worry your pretty head about that. I’ll take care of it,” Harding promised.

I flushed and muttered a denial under my breath. He didn’t seem to notice.

I really hoped the rumors that the Inquisition had spies and agents in law enforcement were just that: Rumors. With luck, they wouldn't think twice about my odd assortment of apps. Then again, with my unpleasant relationship with Murphy and his wretched law, I suspected they'd see something suspicious about so many programs with high battery usage.

If the rumors of the Inquisition having infiltrated law enforcement were true, I was in a lot of trouble. A shiver ran through me, and I rubbed at my arms to drive away the chill.

I was spared having to say anything as a pair of cop cars drove up and parked next to Harding's. Two cops emerged, circling my car and taking in the wreckage.

“Have a full forensic done on this car,” Harding ordered. “Dust it for prints, and see if you can figure out what they wanted. I want a full report on my desk, ASAP.” With the same no-nonsense demeanor, he shoved a clipboard with a few forms attached to it into my face. “Fill this out.”

Paperwork was something I could handle. I leaned against Harding’s cruiser, writing my information down. Later, I expected he would scrutinize everything, checking into my background to find out who would want to potentially target me and why.

With a grim smile, I capped the pen and handed him the clipboard back. All he would find was a picture perfect existence; a pair of dead parents, no siblings, and a very quiet childhood and adult life. 

Being Nicole Thomas had its perks sometimes.


Chapter Four
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Harding dropped me off in front of my apartment complex and didn’t leave until I made my way inside. The nighttime security guard, Greg, stared at me with wide eyes, leaning over his desk to watch the cruiser as it pulled away.

“You must have had a hell of a night,” he said, his tone as calm as always. His eyebrows lifted towards his receding hairline. “Dare I ask?

“Better not.” I pulled out my key card for the elevator as I trudged my way across the shiny marble floor. Greg was a nice guy, and the last thing I wanted was to get him involved with me, not so soon after Scott’s death.

“Are you okay?”

At the concern in his voice, I turned towards him and forced a smile. “I wasn’t the one who was hurt.” My words weren’t entirely true, but I didn’t have the courage to say otherwise.

The dead couldn’t feel pain, but I sure could. If it hadn’t been for me, he’d still be alive.

“That’s a relief, Miss Thomas. If you need anything, call the desk.”

In an effort to pretend everything was all right, I tapped my card against my leg. “How many times do I have to tell you to call me Nicole, Greg?” A little laugh—a faked, pleasant one—bubbled out of me. “If I need anything, I will.” It was another lie, but I doubt Greg recognized it for what it was. 

He nodded and went back to monitoring the security cameras, although I caught him glancing at me when he thought I wasn’t looking. I used my card to unlock the elevators and pressed the down button.

The doors slid open, and I retreated inside. I punched the button for the basement floor. The presence of the security camera taunted me. Was Greg watching me, wondering why there was dried blood on my face and caked in my hair? The older man was too polite to be pushy, but there had been questions behind his gaze. Greg, being Greg, would say nothing, but he’d make his curiosity known one way or another. If I did want to talk, he’d listen. He’d been working the night shift as long as I’d been in the building and had earned himself a bit of a reputation for eccentricity due to his love of late hours.

The door dinged and opened to my floor. I had the only actual apartment in the basement, sharing a wall with the parking garage on one side and with the storage units on the other. It was more of a hike across the complex than I liked, but the place had its perks, and no noisy, nosy neighbors numbered among them. If anyone lived directly above me, they were quiet.

I fumbled with my keys and unlocked the door after a few tries. Sparse, open space greeted me. My 1970's rejected couch, complete with red velvet and a built-in sound system, offered a splash of color. I peeled out of my leather boots, which had fortunately been spared from the night’s horrors. The rest of me, however, was a different story altogether. Dried blood caked my shirt and sweater to my skin, and it took several yanks before I managed to shed my ruined clothes.

“Burn,” I commanded, focusing all of my attention on the fabric in my hand.

Some problems could be solved with fire, and with a little concentration on my part, the cloth burst into white and blue flame, crumbling apart in my hands. I let it fall.

Nothing but a fine white powder and a faint hint of smoke remained. With a tired sigh, I stared at the empty space of my apartment, through the opened door to my bedroom, which had a single dresser and a minuscule bed. But first, I needed a bath.

Then I needed answers.
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After an hour of scrubbing in the shower, the water was cold, and I doubted I'd ever feel clean again. I wrapped myself up in a towel and trudged my way out of the bathroom, pausing long enough in the entry to pick up my copy of Among Us. I removed the dust jacket and tossed it next to my other books.

I flopped down on the couch and set my feet up on the coffee table. It took all of my will to keep my eyes open. Without my phone, I wasn't even sure what time it was, but the last thing I wanted was sleep.

Sleep, however, would bring nightmares. I had them often enough, but instead of the faceless terrors I usually experienced at night, Scott would haunt me. Maybe he would blame me for my failures.

Maybe he wouldn't.

I wasn't sure which was worse. At least if he blamed me, I could live with my guilt.

Muttering curses at my cowardice, I flipped the hardback open. The first few pages stuck together, which I peeled apart. I didn’t want to read a book dedicated to zombies--dead bodies that refused to stay dead. Dominic would forgive me, if I told him about Scott’s murder. I doubted I had the courage to, however, which meant I needed to read or face his wrath.

Then again, it only mattered if I managed to meet up with him in the afternoon, which I doubted. With luck, by the time sleep did catch up with me, I would be too exhausted to dream. I settled down to try to read, but the words blurred on the page, adding to my growing headache.

I didn’t need to read the book to play my role, be it a zombie or a victim on the screen. Among Us could wait, couldn’t it?

Surviving Dominic’s displeasure should have been the least of my concerns. However, the book had brought me to the store, which had been the sole reason I had met Scott. I couldn’t ignore Among Us’s connection to Scott’s murder, even if it was innocent of wrongdoing. Reading the book wouldn’t change anything. However, it would ensure I wouldn’t forget what had happened at the bookstore.

And no matter how much I wanted to deny it, I needed any job Dominic could find me. My rent ate away at my savings, and it wouldn’t be long until I would have to resort to desperate measures, digging into my emergency money. I didn’t want to think about those funds, hoarded away in an off-shore account for a rainy day. Moving and changing identity had been hard enough the first time. I no longer had any connections with anyone who could set me up with a false identity and falsified past.

I hoped I would never need that money.

Sitting up, I forced myself to read.
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I didn’t remember falling asleep, but a knock on my door woke me. Blinking the grit out of my eyes, I grabbed my towel, secured it around me, and stumbled across my apartment. I peered through the peep hole, sucking in a surprised breath as my agent lifted his fist to knock again.

I pulled open the door. My agent froze. His almond-shaped eyes, almost black in color, widened as he looked me over from head to toe. As always, he was clad in a carefully pressed suit. One day, I swore to myself, I’d find a wrinkle in his clothes.

“You didn’t answer your phone,” he said, his gaze settling on my face; he didn’t quite look me in the eyes, but he was very careful not to be caught staring at anything below my chin.

“Good morning, Dominic.” Keeping a firm grip on my towel and my dignity, I once again rubbed at my sore eyes. “My phone is currently occupied. Can I take a message?”

The corners of Dominic’s mouth twitched, but I couldn’t tell if he was suppressing a smile or a scowl. “I see. It’s afternoon, by the way, and you were supposed to meet me an hour ago.”

Oops.

I ducked my head, letting my hair fall over my face. “I’m sorry. I fell asleep.”

He graced me with a faint smile. “I’ll forgive you this once. Can I come in?”

Panic fluttered through me. Would Dominic notice the blood on my boots? I didn’t remember cleaning them. Had Detective Harding called him? Would Dominic, in his infuriating way, press at me until I told him everything he wanted to know?

Swallowing back my anxiety, I stepped aside. “Sure, come on in,” I mumbled. Under my breath, I cursed myself for giving him my real address instead of my PO box. “Sorry for the mess.”

Dominic laughed. “What mess? If this is a mess, you could teach my housekeepers a thing or two about cleanliness. You’re as frugal as ever. Live a little, Nicole!”

He made himself at home, kicking off his shoes. They tumbled to a halt near my boots, but if he noticed the dark, flaking splotches on the leather, he ignored them. Whistling a tune, he crossed my apartment and plopped down on my couch, dropping his briefcase on my coffee table.

I glared at him, but didn’t reply.

“You’ve been booked for an audition,” he said, pulling out a sheet of paper from his case and slapping it down next to him. “Here are the details. You’ll like this: It’s a closed audition, and the director and producer want to meet you.”

“Already?” I asked, unable to keep the surprise out of my voice. I relaxed a little, following him to my couch. I sat on the far arm, watching him as he settled in. He closed his briefcase up, leaving out the sole sheet of paper.

In the past, he would have strutted into my kitchen, complaining I didn’t have a state-of-the-art espresso machine available for his use. Then again, I didn’t typically answer my door wearing nothing more than a towel, either.

“It’s your lucky day, Nicole. They’re rather interested in you for the role. It should be simple for you to secure this contract.” With a smug, flippant shrug and one of his million-dollar smiles, he gestured to the sheet of paper. “Everything you need to know is there.”

I didn’t move, staring at him with narrowed eyes. After years of competing for roles and contracts, I wasn’t quite willing to believe it could be that easy for me to secure a place in any film. I’d earned my other appearances with a lot of effort.

In Los Angeles, nothing was easy or free.

When Dominic frowned, I nodded to acknowledge his words. “When?”

“Tomorrow afternoon.”

“How unusual,” I murmured, staring down at the sheet of paper on my coffee table. The text was too small for me to read from my perch on the side of my couch, which didn’t fill me with confidence. What sort of audition had so many little details without a script?

“Where’s the script?” I asked suspiciously.

Dominic sighed, leaning back and stretching his legs out under the coffee table. “You’ll have it tomorrow, at the audition. It’s at four.”

“That’s not helpful, Dominic. How can I audition properly without a script? Where is it at?”

“I’m sure you’ll manage. Anyway, it’s at Silver Moon. They seem to like you over there,” he replied, his tone wry.

Shock kept me silent, and for a moment, all I could see was the photograph of the three young men who had been murdered. The hope that I could put their deaths behind me crumbled away. I drew a shaking breath and forced myself to focus on Dominic and the film audition. Dominic was bringing me an opportunity, and I couldn’t sacrifice it—not for anything. Silver Moon was a good studio, even if it was a small fry when it came to Hollywood.

But even as I struggled to force my attention on my work, I couldn’t forget about Scott, not entirely.

When I didn’t reply, Dominic made a soft, amused sound. “You’re so subdued when you just wake up. I’ll pick you up at two, just in case. Dress casually; they’re providing costumes. Expect screen tests. I trust you can memorize lines better than you can keep your appointments.”

The well-aimed jab for missing today’s appointment jerked me from my thoughts. Instead of apologizing, as I should have, I stuck my tongue out at him.

He laughed.

“I don’t forget my lines,” I replied with a dignified huff, letting some of my annoyance creep into my tone.

Dominic’s grin wasn’t friendly. “How would I know?”

“Do you want to die?” I whispered. The edge in my voice so sharp that Dominic sat straighter, his eyes widening a little. He didn’t move, as if I were some predator who had caught sight of prey.

Then he started to shake, doubling over. It wasn’t until he made a soft snorting noise that I realized he was laughing. “I yield,” he choked out.

“You better.” I paused before I continued, “Don’t worry, I won’t forget my lines.”

What was there to forget? In most cases, I only had one or two lines. Lines were easy. Silent roles, where my body language and expressions had to speak for me, were the hardest.  I always found lines easier than speaking without words.

In either case, I’d manage.

Dominic relaxed, flashing me another one of his perfect smiles. “See to it that you don’t. At two, then.”

We stared at each other for a long moment, and Dominic shook his head and laughed again. Then, without another word, he rose, grabbing his suitcase. He stuffed his feet into his shoes and left, offering me a waved farewell before shutting the door behind him.

I scowled down at the paper he’d left for me. Maybe I had deserved his aloof, better-than-thou attitude for missing our appointment. I had reason, even if I hadn’t found the courage to tell him what had happened.

He’d find out soon enough, once Detective Harding called him. I hoped the police wouldn’t follow up with my agent, but I doubted my luck would hold that long. When Dominic found out, I suspected he’d be more than a little angry with me.

At least I didn’t have to worry about my agent bailing out on me until after the auditions. A good agent in Los Angeles was hard to find, and Dominic was among the best. He didn’t give up on his actors and actresses, not without just cause, and not until a project was over.

I wrinkled my nose, leaned over, and snatched the paper from my coffee table. Judging from the time stamp on the top of the page, Dominic had gone back to his office when I hadn’t shown up. Not only was the sheet a brief overview of what I could expect—several screen tests, fittings, and a general audition—it was also a warning indicating I would be under a non-disclosure agreement during the filming. I flipped the page over. He had printed on both sides.

I folded the sheet and stuffed it inside of my copy of Among Us. I stared at the bloodstains on the pages. I didn’t need the reminder of what had happened in the bookstore; it lurked in my memories, threatening to smother me.

I needed to know the truth. Why had Scott died, and who had killed him? Until I found out, I’d never find peace, and would live in fear of the Inquisition.

Clenching my hands into fists, I marched to my bedroom to get dressed. I would find out the truth, one way or another. Fortunately, as a wizard, and there was something I could do. I hoped I wouldn’t regret my decision to once again meddle with the occult.
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I took a cab to the storage facility in the heart of Los Angeles, muttering curses the entire way over the exorbitant fees. I couldn’t shake the feeling that someone—or something—was watching me. The sensation didn’t fade even after I made my way to my ground floor unit.

With a smile, I unlocked the door and lifted the door up. In the entire complex, mine was the one of the few capable of storing a car; the others had narrow hallways unfit for any vehicle.

Dust covered the tarp I’d thrown over the old Porsche. I’d picked it up as a junker, and had been restoring the car to its former glory. I longed to start it up and rev the engine just to hear it purr, but if I succumbed to the temptation, I would spend hours under the car tinkering with it rather than doing what needed to be done. Settling with patting my car’s roof, I forced my attention on what was important: Scott and his friends.

What I needed was in a shoe box buried under a pile of boxes just like it. If someone was observing me, all they’d see was a woman looking for something. They wouldn’t see a wizard pulling out her arsenal of weapons, stashed away for when they were needed. I smiled a little.

It took me over an hour to reach the precious box at the bottom. Like the others, I checked it, making a satisfied noise since nothing had disturbed my hidden cache. I closed it, added it to my growing pile of things I was taking home with me, and kept digging around. Selecting two more boxes full of random trinkets and costume jewelry, I put everything else away.

Stashing my collection of boxes in several reusable bags, I hit the streets in search of a cab.

Instead, I got a police car. No sooner had I stepped out of the storage facility, Detective Harding emerged from his cruiser, approaching me with a faint smile. Before I could shake myself free of my surprise, he held out my cell phone. “We have everything we need from this, Ms. Thomas. I thought you’d like it back.”

With wide eyes, I shifted my bags around so I could take my phone from him. “Thank you, Detective Harding. You were following me?”

“For your protection, of course. I happened to be nearby, so I took over observation duty. Do you have a few minutes? I have some questions for you.”

I had questions of my own, including why I was being followed around, but I settled with a nod. He opened the back door of his cruiser, and without a word, took my bags from me and put them inside. After settling my things to his satisfaction, he held open the front door for me.

I buckled up and tried to ignore my growing unease. Detective Harding drove in silence for several blocks, letting me stew.

“I think it would be wise if you joined California’s Witness Protection Program,” he began, his eyes on the road.

“Did something happen?”

“Two more young men were found. There were no witnesses. You’re the only witness we have who was so close. We feel it is prudent that you have the appropriate protections. That’s why I was having you followed.”

There was nothing left of the hard edge that made me dislike the man the previous night. If anything, I felt a little sorry for him. There were dark circles around his eyes, and I wasn’t certain he’d gotten any sleep at all.

“That’s terrible,” I whispered.

Detective Harding nodded in agreement. “Your cooperation is invaluable, Ms. Thomas. We want to ensure your safety.”

“I won’t run and hide,” I said, surprised by the confidence in my voice—confidence I didn’t feel. “I can’t. I worked too hard to get to where I’m at. I can’t disappear, not now.”

“What do you mean?”

I wondered about the quiet resignation in his tone. “I have a closed audition for a movie tomorrow.”

“Actors rarely accept witness protection,” Detective Harding said, his tone still soft.

“We’re not good at hiding, are we?”

“No, you’re not. And it gets people killed. We don’t want that to happen to you. Whoever is doing this is brutal and vicious, Ms. Thomas. Let us protect you.”

“I won’t run or hide,” I repeated. My confidence strengthened, making my voice clipped and clear with little evidence of my laryngitis.

Detective Harding stared at me, startled into silence for a long moment. “I can’t say I’m surprised.”

I sighed. Most people didn’t realize I hadn’t always been a pretty face with a sandpaper voice. Deciding I didn’t want to press the point, I shrugged. “I appreciate the offer, but I can’t accept it, Detective.”

“For the next few days, I’m going to assign a patrol to keep an eye on your apartment and wherever you go, just to make certain you’re not a target.”

Was a protective detail normal? I didn’t know, but something about the whole thing sent shivers down my spine. Scott’s death wasn’t natural; I knew that, and anyone with half a brain knew it too. But why protect me?

I hadn’t seen anything.

“So long as they don’t interrupt my work.”

Detective Harding scowled. “They won’t.”

I was a little relieved at his hard tone; it was more what I expected from him. “Then I’m fine with them keeping a watch. I just won’t run and hide. I hope you understand.”

“I wouldn’t either.” This time, I heard respect in his voice. “Why aren’t you afraid?”

“Who said I wasn’t? I am.” I wasn’t scared in the way he thought I would be. I almost wanted Scott’s killer coming for me. So long as I saw him—or her—coming, I’d take a perverse amount of joy in eradicating them from existence.

“Maybe you’re a better actress than I thought.”

“Why thank you.”

Detective Harding dropped me off in front of my apartment building. He held the door open for me, and waited with infinite patience as I organized my bags so I could carry them inside.

“If you have any questions or remember anything, call me,” he ordered, handing me a business card. I took it, dropping it into one of my bags.

I wouldn’t call him, but he didn’t need to know that.

When I went back inside my apartment complex, Detective Harding pulled away. A dark, unmarked car took over the parking spot in front of the building. I shivered and once again felt watching eyes on my back.

Shuffling inside, I paused at the entry to dig out my card. A chill swept through me as a second black car joined the first on the other side of the street. I hurried inside.


Chapter Five
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Back in my apartment, I paced the main room, circling my couch as I tried to decide what to do. There was nothing I could do—not without using magic. I didn’t know anything about being a detective. I certainly didn’t know anything about how to pull off a murder as horrific as Scott’s. What I did know bothered me.

Magic and blood got along a little too well. Blood represented life and death, and it was a direct manifestation of a person’s existence. With Scott’s blood, I could scry into the past and learn the true circumstances of his death. I couldn’t trust the police to do it, either. They meant well, but how could they hunt down a killer who defied the laws of science?

I had to act. I had to do something. While I couldn’t bring the dead back to life, with Scott’s blood, I could find his killer. I clutched my bloodstained copy of Among Us to me. I could still back out.

Changing the past was outside of my abilities, but maybe I could experience it, study it, and learn from it. Maybe that’s why the Inquisition feared wizards: death, destruction, and fire were my domains, and all I needed to fuel my powers was electricity.

When I thought about it that way, maybe the Inquisition had it right, and I deserved to be put down for existing. I hadn’t killed anyone—not yet—but unless I kept firm control over my abilities, it would only be a matter of time. I shook my head and tried to push aside my morbid thoughts.

It didn’t work.

I drew a deep breath and sighed. I couldn’t delude myself anymore: I was dangerous. I could be dangerous.

I was so tired of being a coward, hiding whenever anything threatening came my way. If I was going to be hunted because I endangered others, I wanted to be dangerous. At least there’d be cause for what I endured.

Underneath my guilt and anguish, anger simmered within me, primed to boil over in the sort of violence only a monster—or wizard—was capable of. 

Hunting the killer by trekking into the past was dangerous at best, and foolish of me to even attempt it, but I couldn’t wallow any longer. Once I started, I couldn’t quit until I finished. I’d either succeed, or I’d die.

I shook my head at the unpleasant thought. Death was a threat I endured each and every day. The Inquisition would inevitably discover me, and they’d execute me. At least this way, I’d be guilty of a crime before they pulled the trigger. If I could bring Scott’s killer to justice and make—Her? Him? It?—pay for Scott’s death, I was willing to pay the price for my actions.

That was something I could live with.

I blamed the Inquisition: it hadn’t protected me when I had needed it. If they had done their job, I never would have become a wizard, I never would have become their prey. While it hadn’t been their fault I had been desperate to salvage my ailing voice, I never should have become a wizard.

The book that had stolen my humanity should never have fallen into my hands in the first place.

It, and the items that had transformed me from human to aberration, waited for me to use them once again. One by one, I removed them from the shoe box and lined them up on the coffee table.

My silver pentagram looked the most menacing of the lot, although in reality, it was the least dangerous piece in my arsenal. People had the wrong idea about the symbol, and belief had power—just not as much power as many thought. The most lethal of my trinkets were the gold and copper debens I had stolen from a museum dedicated to ancient Egypt. Age gave things power, and I hadn’t been the first to use them.

They remembered. I could feel it in the tingling in my fingertips when I touched them, though I never managed to quite grasp what they had witnessed in their long years.

Setting the debens aside, I arranged the last of the items in front of me. The silver mirror would capture my reflection and serve as a gateway into the past. The bronze Celtic knot would bind my soul to my body, so I could return when I finished. I hesitated when I touched my mother’s brooch, which I had stolen when I had fled home. It would anchor me to both the present and the past, allowing me to defy the laws of nature, space, and time.

Finally, I took out the quartz, moonstone, and sun stone crystals that amplified my power. It had been years since I had charged them by feeding them electricity and my blood. I could feel pulsing static when I touched them.

I also heard it as a quiet song in my head.

At the bottom of the shoe box was the book. With shaking hands, I lifted up the innocent-looking book bound in blue leather. It didn’t contain spells, and maybe that was why it had escaped the Inquisition’s hounds. Instead, it was an encyclopedia, an instruction manual, and a guide.

And it had stolen my voice. ~Nicolina,~ it purred to me in my head. ~How may I serve?~

There was something inherently disconcerting about hearing things others couldn’t, made worse by the knowledge it used my voice.

After so many years of coping with my hoarse rasp, the soft and smooth sounds brought tears to my eyes—and reminded me that all magic came at a cost. It was a double-edged sword thrust through my chest. The book had granted my wish to have power, but it had taken what I had loved.

This time, I would be more careful about how I bargained with the book.

“I need the truth,” I whispered, and in a moment of worry that someone listened out in the hallway leading to the parking garage, I stared at my door. I concentrated, and didn’t sense any unexpected electronics outside. If the police were watching me, they weren’t close.

~The truth of what, Nicolina?~ the book asked, taunting me with the sound of my voice.

I tried to focus on what I needed, not what I had lost. “A murder.”

At first the surprise I felt from the book startled me. It didn’t respond for a long moment—long enough that I wondered how a book was capable of thought.

~You wish to learn of the past.~

“The whole truth and nothing but the truth,” I agreed.

~You wish to break the laws of magic.~

While the book had caused me more trouble than I cared to think about, one of the first things it had taught me about magic were the rules everyone had to play by.

The second lesson was about the few people, like me, who could break those rules. Its third lesson had been a warning about the Inquisition, and what awaited me if they discovered my existence. Because I could change the nature of magic, death was the best I could hope for from them.

Wizards were dangerous.

I lifted my chin and glared down my nose at the book. “I do.”

The book laughed in my head. ~Nicolina,~ it murmured, its tone affectionate.

“I want justice,” I snarled at it, deciding I didn’t care if someone was lurking outside of my door.

~What do you wish to see?~ 

I grabbed my copy of Among Us and set it next to the leather book. “This is Scott’s death blood.”

~Powerful.~ Once again, the book fell silent for a long time, as if considering the bloodstained novel and my request. ~You wish to learn the circumstances of this shed blood.~

“All of the circumstances of his death,” I whispered.

~Then you shall know them all, my daughter of magic. I will guide you. Create the pentagram, Nicolina.~

I hesitated. “At what price?”

~Paid in full.~ There was amusement and smug satisfaction in the book’s tone—in what had once been my voice. ~You can offer me nothing more valuable than the voice of an angel.~

“Indeed,” I rasped.

~The pentagram, Nicolina. Place the shed blood beneath the mirror. Form the shape with the debens, brooch, knot, and moonstone. I trust you did remember to attune the stones as I had instructed.~

“I did,” I grumbled. I had done it years ago, as directed, before I had locked them away in storage. I felt them as I felt electric outlets—a source of power waiting for me to devour it.

~The night and the past are very similar. The moonstone will align your soul so you might see clearly.~

“What do you mean by that?”

~Some laws of magic cannot be broken, not even by a wizard. You cannot live the same life twice. If you want to see the past, you cannot go as you are now. But there are ways around it. Should you be one with the night, you may learn what you wish to know. Otherwise, all you will do is experience the past as it was for you the first time.~

“Great, just great.” The night meant a lot of things, as did the moon, but the first thing to come to mind for me were the Fenerec. Werewolves.

I had enough trouble without borrowing more.

~Do not worry. I will guide you.~

The book’s promise didn’t comfort me at all. If anything, the confidence I heard in its voice worried me. I bristled a little at my acceptance I couldn’t steal back what it had taken from me.

~I speak the truth. I will guide you to the past and bring you safely back again, with no debt owed. The complete truth will be yours.~

“Why do I feel like there is something you aren’t telling me?” I muttered.

~That is because you are wise, Daughter.~

I chose to ignore its claim on me. I knew who my mother was, and no matter what the book said, I wasn’t going to let it become a replacement for my family—even though I had been the one to abandon them.

“So what am I missing?”

The book didn’t answer me.

“Asshole.”

~I cannot say, but I’ll tell you this much: There is a reason that meddling with the past is taboo.~

“I don’t want to meddle. I want to learn.” There was a difference. Meddling was what others did to get their way. I wasn’t going to change the past.

What was done was done. Knowledge was good enough for me—with it, I could avenge Scott’s death.

~Knowledge is power, and with power comes corruption or responsibility. It is far easier to become corrupted than it is to take responsibility.~

I didn’t want to know what the book was feeling, but I was aware of its emotions. It was worried about me. In turn, I worried about me too. I was already a wizard. How much more corrupted could I become?

“I couldn’t save him,” I whispered, and hoped that’d be enough to make the book understand why I needed to do what I needed to do.

~Wizard is not a word for infallible. Everything dies eventually.~

“He shouldn’t have died. Not like that. No one deserves to die like that. I’ll see justice done, damn you.”

~And what is justice, child?~ There was something nasty about the overly sweet tone the book used with me. ~Is it revenge? Absolution of your guilt?~

I flinched. “No one deserves to die like that.”

~You don’t want justice, do you?~

The book’s words stunned me like slaps to my face. My mouth dropped open, but I couldn’t force out a single word.

~Justice isn’t good enough for you, is it? You were always a protector,~ the book continued, amused. ~Or maybe a predator? Hmm. Very well. Come then, and stare into the mirror. May the truth illuminate you and guide your path. But be warned, all things have a price—especially the truth.~
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Returning to the past was easier than I thought it would be, and that scared me. Moments after staring into the silver mirror, there was a stomach-churning lurch, and then I was staring at myself—the me from the bookstore, holding a pristine copy of Among Us.

I was saying something, but from my new vantage, a little taller than I was used to, I couldn’t hear what. It was drowned out by a thundering in my ears. Then, with a start, I realized it wasn’t my ears hearing the low-toned rumble, but Scott’s.

I watched myself walk away towards the registers and Scott followed. Each step made me more aware of the body I inhabited, that it wasn’t mine, and I had no control. Then I became aware of Scott’s emotions.

Lust wasn’t something I thought about—sex didn’t appeal to me. Sure, I liked looking at beautiful men as much as the next girl, but I didn’t want them. Not like Scott wanted me. He wasn’t following me; he stalked me with the intensity of a predator, until he was close enough to catch my scent.

I—no, we—smelled the cinnamon and lilac from my shampoo and hand soaps. There was another scent, something far muskier, but I didn’t know what it was. Scott’s nose was far more sensitive than mine; I could even make out undertones of contamination—mold?

The longer I remained as a passenger within Scott, the more that I picked up from him. His focus was on me, but he identified and ignored the other scents around him without thinking about it. He finished cataloging what his nose was telling him; someone nearby wore terrible and strong perfume. It wasn’t mine, so Scott filed it away and forgot about it. The intensity of Scott’s need grew, smothering all other thoughts with possessive desire and blood lust.

Scott took one step forward. The lights went out.

Scott was me, and I was him, but he didn’t know I was with him. But the darkness made him want to hunt, and I was his prey, though I was pretty certain he didn’t want me for dinner. If I could have shivered, I would have.

The other people in the store were food, but I was a step above all of them, and because of that, he had to have me. His desire intensified. In that moment, I knew if anyone came close to me, or threatened me, they would die.

Scott viewed me as his, and he’d accept nothing else.

But the truth was like a bucket of cold water dumped over me. Scott was about to die, and I was helpless to do anything but watch—again. This time, there’d be nothing buffering me from the horrors of his death. It was too late to run away. Scott was about to die, and I’d experience death with him.

The lack of light didn’t bother him at all; if anything, it enhanced his awareness of me—the me from the past, that is. My scent changed, souring with something Scott recognized as fear. The lust surging through him erupted into protective rage.

What I thought had been a scream had been the birth of a howl. Scott’s need to possess me—and eliminate whatever frightened me—would’ve stolen my breath, if I had a body. There was something charming, terrifying, and lovely about being wanted.

Desired.

Scott took one step forward. Then the thundering in my ears—in Scott’s ears—burst. I tasted something sweet, metallic, and hot. Blood. Scott recognized it, like I would’ve known the taste of a favored treat. Confusion and fear lessened the intensity of his lust, rage, and need to protect me. I couldn’t hear Scott’s thoughts like I could the book’s, but I was aware of him fighting against the need to shed his humanity.

As a human, he couldn’t protect the frightened, tiny woman he desired. He needed to become something else. And, in three fast heartbeats, he lost the battle. Spurred by his bestial needs, Scott changed—or, at least, he tried to.

I couldn’t hear his thoughts, but I knew the truth: Bones that should have softened snapped. Skin that should have grown fur ripped. Instead of lengthening into lethal claws, his fingers twisted and cracked at the joints. It should’ve happened slower, too. That much I somehow knew, just from being a passenger within Scott.

Scott had meant to howl his challenge to the moon, but he screamed instead. Terror overwhelmed him, even as he tried to fight back against whatever was hurting him. He wanted to reach for me, to somehow guard me against whatever was killing him, but he couldn’t. With his anguish surging, he collapsed.

Then the pain overwhelmed him, and he was gone. For a terrible moment, my life threatened to wink out with his, and I couldn’t breathe, couldn’t feel—everything disappeared when Scott died.

I didn’t know how long I hung in a black void of nothing, cold and alone. But something yanked on me, and I returned to the past—to Scott’s cooling body, devoid of life.

But the past wasn’t done with me yet, although all I wanted to do was run away and hide. The truth was there, and I didn’t like it. No one had killed Scott. What I had thought had been a murder hadn’t been one at all.

I shouldn’t have been able to remain, but I did—and I somehow retained Scott’s sensitivity to smells. One by one, I recognized the three scents threatening to overwhelm me: death, lust, and disease.

My newly sensitive nose also told me something I didn’t want to accept, but was forced to.

Scott wasn’t human.
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Back in my body, I somehow managed to make it to the toilet before I lost control of my stomach. Shuddering at the taste of blood and bile, I closed my eyes, bowed my head, and tried to comprehend what I had experienced.

The book had been right. The truth came with a price.

I don’t think I’d ever forget the cold, dark void following death.

It didn’t matter that Scott hadn’t been human, although I recoiled at the thought of what he might have been.

~Fenerec,~ the book confirmed.

“Shut up.” I spat the words out, my throat tightening at the need to vomit again. With a shake of my head and a deep breath, I swallowed. I wanted to deny the truth, but I couldn’t.

Scott had been a Fenerec—a werewolf.

~That is the truth,~ the book said, reinforcing my thoughts.

I wanted to shout out my frustration, anger, and helplessness. Fenerec weren’t supposed to exist in my world. There was no place for them in my life. I had abandoned my sister and family to escape them.

~Lies,~ the book chided in my voice—and in my sister’s voice. We were twins, after all. ~I warned you. Do you still desire justice, if you must do it for them?~

The book meant the Fenerec, and it knew I understood that. “I’ll burn you,” I snarled, and my rasped words came out as a wolf’s growl.

~I warned you.~

The book was right. It had warned me, but I hadn’t listened. Scott had seemed so nice. There had been no indicator that a wolf’s wild violence lurked beneath the surface.

Keeping my eyes closed, I drew deep and steady breaths to keep from throwing up again. When I could speak without gagging, I concentrated on the book. It was still on my coffee table. I could feel it listening and waiting for me. “He died from disease, didn’t he?”

~I sensed no magic, no desire to kill, only death—and disease.~

With widening eyes, I realized the book had been observing the past right along with me. What was the book?

It was a question I needed to answer, but it’d have to wait. There were more important things to deal with.

And, as if proving my point, I felt the book’s approval of my thoughts. ~More will die if you do nothing. Perhaps an entire species will perish. Can you live with that? Or will your so-called ‘justice’ extend to monsters, too? That one saw your worth and wanted you. Your fear of the dark and of being discovered forced him to change. If he had remained human, he might not have died.~

Disease may have struck the final blow, but the book was right. I’d been right from the start; Scott’s death had been my fault, at least partially. It hadn’t been until he had attempted to change that the disease had struck.

But what could I do against disease? I wasn’t a doctor. I’d been good enough in the high school science labs, but I hadn’t gone to college. I had been a singer and I was an actress. I wasn’t a miracle worker.

~But you are,~ the book whispered to me. ~You’re a wizard, and you can do anything.~

“I can’t stop death,” I snapped, rising from where I knelt in front of the toilet. I left my bathroom so I could glare at the book, which rested beside my bloodied copy of Among Us. “You said it yourself. Wizards fail.”

~But you can stop death.~

“Shut up.” My heart drummed in my chest. I wanted to lash out at the book, but it wouldn’t help anything. His last blood was my responsibility.

Scott wouldn’t be the only one to die by the disease that preyed on Fenerec.

I could walk away, but then I’d be guilty. If I wanted to be able to live with myself, I’d have to find a way to save the Fenerec.

I’d hate myself even as I did it, because the Fenerec were the embodiment of death and violence. How many lives were lost to the werewolves each year? If I let them die out, I’d be doing the world a service.

~You don’t want that,~ the book told me.

“Shut up,” I said, without feeling or force. Numbness spread through me.

~It isn’t Scott you want to save now, is it?~

I didn’t really think of myself as someone who had a temper, but the book, like Harding, and like Scott, was getting under my skin. Maybe some of the Fenerec’s aggressive violence had brushed off on me. “Will you shut up?”

While I remained soft voiced, I could hear the threat and promise of violence in my words.

The book didn’t care, because it refused to keep quiet. ~Scott isn’t the Fenerec you care about, is he? You know all about those wild, unruly dog people, don’t you? It’s all there in your head, even if you refuse to remember or acknowledge it. You know what you’ll lose if you don’t act.~

“Please shut up,” I whispered. Heat washed over my face, and balls of flame burst into existence around me, such a pale blue it looked cold. The fire swirled around me without touching my flesh. My unplugged television turned on.

Outside of my door, a cacophony of squealing car alarms pierced the silence. And, as if frightened of the monster I had become, the light bulbs in my apartment burned out.

~You hate it, don’t you? You hate that your precious sister is one of them. She left you behind. You hate it so much that you ran away. And when you couldn’t sing anymore, you came to me. You wanted to destroy them all for hurting you. You still do, don’t you?~

In the light of my flame, the book cast the shadow of a howling wolf. What it howled for, I couldn’t guess.

I sank to my knees. As my anger died away to sorrow, the flames extinguished and left me in the dark with the shrill cries of car alarms for company. The book remained silent and gave me time to think.

With a trembling hand, I reached up and touched the scars on my shoulder and neck. In my fear of what my sister had become, I had ran. When I crashed and burned, I had kept running, singing to forget, singing to escape, and singing so I could rely on no one but myself, and my sister had stayed away.

She had known what she had become.

But then my voice had begun to fail, turning into a rasp. And in my greed, I had turned to the book. For a moment, it had restored what I had lost, and then it exacted payment for its help. Now it had my voice, and I had run away yet again, changing my name and hiding who I had once been from the world.

Out of shame, and out of fear.

~Justice for that boy’s death isn’t yours for the taking. What will you do?~

Guilt stole my breath. However unintentionally, I had helped the disease kill a man. I shook my head. Maybe the book was right. Maybe justice or revenge wasn’t what I actually wanted. What else was there? Redemption?

I was a wizard. I counted my blessings that I hadn’t killed Scott with magic. It hadn’t really been my fault—I hadn’t known what Scott was.

But now that I knew, I couldn’t just turn and walk away either.

“Hey,” I began, pausing to gather my thoughts. Once I asked, I wouldn’t be able to take it back. I’d be accepting full responsibility, and I wasn’t the type to leave my messes for others to clean up.

~Yes?~ the book asked when I didn’t speak right away.

“If I had known what Scott was and that he was sick, could I have saved him?”

~Maybe.~

“Maybe?”

~I don’t know everything.~ Books couldn’t sigh, but I got the feeling it would if it could. ~I wasn’t made for healers, if such people exist. I can’t see everything. You have power, if you want to use it. Wizards can do a lot of things. Can you heal? That’s for you to find out. I can’t help you, not with that.~

“What were you made for, then?” I hissed, resisting the urge to punch my thigh out of frustration.

~To guide you. To protect you.~ I don’t know how I knew, but the book hesitated, staying silent despite wanting to say something else.

“You’re a masochistic sadist.”

The book didn’t acknowledge my words. I waited, but it refused to break the silence.

I wasn’t going to give up, not so easily. “What aren’t you telling me?”

~You’re a wizard, child. Do what you want. However, your gift will always be for destruction.~

“You’re wrong,” I replied, and my raspy, hoarse voice sounded like a wolf’s snarl.

The book was right—I hated my family, I hated what my sister had become, but I wasn’t going to let them die without a fight. If wizards excelled at destruction, I’d use every bit of my power to eradicate the disease before it could kill my family.

That was worth living for—and dying for, if the Inquisition discovered my existence.


Chapter Six
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For the first time in years, I slept without the incessant hum of electronics in my head. I dreamed of wolves and their song had welcomed me. I woke refreshed but unnerved.

In my effort to forget about Scott’s death and the disease inflicting the Fenerec, I cleaned my apartment, dusting the corners and behind everything I could reach. I considered hiding my trinkets, but I sat down on the couch and stared into the mirror instead.

My warped reflection taunted me. The book wasn’t talking, either. Maybe my efforts yesterday had done some good—the odd senses acquired along with the curse of wizardry were deadened. I didn’t mind.

For one day, I could live unburdened by what I was, if I could manage to forget what I was capable of. I doubted I could.

Some things refused to be forgotten.

Before the mirror could tempt me, I scattered the trinkets across my bedroom. Some I hid out of sight, while others served as decor. Even if the Inquisition came to my apartment, I doubted they’d see anything more than an eclectic collection of strange things.

By the time Dominic knocked on my door, some of my power had returned. While my awareness of electronics was still gone, the hunger for electricity gnawed at me. I ruthlessly denied my need while I could still manage to. There was something liberating about having full, conscious control of my troublesome powers. I forced a smile when I opened the door for my agent.

“I see you’re awake this time,” he said as he leaned against the door frame. “You ready to go? We’ll have lunch before the audition, if you don’t mind.”

“Isn’t it a little late for lunch?” I stuffed my feet into my boots, the leather shining from my cleaning frenzy.

Dominic flashed me his perfect grin. “I’ve been running around all morning. Have mercy on me?”

“Oh, fine.” Instead of grabbing a purse, I stuffed my wallet and keys into my pockets, which earned me a disapproving glower.

“I know I said casual, but I didn’t mean redneck hick.”

I scowled at him in my effort to smother my laughter; by Hollywood standards, I was a redneck hick and I liked it. It kept the fashion crazed at bay. I don’t know why people kept insulting the country-bred folk. They were smart, in my opinion. They lived life at a calmer pace, or so I thought. They knew what it was like to be comfortable.

There was nothing wrong with that. While I didn’t have roots in the south, I’d grown up in the outskirts of a small town. I missed it.

But to appease Dominic, who hadn’t really asked for much, I hurried into my bedroom. My leather messenger bag would have to do; it was one of the more expensive things I owned, but good bags were useful. As a bonus, it would probably annoy my picky, stylish agent. Toying with him probably wasn’t one of my brighter ideas, but joking and bickering with him was far better than thinking about everything else going on.

The book chose that moment to remind me of its existence. ~Not likely.~

I glared at my bed, where I’d stashed the book inside a hidden pocket within the mattress. Its voice—my voice—woke my anger and reminded me that I was going to have to start charging my cell phone again.

I didn’t hesitate long before gathering the crystals from my dresser, the pentagram from where I’d hung it from a peg on the wall, and the debens from my night stand. However disturbing my look into the silver mirror had been, it had drained me and the stones dry. If I wanted to hunt for a cure to the Fenerec’s sickness, I needed power.

The stones and debens went into a velvet pouch, which I stashed in the inside pocket of my bag. I wore the pentagram, tucking it beneath my high-collared shirt. There was something comforting about the cool metal on the skin above my heart.

In an effort to please Dominic a little, I grabbed my nicest jacket, a form-hugging one made of thin black leather. Like most of my clothes, it sported a high collar suitable for hiding my scars, providing a second layer of protection from unwanted attention.

“Ready?” Dominic called out from the main room.

I emerged from my bedroom, chin up and smiling. “As ready as I’ll ever be. What did you have in mind for lunch?”

“How does Italian grab you?” In true gentleman fashion, he held open the door for me.

“That works. Are we cabbing or did you bring your gas guzzler?”

“It’s not that bad on gas. It’s parked out on the street, so let’s hurry before someone steals it.”

I didn’t like his tone; sure, I didn’t live in the greatest part of town, but it wasn’t that bad—and I told him so.

“There are two cops parked outside, and the front door security guards are armed. Yes, it is that bad.”

It was hard not to wince. It was harder to force myself to act curious and a little alarmed. “Two cops?”

“Any idea what’s going on?”

Lying to Dominic always left me feeling miserable and dejected, but I didn’t have the courage to tell him the truth. “A lot of car alarms went off earlier in the indoor parking garage. Maybe that has something to do with that. The landlord likes keeping the building secure.”

“That’d do it. You didn’t have anything stolen, did you?”

“I don’t keep anything in my car. And anyway, it’s in the shop,” I replied. That was pretty close to the truth—the cops studying it for evidence and it going to a shop to be turned to scrap counted, so far as I was concerned. Reupholstering the old car would cost more than buying a new used car.

“Smart girl. Let me know if you need the number for a good mechanic. I know a few. Now, if you’d find an apartment somewhere in a safer part of town…”

“The rent’s cheap,” I murmured, shrugging and gesturing behind us to my apartment. “Where else am I going to find a place this spacious without selling my soul to the devil?”

“Wouldn’t you need a soul in order to worry about that?” His dry tone irritated me, but then he laughed. I decided to forgive him for teasing.

I allowed him get away with far too much. If he knew the truth about what I was, I suspected he’d never had said that to me. I managed a laugh of my own. “Cute, Dominic. Very cute.”

“I know I am.”

I shook my head and let him laugh. To my annoyance, he didn’t look back. I scowled and because he couldn’t see me do it, I stuck my tongue out at him.
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Lunch was a quiet affair at an Italian restaurant pretending to be a cafe, where lunch for two cost more than my weekly food budget. There were many different types of silence, and the one we shared was comfortable and soothing. I didn’t need to say a word to feel at ease and he looked too relaxed to disturb.

When he spoke, he caught me by surprise, my fork on route to my mouth. “There’s an apartment up the street for a thousand a month,” he said, leaning towards me with his elbows braced on the table’s edge, his hands clasped together.

I chewed with slow deliberation, narrowing my eyes. He waited with surprising patience, a smile curling the corners of his mouth.

“What’s wrong with it?” I set my fork down and matched his pose. Two of us could play the over-serious, intense game and I wasn’t in the mood to lose.

Dominic’s smile widened. “Nothing more than an older couple looking for a friendly neighbor who isn’t against taking out the trash for them.”

I knew better than to trust that sweet, gorgeous smile. Dominic used his sensual mouth as a weapon, and I wasn’t going to fall for his tricks. “Friends of yours?”

“Madeline was a client of mine a few years back,” he admitted. A little bit of his content, happy expression reached his eyes, like the glazed look of a cat that had gotten into a saucer of cream.

My eyes widened before I could stop myself. “Not Madeline DeSiem?” Madeline wasn’t a common name in show business and I only knew one who had been Dominic’s clients.

Madeline was a true talent, a diva among actresses, and a woman I had no hope of ever matching.

When he said nothing, I frowned. “You mean the superstar, don’t you?”

“She’s retired.”

I picked up my fork, speared a meatball, and chewed on it with savage delight. I pointed up the street with my dirty fork. “She lives in a mansion in Beverly Hills and I swear the thing takes up at least a block. Look at me. I’m the polar opposite of ritzy. I can’t live there.”

“Sure you can. Madeline likes your work. Anyone can deliver lines, according to her, but there’s art in silence. And anyway, her house isn’t that large.”

Dominic was definitely meddling in my affairs again. Instead of taking my annoyance out on him, I targeted a crusty piece of bread smothered in butter. “I’ll think about it.” It wasn’t a lie. I would think about it, though I wouldn’t think about it for long.

“Really?”

“Really.” I stared down at the remains of my spaghetti, regretting I hadn’t gone for lobster like Dominic had. “That’s a hard offer to refuse.”

“But you might.”

“I might.” I liked my independence and I didn’t want that taken away from me—even if it meant turning down a chance to live in a mansion for cheap. What would I do in a mansion?

Be safe? I was more worried I’d endanger them with my powers. I couldn’t imagine trying to hide my wizardry in someone else’s home.

We once again lapsed into silence. I had the feeling Dominic wanted to tell me something, but he didn’t say a word.

There was no way one of Hollywood’s most rich and famous would ask me to move in with her, not without a good reason. I knew of Madeline. Everyone knew about her, but I had never met her.

My apartment wasn’t that bad, no matter what Dominic said.

So why had he talked with Madeline?

By the time dessert came, I realized that Detective Harding must have called Dominic. In his subtle way, my agent wasn’t going to traumatize me with more talk about what had happened. If Harding had spoken to Dominic, I understood the reason for his concern. The mall wasn’t that far from my apartment, and he liked to worry.

It would take an army of paparazzi to infiltrate the mansion of a superstar actress well known for her love of quiet and privacy.

I hid my smile. Dominic protected his clients. He was nice like that, even if his meddling ways sometimes annoyed me.
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We arrived at Silver Moon Studio half an hour before the audition. Under normal circumstances, I would’ve taken the time to snoop around and scope the place out, but I’d been to the studio often enough I didn’t need a tour. The security guard waved us through. When Dominic turned his SUV down the access road to the back lot, I glimpsed a black, unmarked car and a police cruiser approaching the gate.

I hadn’t noticed them tailing us.

For a closed audition, there were a lot of cars parked in both the front and back parking lots of the second stage. For a small studio, Silver Moon’s property sported three stages, each one the size of a warehouse. Odder still was the number of people walking dogs; big ones, little ones, and an unusual number of dachshunds, who barked at anyone who dared to move.

The chaos distracted me from my annoyance at my police escort. “Dominic?”

“Yes, Nicole?”

I waved my hand at the mayhem, not quite able to close my mouth. “Why are there a zillion dogs here?”

Dominic’s smirk was a blend of amusement, pleasure, and something else. What, I wasn’t sure, but it put me on edge. I hated when he knew something I didn’t—and he would get pleasure out of flaunting it.

Sometimes, I wanted to strangle him.

“You’re not afraid of dogs, are you?” His smirk widened to a full smile.

“I’m not afraid,” I retorted, glaring out the window at the nearest group of walkers and their animals.

Afraid wasn’t how I’d describe my feelings. It was more complex than that. Normal dogs, like the ones swarming the movie studio, didn’t really bother me. Dogs were decent enough animals, though I found their excessive loyalty to humans annoying. The real problem was with their wild, violent brethren—although I’d lose my head if a Fenerec heard me compare them to dogs.

“Then what’s bothering you?”

I pointed at the nearest pack of dachshunds. I stopped counting them at fifty and wondered what type of film needed so many small and obnoxious dogs. “Small dogs are so damned annoying. They number in the hundreds, Dominic. I’m going to go to sleep tonight and hear their yapping in my dreams.”

Dominic laughed. “Well, don’t worry too much about that. They’re trained. From my understanding, there won’t be many scenes needing so many animals. They wanted to film all of this first to get it out of the way.”

“This is supposed to be an audition. Why are they filming during an audition?”

“Closed audition,” Dominic countered, winking at me. I wondered how many clients he won over with his pretty face and lithe physique. It didn’t hurt he dressed well, either.

I lifted my chin, determined not to be distracted by his good looks. “No sane girl films without a contract in hand.”

He parked the SUV in one of the last free spots in the lot, killed the engine, and reached over to pat my shoulder. “Don’t you worry your pretty head about a thing. You show the director you’re worth your spot and all you’ll have to do is read your contract and sign. I’ll take good care of you, don’t worry.”

I sighed. “You always do.”

“That’s my girl. If it makes you feel better, there will only be a few dogs sticking around for the whole film. Most are one or two day extras. I already read over the script, and I think you’ll like it. From my understanding, you’ll be working with two animals most of the time. I suspect the closed audition is more for the animals than for you. If I’m right—”

“—and you usually are,” I interrupted with a grin of my own.

He graced me with another one of his brilliant smiles. “If I’m right, and I usually am, today will prove more of a formality than anything. I have it from a very reliable source that they want you, come hell or high water, for this role.”

There was something nice about feeling wanted, but I wasn’t going to tell Dominic that. I hid those feelings behind a smile of my own. “It would’ve been nice to know this before I left my apartment, Dominic. I would’ve dressed up.” I grumbled for show. “You also know I have no real experience working with animals on set.”

“You’ll be fine.”

“So long as the packs of dire dachshunds don’t get me.”

Dominic laughed. “You’re needed in makeup, young lady. It’ll be my head if I make you late.”

True to his word, a girl late in her teens ran across the lot, staring at Dominic, then at me. My agent gave her a nod and she looked so relieved I felt sorry for her—probably a new intern to the studio. She opened the door of Dominic’s SUV, shyly bowing her head.

“Good afternoon, ma’am,” the girl said, her eyes fixed on the asphalt. 

I climbed out of his SUV, chuckling at the thought of someone setting Dominic straight. Turning my attention to the girl, I smiled at her, reached out, and lifted her chin with a finger. “Chin up, young lady. Can you please go run and tell them I’m on the way to makeup?”

“Of course. Is there anything else I can do for you? Do you want coffee?”

Amused by her antics and behavior, I sent her off with a request for tea. Once she left, I turned to Dominic, arching an eyebrow at him. “You weren’t kidding. They have an intern for me?”

“I told you, they want you and only you.”

“Just what kind of film is this anyway, Dominic? Dachshunds and chihuahuas?”

“The best kind,” he said.

I’m not sure why I thought he was lying, but there was something about his tone that made me wonder what was wrong with my being cast in the film. But I was in no position to complain. I needed the work and we both knew it.

“It’s fine.” Dominic patted my shoulder. “I’ll be honest—maybe you don’t mind dogs, but if another one of those rats nips at my ankles, I’ll kick it. Two of them came at me yesterday.”

I whacked his arm with the back of my hand. “That’s not nice.”

“Neither is getting my ankles gnawed off by a rat disguised as a dog.”

“It’s not so bad for the rest of us. You’re too tall anyway.” Laughing at his expense, I led the way into the studio.
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I didn’t recognize anyone in the makeup room. The two women put in charge of me looked me down from head to toe. They were dressed casually enough I didn’t feel too out of place, but there was something predatory about their gazes as they inspected me. Their attire took me by surprise; normally those in makeup and wardrobe dressed as well as the talents. The older of the two, almost old enough to be my grandmother, clucked her tongue.

“We need to do full body makeup today, so strip to your underwear, please,” she ordered, tapping her soft-bristled brush against her chin.

Privacy was normally given by makeup and wardrobe, but my scars made me an unusual actress. While the request would have offended many in Hollywood, it was par for the course for me. It was also the part I hated the most, when the makeup and wardrobe people realized there were a lot of scars they needed to hide. Some people were body shy because of their insecurities, but I hated the sympathetic hissing and the looks I got when people noticed my scars.

There was nothing wrong with my body. There was a lot wrong with how people perceived it, though.

Stifling a sigh, I obeyed the woman, standing with my hands braced on my hips. I was experienced enough that I wasn’t going to lose my temper over a brisk makeup artist. They had a job to do, and I gave them more work than most actresses. I had a job to do, too, and it didn’t involve starting problems with the staff.

Other actresses probably would have tried to have the women fired for their behavior, but not me.

“Not enough scars,” was the declaration after a long moment of silence.

My mouth opened, but I couldn’t make a sound. I didn’t have enough scars?

There was a first for everything.

When I didn’t protest, the two women descended on me like a pack of hungry hyenas, cackling as they worked their magic on me. Instead of hiding my scars, they enhanced them, paling the marks stretching from shoulder and throat to stomach so they stood out against my skin.

Then they took photographs, and lots of them.

When they were finished, wardrobe dressed me in a pair of shorts modest for Hollywood’s standards and a pink spaghetti-strapped shirt that exposed my belly. They wrapped my calves in strips of ratty linens before stuffing my feet into combat boots.

It was the older woman who, grinning with far too much enthusiasm for my liking, buckled a holster complete with handgun around my hips and shoved some sort of rifle into my hand. No sooner had I wrapped my fingers around the weapon, I realized that it didn’t feel like a plastic prop. Prop guns I could handle, but the real things tended to make my skin crawl.

Like me, guns were weapons and I couldn’t get past that fact.

Some of my hesitance must have showed on my face, because the younger woman patted my shoulder. “Don’t worry. The safety is on and it’s loaded with blanks. Just don’t play with it or point it at anyone, okay? Justin will be in charge of your weapon for the shoot, but he was needed elsewhere for a while.”

That didn’t comfort me at all—why would they give me a real gun at a closed audition, even if it was loaded with blanks? Especially before I had any training in its use? It went against every safety code I knew of. With nervous awareness of what I held, I made sure I kept the gun pointed away from anyone and my finger far from the trigger.

Before I could question—or ask them for their names—I was guided out of the makeup room along with a script. I was herded onto set, juggling the rifle and the thick pad of paper.

Someone had spent a great deal of time and effort building a scale model of some sort of power plant, which was surrounded by the ruins of a city. The burnt out, skeletal remains of skyscrapers tilted and threatened to fall. Surrounding the structure was an intricate fence, miniaturized to scale. I couldn’t help but crouch next to it, marveling at the thin wires making up the chain-linked panels.

I’d seen labors of love in the movie business before, but never quite to the detail level of this model. I was afraid to breathe, in case the ash and dust littering the fake ground wasn’t paint.

“Impressive, isn’t it?” an unfamiliar voice asked from beside me.

I straightened, glanced out of the corner of my eye at him, and nodded. Judging from his jeans, utility belt, and the cables looped under the man’s arm, he was a part of the crew.

He wasn’t much older than Scott and I wondered if they had known each other.

I hid my discomfort behind a smile. “Sure is. With so much digital, it’s nice to see some models in use.”

“Luck,” he said, shuffling off to the main set. Green screen was layered on the floor and hung as a backdrop, while a reproduction of part of the model and fence served as physical props.

Dominic emerged from deeper within the studio, taking hold of my elbow as he drew near. “We’re going to be taking promotional photos, plus a screen test,” he explained, guiding me to the elevated chairs for the director and producers.

I didn’t know the casually dressed man perched on the chair, his baseball cap on backwards and crooked. While he looked young, I got the feeling he probably knew his way around a set better than most. Age was a number, but he stared at me with old eyes. I was a little surprised the man had time to sit—most directors I knew scrambled non-stop during filming making sure everything was just right.

“The outfit suits you,” he announced, his tone satisfied. “You ever fire a gun loaded with blanks before, ma’am?”

Something warned me, maybe some basic instinct I didn’t know I had, that the director was as old fashioned as he sounded. Until a contract was signed and sealed, I wasn’t about to go irritating the man who controlled my fate—and placement in the film.

Old fashioned I could handle. I nodded my head, careful to look polite without groveling. “Thank you, sir. I’ve never shot a gun before, loaded with blanks or otherwise.”

I think my answer satisfied him—old fashioned, traditional women didn’t handle guns. “You’ll learn, then. Dominic, I’ll call you with the name and number of an instructor. Miss Thomas, in this scene, you’ll be observing an approaching group. You’ll be accompanied by a few dogs, as well as one of your co-stars. Your job is to put her in her place. You’re the boss, and she led the enemy straight to you.” The director pulled a sheet off of his clipboard and handed it to me. “I understand you haven’t had a chance to read the script, so use this and improvise. Justin, the tall fellow with the blue shirt and ripped jeans over there, will show you how to fire the rifle if we need you shooting it today. Ask him if you have any questions. Don’t be afraid to use any force you deem necessary, even if you need to call a cut to learn how to handle the rifle properly.”

I hid my surprise behind a nod. What kind of force he did he expect me to use? Why force? What sort of person was I supposed to be for the camera? And what sort of person would return to someone they had betrayed?

Excitement accelerated my pulse rate. All I could do was hope my role wasn’t minor and that Dominic wasn’t getting my hopes up unnecessarily. My career was a graveyard of minor roles.

I turned to stare at the model, trying to deduce what sort of character I played. What sort of person would set up shop at a power plant, among a bunch of ruins? Not someone soft, that’s for sure. There were no feather beds in such a place. But if I played someone who would consider accepting a betrayer back, she was a fair individual—harsh, but reasonable.

I could act like that.

At the director’s gesture, I stood on the set. “One more thing, Miss Thomas.”

“Yes, sir?”

Maybe the director had taken lessons from Dominic, but there was an unpleasant edge to his smile. “Your co-stars.”

“Sir?”

No one moved; everyone found something interesting to stare at—that didn’t involve me or the director.

Interesting.

I felt like I was walking into a trap, but I couldn’t figure out what sort it was. What was so wrong with my co-stars to get this sort of reaction from the crew?

The director hit a button on his radio. “Bring them.”

‘Them’ proved to be two of the largest dogs I had ever seen. Their handler, a muscular brute of a man with dull eyes, held their leashes in a white-knuckled grip. Despite both of the animals walking at a sedate pace at their handler’s heels, those in the studio shied away from them.

The handler looked ready to be sick all over the floor.

I wasn’t a fan of dogs or their over-sized Fenerec cousins, but I hated the hesitant way the animals moved. The humans were afraid, but so were the dogs.

Unable to pinpoint why it bothered me so much made me frustrated, but I couldn’t leave it alone. Slinging the rifle’s strap over my shoulder, I met the handler halfway. Without a word, I snatched the leashes, claiming responsibility for the dogs. Both animals regarded me for a moment, then as if deciding I was less likely to kick their furry butts in, they huddled around my legs, as far as they could get from their handler.

I thought I had managed to keep from scowling, but the man saw something he didn’t like in my expression and beat a hasty retreat across the studio.

When I turned around to head back to the set, the director looked pleased. “The gray one is named Silver. The darker one is Rocky. They’re German shepherds.”

If Silver and Rocky were German shepherds, I was a harmless little girl with the voice of an angel. No German shepherd I had ever seen came up higher than my waist at the shoulder. Rocky was the larger of the two, leaving Silver dwarfed in comparison—and Silver was easily the equal of any mastiff I’d ever seen.

With both of them crowding me, I felt smaller than usual.

In front of the cameras with the two dogs at my side, I wondered if it was possible to feel any more insignificant. Yet, there was something empowering in the presence of both animals. No sane person would dream of messing with me while I was guarded by them. The director took his time, his gaze sliding over the crew. I settled in to wait, allowing myself to run my fingers through Rocky’s tan and gray fur. Their markings did look rather German shepherd in nature, although despite the tan cast to Rocky’s fur, neither had any real brown or black on them. I had thought all German shepherds had a lot dark colors.

Maybe that was what made both of them look an awful lot like wolves—very large, tail-wagging wolves.

They weren’t Fenerec; no one would ever bring someone capable of turning into a wolf onto a movie set. It was asking for humans to get eaten. Muttering under my breath about the stupidity of some people, I picked a spot on set with a good view of the fence and the scaffolding at my back.

I was safe. I kept telling myself that in the hopes I would believe it.

The dogs followed me without any fuss. I unclipped their leashes and tossed them to one of the production assistants.

Every eye focused on me and more than a few faces paled.

“Oh, come off it already,” I snapped, my raspy voice making me sound like a snarling animal. “There’s a reason people like German shepherds so much. Treat them right and they’ll treat you right. If these dogs wanted to hurt you, you’d be hurt.” To prove my point, I stared at the dogs. “Sit,” I ordered.

They obeyed, their tails thumping the ground.

“See? Good, obedient dogs.”

The director dismissed the issue with a wave of his hand. “Take it from the top. Remember, the hordes will be added behind the fence on the green screen, so don’t forget them.”

The cameras started recording, and before I could do anything, a woman staggered onto the set. So much blood covered her that I recoiled out of surprise, tightening my grip on the rifle and lifting it a little in wariness. A gun was holstered at her hip, some sort of pistol from what I could tell; it didn’t look to be in any better condition than my human co-star. Maybe it was the director’s attempt to get a natural reaction out of me, but it worked—almost too well. I didn’t quite jump out of my skin, but it was close. For a sickening moment, all I could think about was Scott. But the stuff coating the woman, matting her hair, and dripping to the green screen wasn’t real—it smelled sweet.

And my memory of Scott’s keener senses told me I wasn’t smelling blood. It was sugar or syrup, whatever they used to make the fake blood look good for the cameras.

It wasn’t real.

My dismay faded under anger at having been taken by surprise. “So you’ve returned.” I growled the words, taking her in from head to toe, then staring at the fence and the oncoming horde to be added to the film later. In a drier tone, I continued, “With friends, I see.”

Rocky growled and I made no move to silence him.

“I…I…” The woman swallowed, twisting around to stare at the fence and the horde massing behind it. Then she whispered, “You were right.”

Without having read the script, and without any idea who I was supposed to be, I said the first thing to come to mind, “If I’m saying something, it’s for a reason.”

A sick part of me wanted to laugh. Life wasn’t so simple and I envied the pretend person I was playing.

She was far more honest than me.

The woman flinched, lowering her head in a submissive gesture. “I understand that now.”

“Cut!” The director’s booming voice startled me. “That’ll do for the first screen test. We’ll do more cuts of the same scene with variations later. Ladies, strike us a pretty pose with those toys of yours, and try to look intense. Let’s capture some stills of you together with the dogs.”

Still capturing was a little like modeling, except better—we didn’t have to stand still quite as much. With so many cameras taking shots from different angles, the director could get the stills he liked without having to rely on traditional photography, though I expected we’d get plenty of time in front of regular cameras.

Some directors liked doing that for the publicity.

The dogs followed me, as quiet and calm as I could wish for. Animals on a set were always a tricky proposition. But if it meant I got to act in a role with lines and purpose, I’d gladly put up with a few hundred dogs.

“I’m Marie,” my co-actor said, finding a spot near the haphazard-looking scaffolding, standing with her feet apart, her small pistol pointed in the direction of the chain-linked fence.

“Nicole. Nice to meet you.”

“Your makeup’s great—really intense.”

I wouldn’t sigh—I’d offend Marie and likely get myself in trouble with the director and any of the crew who happened to be nearby and fancied the other actress. I wonder how she’d react when she learned the truth. I was about to find out. “Most of them are real. The scars, that is.”

“No shit! Really? Damn, you’re tough. I hope you killed the bastard who did that to you.”

“It was a car accident,” I replied, a little surprised and pleased at how she handled the fact my scars weren’t completely staged.

“You must have one hell of a story to tell. Over coffee sound good?”

I was so surprised by her offer I found myself accepting before I had a chance to really think about it. The director made an impatient waving gesture in my direction, so I scrambled to find a pose suitable for an intense shot. While I was short, Marie wasn’t much taller than me, so I decided to start from a crouched position in front of her, one knee on the ground. I held the rifle like I meant to use it, trigger finger against the guard so I wouldn’t accidentally shoot someone, even though I knew it was loaded with blanks and the safety was on.

I stared at the fence and the green screen behind it. There was always something awkward about staring at nothing, pretending like something was there. I narrowed my eyes while clenching my teeth. Words didn’t work in still photography, so I hoped the tension in my muscles would convey the feeling I was ready to act—and fire if necessary.

I don’t know who gave Rocky and Silver their cues, but the dogs flanked me, their teeth bared in silent snarls, their attention also focused on the chain-linked fence and the green screen beyond it. I don’t know why I did it, but I held the rifle with one hand and worked my fingers into Rocky’s fur. It was thick, soft, and warm. I could easily imagine curling up on the floor with him as a pillow.

The creak of metal drew my attention away from the dog and my posing for the cameras. Things made noises on movie sets, but I never liked when anything grinded—especially not with me beneath it. Marie’s knee jabbed my spine as she too looked upwards.

“What was that?” There was a waver in her voice.

I wasn’t the only one who had morbid thoughts of the lighting system collapsing, apparently.

“Ladies,” the director chided.

It was hard to ignore the groan of strained metal, but I did my best, focusing my stare back on the fence—and whatever would lurk behind it when the digital artists were finished with the film. Shadows moved across the set and I felt the scaffolding sway against me.

Rocky growled a low warning sound. He stood with his tail tucked between his legs, his ears pinned back, and his teeth bared. Silver crouched, his belly pressed to the floor. His ears were also turned back.

Out of the corner of my eye, I watched the director jump to his feet, shouting something, but his words were lost under the groan of metal and the crash of a light fixture hitting the ground near the fence.

Marie screamed.

The set came crashing down.


Chapter Seven
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I tried to remember how I made it across the smoke shrouded set, but the memory eluded me. I wasn’t near the scaffolding anymore. Twisted metal formed a barricade of debris around me. I remembered the lighting coming down despite the safeties the studio had to prevent such a thing from happening, but the rest was a hazy blur.

My arm ached as though someone—or something—had tried to rip it off. Maybe something had. My forearm was ringed with multiple bloody gashes. I stared at the marks, unable to comprehend where they had come from.

Rocky shoved his nose under my chin, dragging his wet tongue over my face. With my uninjured hand, I took hold of his collar. I meant to push him away, but I barely had the strength to curl my fingers around the leather band.

That bothered me. I wasn’t that weak, was I?

I stared at the destruction of mangled metal and broken glass around me, and wondered how I hadn’t been crushed. There hadn’t been time to move—or had there been?

Why couldn’t I remember?

Rocky whined and licked my cheek again, pulling free of my hold on his collar. I tried swatting him away, but he ignored my efforts.

A splash of red on Rocky’s muzzle focused my attention on him. It took me several long moments to realize blood stained his fur. I stared at my injured arm, then at the dog’s nose again. Rocky had bit me?

I opened my mouth to say something, but I couldn’t force any words out. My head felt as though someone had poured concrete into my skull, smothering my ability to think. My ears rang. Worst of all, I couldn’t remember what I was supposed to be doing—or why.

So I sat still, and tried to force myself to remember. Marie and I had been posing for the cameras when I had heard the groaning of stressed metal. I remembered reacting; I had tried to shove Marie out of the way of the falling metal scaffolding. Everything was a blur after that.

I went cold, my whole body shuddering. What had happened to Marie? Looking around proved fruitless; my eyes didn’t focus quite right, and dust—maybe some smoke too from the smell of it—obscured my vision.

Rocky whined again, pushing me with his nose. There was something pathetic about the way he ducked his head with ears drooped that forced my attention to him. Then my brain decided it was time to work, and I realized he must have pulled me out of the way. Feeling a little guilty over swatting at him, I scratched behind his ears. “Good boy.”

“Nicole?” Marie gasped out.

I twisted around, glass crunching beneath me. With her voice as a guide, I was able to find Marie through the haze. My co-star lay in a tangle of wires and warped metal. I couldn’t tell if the blood covering her face was real or not. She curled into a ball, and her arms were protectively cradling her head. Scratches criss-crossed her skin. Silver was crouched beside her, his ears pinned back.

My head cleared at the sight of Marie. I took in the wreckage, my mouth hanging open.

It looked like a war had broken out on the set. Figures moved through the haze of dust and smoke. As the ringing in my ears subsided, I could hear people calling out—some in alarm, while others gave orders. I heard our names, but when I opened my mouth to reply, a body-wracking cough tore through me.

Rocky whined again, shoving me with his nose. I fought the coughs by drawing slow, deep breaths. It worked well enough I managed to choke out a few words, “Don’t move, Marie. You hurt?”

She shook her head. Glass shards fell out of her hair. “I’m okay. Silver saved me. A little bruised. You?”

When I was sure I wouldn’t cough, I replied, “I’ve been through worse. Could have been a truck.” A hysterical giggle threatened to work its way out of me. I let it slip.

If I didn’t laugh, I’d cry.

“Rocky, a semi… not much difference,” Marie replied, her voice wavering.

“Good boy,” I told the dog again, jerkily patting the top of his head. My arm throbbed and blood oozed out of gouges.

“Nicole!” Dominic’s bellow drowned out the other calls. He sounded close, though I couldn’t see far through the stinging smoke. Bursts of light above drew my eye. With a faint whirring and a hiss, the overhead sprinklers kicked on. Within moments, I was soaked. Marie made a startled, unhappy sound.

“Here,” I croaked out, feeling like a toad between the drenching and my voice.

“Thank God. Are you all right? And Marie?”

“We’re fine,” Marie called out, her voice louder and stronger than mine. “There’s a lot of broken glass back here.”

“Don’t move, we’ll get you out. Either of you hurt?”

“Nicole’s arm’s ripped up. I’m fine.”

“Nicole? What happened to your arm?” The sharp edge of alarm was in Dominic’s voice.

“Rocky pulled me out of the way. I’ll be fine. Nothing a few bandages won’t fix.” It hurt to talk, but there was something soothing about the water raining down on me. It chilled me to the bone, but it smothered the dust and smoke. It made breathing easier and cleared the air.

I checked the ceiling in a perverse need to know if anything else was going to come falling down on our heads. There was nothing left in the rafters where the lights had once been mounted. There were, however, broken cables, including the severed remains of the steel safety lines meant to keep the lighting fixtures from falling on anyone. As soon as I saw them, I felt my awareness of electricity flare back to life.

The collapse and resulting power surges should have flipped the breakers, a safety measure done to help prevent accidents from turning lethal. But I could feel the hum in the broken cables; the wires were live, and it roused my need for its energy. My body tingled in anticipation of claiming the power.

It would be so easy, if I wanted to steal it for myself.

I shook my head to remove the temptation and focus on the real problem: the wires above were live, and if they fell down, Marie and I would be deep fried and fast. I had no idea if being a wizard would protect me from death by electrocution.

It wasn’t something I intended to find out. Not now or ever, if I could avoid it.

But why hadn’t the power cut off? I closed my eyes and focused my attention on the surging wires overhead. The sources of electricity in my field of vision appeared as afterimages, sort of like staring at a bright like in the dark. Unlike afterimages, I could follow where the electricity went by thinking about.  I was able to trace it back to the breaker box.

Something was forcing electricity through the breaker; as intended, it had tripped, but something—someone—was bypassing the breaker to force power through the lines. With my anger surging, I focused all of my attention on the energies in the cable and forced it through the breaker box.

I felt the main breaker to the studio trip as a jolt through my entire body. The electricity to the cables died away to nothing. I drew a long, deep breath and let it out in a sigh.

We were safe—for the moment. With the main breaker tripped, the only sources of electricity I could pinpoint were smaller devices; flashlights, hungry cell phones, and a myriad of other electronics. There weren’t any signs left that someone had tried to manipulate the wires—using magic.

My type of magic.

The thought of another wizard nearby chilled me. The thought of anyone capable of pulling my sort of tricks, with the intent to kill people, was enough to make me sweat. Bile worked its way up my throat and I swallowed it back.

“Nicole?” Marie’s voice cut through my thoughts and I opened my eyes to stare at her. She was frowning. “What’s wrong?”

“Sorry. Head hurts, and I don’t want to move because of all of this glass.” My voice cracked, its hoarseness amplified by the smoke I’d breathed in. I consoled myself with the fact I wasn’t really lying—much.

“Yeah, I get that,” my co-star replied wryly.

At least she wasn’t screaming or panicking. I wanted to do both, but I somehow managed to keep myself together. If Marie lost it, I’d join her. I didn’t cry in public; I splotched, my eyes turned red, and I suspected my wails would burst ear drums or drive people mad.

“We’ll have you out soon,” Dominic called out. He hovered near the edge of the wreckage, his suit clinging to him. All of his attention was on the mangled girders and cables, searching for a way through the mess to get to us. Several members of the crew approached, burdened with tarps, which they started laying down over the debris.

All I could do was hope they hurried. Sitting in a growing puddle of water and blood, I understood what a mouse hunted by a cat felt like. But why would anyone want to kill me or Marie?

I shuddered and shook my head. Glass shards tumbled out of my hair.

Dominic and the crew worked tirelessly, making a path without disturbing the ruins of the set all that much. When they reached me, Rocky growled a little, but quieted at a wave of my hand. My agent picked glass shards out of my hair, muttering things I couldn’t understand. When he finished brushing me off, he grabbed me under my arms and lifted me up.

“Easy,” Dominic warned.

I answered him with a nod. While the tarp kept the metal and glass off of me, it hampered my ability to crawl over the debris without falling through the gaps. I slipped through several times, biting back the desire to curse. Rocky followed behind me and he struggled even more than I did.

When I reached the end, I sighed out my relief. The sound of sirens startled me and a stream of police and EMTs streamed onto the set. Before I could protest, I was swarmed. I fought them a little, twisting around to make sure Marie made it out of the wreckage.

She had and I almost cried from relief.

No one had died in a situation where it would’ve been all too easy to have been crushed, skewered, burned, or electrocuted. I hadn’t failed.

Not this time.
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My patience with the paramedics ended when they wanted to take me to the hospital.

“You need to be observed for smoke inhalation, and you really should go have blood tests taken,” the paramedic repeated, his tone sharp with his annoyance. Any other time, his youthful appearance and his confidence might have been attractive, but all he was doing was irritating me—probably as much as I was irritating him.

“My tetanus booster was done last year, and Rocky doesn’t have rabies,” I countered yet again, my voice so hoarse it sounded like I had graduated from sandpaper to chewing on glass and nails. “I have chronic laryngitis, sir.”

“Smoke inhalation is nothing to laugh at. Nor is rabies or tetanus.”

Rocky, who refused to leave my side, put his ears back and growled at the paramedic. I should have corrected him, but I didn’t. The dog’s protective instincts had saved my life once, and unless it looked like he was going to take a bite out of someone, I wasn’t going to discourage it.

It wasn’t Rocky’s fault he was a dog. It certainly wasn’t his fault that he liked me, either.

Animals were smarter than most people gave them credit for, and I figured Rocky understood I was on his side. I didn’t like the thought, but it felt like I’d been adopted into Rocky’s pack. It reminded me too much of the Fenerec, but I smothered my dismay at the thought by allowing myself to stay annoyed at the paramedic.

“If I have any problems, I’ll go to the hospital.”

The poor man admitted defeat with a sigh. “I can’t force you. But you really should. Bandaging only goes so far and one of those gashes would be better stitched.”

“I’ll keep an eye on her,” Dominic promised, startling me as he approached from behind.

Rocky growled, twisting around to face my agent. With my uninjured arm, I held the dog back. “Sit, Rocky.”

To my relief, the dog obeyed.

“Sorry, didn’t mean to startle you,” my agent said, crouching down and holding his hand out to the over-sized German shepherd. There was a breathless moment where I worried Rocky viewed Dominic’s hand as a living dog treat. But then everything was okay. Rocky licked at Dominic’s fingers, wagging his tail.

I relaxed a little, though I was still worried. It was surprising enough no one had cried out for Rocky to be put down for biting me. Some people were petty that way, even though the dog had saved my life—and Silver had saved Marie’s, although he hadn’t taken a chunk out of her to get the job done.

I hid my grimace behind a movie-star smile. “Quite okay, Dominic.”

“Go to the hospital if it looks like there’s any infection, okay?”

I nodded to the paramedic. “Sure, I’ll do that.”

It was a lie. I wouldn’t. The paramedic stared at me and I figured he had heard the lie in my voice. He shook his head, sighed, packed up his things, and headed back to his ambulance.

I bit my lip and tried to ignore my guilt. It didn’t work. Hospitals were scary enough without my worrying whether or not I’d cause chaos in a place so full of electronics. People needed those to fight for their lives.

If I lost control, if I broke something, people would die as a result.

Hospitals and I didn’t mix, and I intended on never stepping foot inside of one, if I had a choice in the matter. They were scary, but they were also sacred. Someone like me had no business tarnishing them. Lives started and ended in hospitals. My life had been saved in one, before I had become a wizard.

I swallowed back the lump in my throat, unable to stop myself from wondering if it would have been better for everyone if I had died in that car crash years ago. Digging my fingers into Rocky’s fur offered a little comfort.

“You got very lucky,” Dominic whispered long after the paramedic had left.

“I did, thanks to Rocky.” My relationship with Murphy and his wretched law hadn’t changed, except for the fact my bad luck hadn’t counted on Rocky being there to save me. 

Dominic smiled, not at me, but at the dog. “Thanks, Rocky.”

The German shepherd ignored my agent.

“Is Marie okay?”

“I think so. She let them cart her off to the hospital, but it looks like a few bumps and bruises, and a few shards of glass scratched her. Nothing serious. Could have been a lot worse.”

I shuddered at the memory of the paramedic picking glass out of my hair and scalp. Scars were inevitable, but at least we were both alive to lament them. “Good. I’m glad. Do you think she’ll stay?”

Dominic shrugged. “For the film? Who knows. Will you?”

“I have to review the script and see a contract first,” I reminded him with a waggle of my finger. If Dominic could act normal, so could I. More importantly, if I let Dominic walk over me now, he’d never stop. “I haven’t been given a formal offer and the shoot is a wash. You’re getting ahead of yourself, sir.”

Instead of arguing with me or making some joke, Dominic surprised me by leaning towards me to whisper in my ear. “Come clean, Nicole. What’s going on? There were cops here before the dust settled. We didn’t even have to call them. They were already here, and they were looking for you.”

I winced. “Long story.”

“I’ve got time.”

“And I don’t.” I don’t know why I snapped, or what made me so angry about Dominic’s question and his concern. It wasn’t like he hadn’t tried to be protective in the past. He was like that for all of his clients, so far as I knew. But why did it bother me now?

He stared at me as if I’d grown a second head. “Nicole?”

Rubbing at my temples in the futile effort to drive away my growing headache, I tried to think of a way to smooth things over between us. “Look, Dominic, I’ve had a rough few days. Nothing personal, okay?”

“Come on, Nicole. You can talk to me.”

“I saw something I wish I hadn’t, okay? The cops are just keeping an eye out to make sure nothing bad happens. That’s all.”

“That’s all?” Dominic’s voice rose in pitch before he snapped his teeth shut with a clack. “That’s all?”

“That’s all,” I confirmed, meeting his gaze. I didn’t challenge Dominic often, but if I didn’t, he’d be even more protective than the police. Apparently he didn’t get the message that I wanted to be left alone.

“What happened?”

“Miss Thomas,” Detective Harding’s voice drew my attention away from my upset agent and saved me from having to deal with him. I never thought I would have been happy to see the beak-noised police officer. I twisted around to face him without standing up.

“Detective Harding.”

“It looks like you’ve had a bad day.” While I didn’t like the sympathy in Detective Harding’s tone, it beat trying to wage war with my agent and his over-protective tendencies.

“You need to ask me questions, don’t you?” I asked in a wry tone.

His smile was apologetic. “I’m afraid so, Miss Thomas. Would you mind coming with me?”

If I had to choose between Dominic at his worst or the unwanted sympathies of an overbearing detective, I’d take Harding’s unintentional salvation. I got to my feet, meeting Dominic’s gaze. “Could you please make sure someone takes care of Rocky? And not that stupid handler.”

Dominic sighed, but took Rocky’s leash without objection. “I’ll make sure he’s taken care of. We’ll talk later.”

In the guilt-inducing way only a dog could manage, Rocky whined when I abandoned him for the relative safety of Detective Harding’s company.
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Detective Harding took me to his office and without asking me if I wanted it, he fetched me a cup of coffee. With a lot less grace than I remembered him having, he flopped down on his chair. “You should really reconsider joining the witness protection program, Miss Thomas. From my understanding, you came within six inches of losing your life today.”

“Are you saying you think someone was trying to kill me?” It wasn’t hard to pretend I was surprised—I was.

Accidents happened on set, although not usually to the scale of the lighting collapse.

“I find it very disconcerting that someone would vandalize your car, followed up by a potentially lethal collapse at a studio you happened to be at. You’re putting yourself and others in a great deal of danger.”

I often jumped to conclusions myself, but I couldn’t understand what I had witnessed that someone would want me dead over. I knew the truth of Scott’s death.

It had nothing to do with me, not until I could find a way to cure the disease that had killed him.

The only problem was, I couldn’t tell Detective Harding anything—I couldn’t even hint that I knew the truth. For all I knew, he could be a member of the Inquisition working in the police department. I figured any sane woman would be at least a little afraid.

And while there wasn’t a crazy killer on the loose, the disease frightened me. It wasn’t something I had to fake. I swallowed. “Do you really think the witness protection program would keep me safe?”

Detective Harding propped his elbows on his desk, resting his chin in his hands. “That’s what it’s designed to do, Miss Thomas. You would be given everything you need. A job you’re capable of doing, an identity, enough money to live comfortably in another part of California. You’re an easy target right now. I know I was hard on you during questioning, but I want to keep you safe. That’s my job.”

“What about my job?”

“I was under the impression that you do not currently have work, Miss Thomas.”

Something about the mild way he spoke and his neutral expression infuriated me. “Do you know why I was at that studio, Mr. Harding?”

“Auditioning, from my understanding.”

“A closed audition with a screen test. And photos for character sets. In costume. The only thing missing is a contract in hand, and an offer is coming—I’m certain of it.” I clasped my hands together on my lap so I wouldn’t make fists—or be tempted to hit something. “I don’t want to lose this chance, Detective.”

“Even if it costs you your life?”

“Acting is my life.” The thought of losing what I had worked so hard to build left me feeling sick. Running away was something I had done once before when my sister had become one of them. While I had squirreled away some money to disappear again, I didn’t want to.

I hated being a coward.

“And what about the life of someone else? The young woman who was with you could have died.” Detective Harding stared at me, his eyes intense, in his effort to convince me. Guilt was a tool for him, and if my guess was right, one he wielded often with devastating effect.

I flinched at his words. Luck—and two over-sized German shepherds—had saved us from death. But I couldn’t believe it was all my fault. I hadn’t seen anything of consequence. I wasn’t anybody, not in the movie business, and nowhere else either.

Why would anyone want me dead?

There was one possibility and it chilled me just thinking about it: had the Inquisition discovered my existence? I didn’t know enough about the organization, but accidents happened when they wanted someone gone—lethal accidents, including lighting fixtures and scaffolding falling on a pair of actresses.

If that was the case, Harding couldn’t protect me. The Inquisition would find me, likely through a contact in the police department. I’d disappear, permanently.

And Harding would live the rest of his life believing he had helped me, while sending me to my grave. It was better for him that way, but I wasn’t ready to throw in the towel, not yet. I had things to do first, like proving to the book I could do something other than destroy and bring mayhem. If I saved my sister in the process, I would die a happy woman. Maybe I had betrayed and abandoned my family in my refusal to be like them, but I still loved them. I didn’t want to see any of them die, even though I had burned the bridges of my past behind me by changing my name and running away.

If I could stop them from dying as Scott had died, I would do anything—even throw my life away.

I met Detective Harding’s gaze and I smiled. “I’m grateful you care, Detective Harding. I am. But my life is here. I’m not going to run away. I don’t mind an escort, if you think it is necessary, but I—”

The phone rang. I clacked my teeth, staring at Harding’s desk. The detective scowled and then he sighed. “Do you mind if I answer this?”

“I can step outside.”

“Stay,” he ordered before picking up the handset. “Harding.”

A puzzled expression darkened his features before Detective Harding sat up straighter. “You can’t be serious.”

I politely pretended I wasn’t listening to the conversation, twiddling my thumbs as I waited. While Detective Harding didn’t slam the handset down, he didn’t look happy. “Well, that was interesting.”

His tone invited me to question and I took the bait. “What’s interesting, Detective Harding?”

“Rusted bolts.”

“Rusted bolts?”

“I’ve been informed that the bolts holding the scaffolding and lighting to the ceiling rusted out and failed. A freak accident. That set is used by many different directors and it seems maintenance didn’t think to check the bolts for rust.”

I felt my brows rise. “They learned that in less than an hour? What about the steel safety cables that should have kept it from collapsing?”

“The first thing they checked were the bolts. As for the rest, I’m sure they’ll find out soon enough. It was likely something simple and stupid,” Detective Harding explained, dismissing my surprise with a wave of his hand. “They’ll do a full investigation, but I have no reason to doubt his findings. Rusted bolts. Unbelievable.”

“Well, I didn’t think anyone would waste their time and effort trying to do anything to me,” I said, unable to mask my amusement. “I’m a nobody.”

“So why was your car so thoroughly vandalized, if you’re a nobody?”

I shrugged. It was a good question, and I didn’t have a single clue or idea why anyone would target my car. I hadn’t given the Inquisition a reason to investigate me, not that they’d find anything. “I’d like to know why, too. Who knows? I drive a pretty common car. There are thousands of rundown Civics just like mine out there. Maybe they mistook my car for a drug dealer’s or something.”

Harding laughed. “That’s one of the best theories I’ve heard yet and probably the one closest to the truth. But being serious, are you sure you won’t change your mind, Miss Thomas?”

“I’m certain. If the bolts were rusted, it could’ve happened to anyone. It was just my bad luck that I was in the wrong place at the wrong time.” My grin was rueful. “It seems I have a special relationship with Murphy.”

“Murphy?”

It was my turn to laugh. “You know, the guy everyone blames for saying, ‘What can go wrong will go wrong?’ Murphy’s Law. That’s me—a constant victim of our friend Murphy.”

“I can’t really justify keeping officers watching over you for much longer,” Harding warned.

“So don’t. They’re needed elsewhere, helping people in real trouble. Look, why don’t you give me your number? If anything weird happens, I’ll call you.”

Detective Harding stared at me for a long, silent time. Then he sighed, reached over his desk to grab a business card. He handed it to me. “If you see anything at all—weird, suspicious, or just gives you a bad feeling—call me, okay? I don’t like this, but the law is the law, and you’ve refused Witness Protection.”

“So no one will be following me around?”

“That’s correct, Miss Thomas.”

“I’ll be careful,” I said because that was what Detective Harding wanted to hear. It was easy to like him when he wasn’t bombarding me with questions. “Can I get a police report from you about the vandalism to my car? It’s not worth much, but you know how insurance companies get.”

“I’ll have one written up for you right now.” True to his word, he picked up the phone, dialed a number, and ordered someone to write it up. He rattled off the case file from memory. “It’ll be a few minutes. I apologize for not having it for you sooner.”

“With everything else going on?” I shuddered at the memories associated with meeting Harding. I doubted it. Judging from the haunted expression on Harding’s face, I suspected he was wondering the same thing.

“I really wish you’d reconsider.”

“I can’t. I’m sorry,” I whispered. I heard the ghost of my old voice, soft and smooth. I think Harding heard it too, because his eyes widened a little, but he said nothing.


Chapter Eight
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If the devil had a den, it was located in a small shop on Hollywood Boulevard, tucked between two prestigious clothing stores. It took me until well after dark to make my way from the police station to the store, as I switched between cabs and public transit to make it more difficult for anyone trying to follow me.

The last thing I needed was for the wrong person to learn I was visiting a store dedicated to herbs, incenses, and witchcraft—the place responsible for my transformation from human to wizard. To the average person, the store looked like it belonged to a fortune teller, with crystal balls and tarot cards decorating the front window. A beaded curtain blocked my view of the wares within.

Before I could second guess myself, I ducked inside, bells chiming as I pushed through the door. I slipped through the beaded curtain. A woman dressed in a gypsy costume watched me from the register. While I had gotten most of the blood off of me and changed into my regular clothes, I felt like a survivor from a war zone, though no one paid much attention to me.

“We’re closing in half an hour. If you’re looking for healing ointments, they’re over there.” A bracelet of bells circling the woman’s wrist jingled as she pointed to the other side of the shop, where a wall of old-fashioned pottery jars awaited.

“Healing ointments might be nice,” I admitted ruefully, staring down at my bandaged arm. It throbbed, but the pain wasn’t as bad as I feared it would be. “But I was actually looking for something else.”

“Oh? What are you looking for, child?” There was a bit of wariness and condescension in her tone, but I ignored it. She probably saw all sorts of cracked nuts coming in and out of the shop and had no idea who or what I was. It was better for me if she never found out.

I didn’t want to lie, but I didn’t have much choice. “A friend told me about this place and she thought you might be able to help me.”

“A friend told you,” the woman replied, her eyes narrowed and one brow elegantly arched. She came out from behind her register, the bells dangling from her skirts tinkling with her movement. The chiming was soothing as she flowed across the floor to stand at my side. “How unusual.”

The book was the closest I ever got to having a real friend and I had locked it up in my storage closet for years, all because I was afraid of it, and of myself.

I forced a smile for the woman.

I think she saw through me, because her expression changed. Some of the hardness faded from her dark eyes to be replaced with sympathy. I didn’t want to acknowledge the pity, but it was there, too.

“I need something to change my luck,” I said, lifting my bandaged arm. “I’m a magnet for bad things, and I thought…”

“You thought you could find something here, because luck is not so easy to fix,” the woman said, nodding her head in understanding. Maybe it was because she was warming up to me a little, because she lost the brisk Californian accent in favor of a Western European one to go with her gypsy attire. “I might have some things for you. Meditation stones, prayer beads, incenses, things of that sort. And, of course, healing ointment.”

“I could use some,” I admitted, giving her a shy, rueful smile. “Can you tell me about the meditation stones? And prayer beads? I’ve some incense at home, but I didn’t realize it could help with something like my luck.”

The gypsy clucked her tongue, but her disapproval softened when she smiled. She didn’t speak, instead prowling the shop in search of something. I followed and kept my mouth shut.

It gave me a little time to think. Stones were on my list of things to acquire, though I couldn’t tell her why. I knew witches used stones to focus their power, but I wasn’t sure if they used them the same way I did—and I couldn’t ask. Before I had known I was a wizard, I had thought I was a witch, like my mother, until nothing witches did worked quite right for me.

I had shattered quite a few crystal balls before coming to the conclusion I used the stones in a different way than witches did. While witches could store energy in stones like I could, it was easier for me, but also more likely to go awry. Then the book had truly awoken, and taught me how to avoid destroying whatever I touched. It hadn’t spared me from burning down my first apartment, though. I had been lucky. The insurance company had blamed faulty wiring for the fire.

The gypsy woman halted at a display case full of colored balls. “Crystal balls are for more than seeing the future. They can focus attention, provide calm, and help with insight. Concentration. Meditation. Some can heal.” She unlocked the case and withdrew a small, yellow sphere. “This is citrine. It is a special stone, sharing properties with our sun. It represents many things, but for you, I think it may serve as a representation of new beginnings and good fortune. A new life for you, protected by its power.”

The crystal fit in the palm of my hand, and despite it being a stone, it was warm. I curled my fingers around it. “How is it used?” I unfurled my hand and stared into the stone’s depths. It wasn’t a perfect stone; its heart was flawed, catching the light in its depths. For its size, maybe two inches in diameter, it felt lighter than I expected.

“You will sit with it while burning incense, and focus on who you are now—and who you wish to be in the future. A person with good luck, a person whom misfortune flees from. Each day, you focus these thoughts and meditate with the stone. An hour or more is best, but as much as you can.” There was something sly and almost wicked about the woman’s smile. “And if your bad luck is from a ghost or spirit, the stone’s influence should protect you.”

“Ghosts can cause bad luck?” I asked, surprised.

She stared at me, narrowing her eyes a little. “You believe in things like ghosts and spirits. Most do not. I thought you’d be a skeptic.”

“I believe in a lot of things,” I admitted. “Someone once told me never to doubt another’s belief. They might be right, and then I’d be in a pretty bad place.”

It had been my mother who had told me to be careful about the power of belief, and I wished I had believed her before I became a wizard. If wizards, witches, and Fenerec existed, I couldn’t deny someone’s belief in God, either.

“Your someone was very wise. Perhaps the citrine may not be enough.”

I didn’t move to hand her the stone back. I liked its warmth in my hand and I was reluctant to let it go. She reached back into the display case, her bracelets jingling, and withdrew two stones. One was a moonstone, reflecting the colors of the rainbow in the store’s light. The other was mottled with red and red-brown, with veins of black running through it.

“Come, child. Put the citrine here and take this,” the gypsy said, gesturing to a round stand on the counter. I set the citrine on it. She handed me the red stone. “This is rhodonite. It is a soothing stone, and brings love, luck, and well-bringing to its owner. It is a warding stone and should protect you from demons and negativity. Just keep it with you, even when you sleep. It will bring you comfort by simply hold it. It is a giving stone and will cherish you as much as you cherish it.”

Like the citrine, the rhodonite was warm in my hand.

“It’s beautiful.”

The gypsy smiled. “Most here often do not think so. It’s not a clear stone, so how can such a thing be valuable? Pah!”

I wondered how long the red stone, with its charming black splotches, had wasted away in the shop gathering dust—not that there was much dust in the place at all. “I understand.”

Someone used to diamonds, rubies, and pearls probably couldn’t see the beauty in such a humble, dull sphere of crystal. Its warmth in my hand didn’t fade, and it was hard for me to set it down on the counter.

Without a word, the gypsy set the moonstone in my hand and hurried across the shop, gathering things from shelves and drawers while I stared into the moonstone’s rainbow depths. It was a larger stone than the one in my bag, but it had a different feeling to it. Like my debens, there was a sense of great age to the stone.

It had been used before by someone, and I felt something akin to intelligence within it. It was watching, testing, and prodding me, much like the book did when it wanted to learn something from me. It made the inside of my head itch.

If it had gifts to give, I doubted it would offer them to me—not without me proving myself first. “What does this one represent?”

“It is a moonstone. It is strongest at the full moon, but it is the most personal of stones. It is close with nature and balance. It is the representation of the night, of passion, and of love. Luck, as well. Like the rhodonite, it may protect you. This one has been in my shop for a long, long time.”

Considering how uneasy the stone made me just from touching it, I wasn’t surprised. But there was something sad about the woman’s voice, as if she grieved that the stone remained in her store instead of finding its way out into the world.

I set the stone on the counter, waving my hand at the large pile of other things the gypsy had selected for me. Some of the components I recognized from my experiments as a wizard; incenses for clearing the mind, oils from herbs for healing and luck, jars of ointments, wood carvings of totem spirits, and pouches smelling of herb and ash. With brisk efficiency, she explained what they did and how they should be used.

Most of them were useless to me; maybe a witch or someone obsessed with the paranormal would believe in their powers, but they wouldn’t work with my sort of magic. I listened patiently, making a mental list of the things I could use. The stones interested me, and in order to get all three without suspicion, I bought everything she recommended. I winced as she charged my credit card almost five hundred dollars.

Not everything fit into my messenger bag. When I packed away the moonstone, I got the feeling it wasn’t happy about leaving the shop it had called home for so long. The gypsy wished me well as I slipped out of her store into the night.
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Someone was watching me.

Despite the late hour, Hollywood Boulevard was busy, with shoppers and tourists swarming the street. Paranoia was a constant friend of mine, but there was something about the way the back of my neck prickled that warned me something was amiss. It could’ve been anything, from someone curious about why I had emerged from a creepy store with a bulging bag of things to someone stalking me.

I meant to take a cab directly home, but I changed my mind as I flagged one down.

If someone was following me, I’d make them earn their keep. I ordered the driver to take me to one of the late night movie theaters. I paid an exorbitant fee to get in just to head to the nearest restroom. I took my time, playing with my hair until I was confident any pursuers would be bored half out of their wits.

When I emerged, there were a handful of men and women loitering around waiting for people—and the prickly sensation on the back of neck hadn’t eased. I stole glances at those around me. One of the men, a muscular black guy who looked fit enough for football, left his spot along a wall to meet with a Hispanic girl who emerged from the bathroom after me. I smiled at them, though I doubted they noticed me. She barely came up to his chest when she adhered herself to his side.

The few women present weren’t interested in me, as they were watching the men’s room. That left two younger men, both of them Caucasian with brown hair, and in true California style, too damned good looking. I wasn’t the only girl sneaking peeks at them.

They almost made me wish I were the kind of girl who could take a boy home and have fun with him. The taller of the two had a slight slant to his dark eyes and the promise of a smile, which made me want to see more.

I eliminated them from my list of potential stalkers. What could two handsome men like them want with me?

A bit to my disappointment, no one followed me into the theater. The seat I had picked was in a far-off corner so I could watch people enter and leave. I settled in, messenger bag on my lap and the plastic bag from the store stuffed between my feet. By the time the previews were over, the sense of being watched faded. I stuck around for half the film, too distracted to enjoy it.

Just to make sure I wasn’t followed, I went to a bar across town before making my way back to my apartment complex. Once I paid the driver, wincing a little at the horrendous amount I’d paid in fares over the evening, I shuffled towards the main doors.

I made it halfway up the walk before a low-toned snuffling halted me in my track. The bushes along the building rustled, accompanied by a soft whine. My overactive imagination deemed the beast a coyote. I almost laughed at myself for my foolishness. Coyotes weren’t a big problem where I lived, and they were small enough to be intimidated by most people. I doubted they whined, either—not like some lost dog.

It happened all of the time in my area. Some fool would take their puppy to the dog park, let it off its leash, and someone would open the gate. The dog would make a run for it and often end up at the apartment complex, one of the few places nearby with a lawn and nice bushes to hide in. I sighed.

Dogs. More dogs. Muttering curses, I stomped to the front doors and let myself in. Greg looked up at me as I approached his desk.

“You’re out late, Miss Thomas!”

“Hey, Greg. Went to see a movie. Do you have a leash? Looks like someone lost their dog again.”

Greg sighed, long and heavy, reaching behind his desk. He pulled out a bright yellow leash. “Want me to take care of it, Miss Thomas?”

I chuckled, depositing my bags next to the desk. “Rest your old bones. The poor thing is whining in the bushes. If it gives me any trouble, I’ll just have you call animal control.”

Greg made a sour face. “Just be careful and don’t let it bite you.”

I waved away his concern, and his eyes focused on my bandaged forearm.

“What have you done to yourself this time?”

“Accident on set,” I answered, glad I could be honest to the old man. “Nothing big.”

“That friend of yours was by here a little earlier tonight asking if I’d seen you. I didn’t tell him anything.”

I grinned. “Dominic’s pushy sometimes, isn’t he?”

“Bad news, that one.”

“Any good looking man is bad news as far as you’re concerned, Greg.”

“Sure you don’t want me to go with you?”

“It’s just a dog, Greg.” Before the old man could get up from his desk, I swept through the doors and headed back to where I had heard the animal. I held the leash near the clip, watching the bushes for movement. As soon as I got within ten feet, the bushes rustled again and I caught a glimpse of gray fur through two of the shrubs.

A large, gray and tan head poked out through the branches. I dropped the leash in my surprise. With a yip belonging to a far smaller dog, Rocky barreled out of the bushes, skidded to a halt at my feet, and stood, draping his paws over my shoulders.

His weight drove me to the ground. He didn’t stay on me long, taking advantage of my prone position to wash my face with his tongue.

“Oh, gross. That’s gross.” I shoved Rocky’s head away with my good hand, grabbed the leash, and clipped it to his collar. “Rocky, sit.”

He obeyed, his tail whipping side to side.

“What are you doing here? How did you get here?” I didn’t get any answers from the dog, who seemed happy to see me at least. I got to my feet, dusted myself off, and led Rocky to the front door. 

Greg’s eyes bulged at the sight of the huge German shepherd. “Holy Mary, Mother of God!”

“Can I use the phone?” I asked, leaning over the desk. With his eyes still fixed on Rocky, Greg nodded. I picked up the handset, put it to my ear, and punched in Dominic’s cell number.

He answered it on the second ring. “Hello?”

“Dominic, what were you doing at my apartment earlier?” I pinned the handset between my ear and shoulder, keeping an eye on Rocky.

“I was looking for you. Where have you been, Nicole?” There was concern in his voice. I waited, but he made no mention of Rocky.

It took every bit of my willpower not to snap at my agent. I looped Rocky’s leash around my wrist so I could drum my fingers against the desk. “Went to see a movie and did some shopping. Errands, stuff like that. I told you I had things to do, didn’t I?”

“You hadn’t,” my agent grumbled.

Since I wasn’t getting an honest answer out of him, I decided to take the direct route. “You didn’t happen to lose something large and rather furry, did you?”

Rocky panted at me, his tail thumping against the security desk. With my free hand, I scratched the dog behind his ears, pulling a few twigs out of his fur. There was a long moment of silence on the other end of the line—silence that told me everything I needed to know.

My agent knew Rocky was missing. I drew several deep breaths so I wouldn’t lose my temper, especially not with Greg watching me. 

“Dominic, you can’t hide it from me. I have him right here. He was hiding out in the bushes. How did you lose him?” I wished I could see Dominic’s expression. It wasn’t often I got the edge on him and I wasn’t making any efforts to sound happy with him.

I had trusted him to take care of the dog who had saved my life.

“He broke his leash at the dog park when I came over to talk to you,” Dominic admitted after another long pause. “You hadn’t answered your cell.”

I had forgotten I had my cell, which had been turned off since I had gotten it back. I wrinkled my nose, but pulled it out of my pocket and turned it on. Ignoring the notifications, I shoved it in my pocket. “I forgot to turn it back on, and I was seeing a movie anyway.”

“I was worried.”

“Please tell me you have Silver, at least.”

Dominic remained silent.

“You lost both dogs?” My question came out as a mix between a hiss and a snarl. With my hoarse voice, it wasn’t a pleasant sound. “Are you at least out looking for him?”

“I gave up about three hours ago. Look, I called animal control and told them they were missing and gave them my number.”

“Dominic, you… you…” Instead of screaming my frustration, I slammed the phone down on the handset. My entire body trembled with my fury. Rocky whined, nudging my side with his cold, wet nose. “That cretin!”

“Miss Thomas?” Greg’s mouth hung open. I was convinced his eyes were about to pop out of his head.

I didn’t like public displays of anger, but I couldn’t tame my irritation at Dominic—not this time. I owed Rocky and Silver, and it was a debt I couldn’t repay—not now, not ever. They were dogs; how could I make them understand how I appreciated what they had done? Marie and I lived because of them.

Dominic repaid that debt by losing them both at the dog park.

My anger was cooled by fear—fear that someone would shoot Silver before finding out whether or not he was someone’s pet.

“Rocky’s one of my co-stars in a film I’m working on, as is another dog. My idiot agent lost them,” I explained, forcing myself to keep my tone reasonable.

Considering Greg paled at my words, I wasn’t doing a very good job at sounding reasonable. I squashed the surge of guilt. My first priority was to find Silver before something bad happened to him—and figure out how to take care of two large dogs.

“Anything I can do?”

“Can you ask the land lord if he minds me keeping two dogs in my apartment for a while? I’ll pay the pet fee on top of my rent.” Lots of people in the building owned dogs—and paid a pretty penny for the privilege. I would have to dig out all of my savings to keep the animals, but after Dominic’s screw up, I wasn’t about to give them back, assuming I could find Silver.

“I’ll ask.” Without another word, he pulled out a second leash from behind the desk and handed it to me. “I’ll keep your bags behind the desk if you’d like.”

“Thanks,” I said, shoving my messenger bag closer to Greg with my foot. “Don’t wait up for me, Greg.”

“Please be careful. Are you sure…?”

I reached down, snagged my cell out of my bag, and shoved it in my pocket. “I’ll be fine. I don’t want you getting into trouble for leaving the desk unnecessarily. And anyway, I’ll have Rocky with me.”

“I’ll call Mr. Perron.”

“Don’t wake him up, please.” Mr. Perron didn’t show his face at the apartment complex often; I’d met him all of two times since I’d moved in: once to sign my lease and the second time in the garage when he was meeting someone about a problem with the plumbing. He was a nice enough fellow, as far as landlords went, but I didn’t want to test my luck.

If I did, he might charge me more than the standard five hundred a month for keeping pets in his apartments.

“Don’t worry your pretty little head about me, Miss Thomas. Go find your dog.”

With Rocky at my side, I went back out to search for Silver.
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Several hours later, an excited bark was the only warning I got before a large, furry shape plowed into me from behind. My knees crashed into Rocky’s side and I ended up bent over him, spitting out fur while Silver washed my neck and face with his tongue.

I was too relieved to get upset over Silver’s enthusiastic greeting. Sitting down on the sidewalk, I dug the leash out from my pocket and clipped it to Silver’s collar. “And where have you been, sir?”

Silver dragged his tongue over my face in reply.

Making faces at his affection, I wiped my mouth off with the back of my hand. “Gross. Don’t you two know I don’t like dogs?”

Judging from their wagging tails, I doubted either animal understood me. I didn’t blame them—I didn’t believe me either. Someone who hated dogs wouldn’t spend so much time looking for one in the middle of the night. Or early morning, as the eastern sky was lightening with the promise of dawn. I stifled a yawn and wearily got to my feet.

All I wanted was sleep, but the dogs needed to be fed and I didn’t have anything to give them. While I wanted to head straight back to the apartment, I trudged the extra four blocks to the grocery store, which was open all night. I left the dogs tied to a bike stand, got them a bag of food, and headed home.

Greg was still at his station when I staggered in. Offering me a grin, he grabbed both of my bags and came around the front desk. “I’ll carry these down for you. I spoke with Mr. Perron and he’ll come by in a few hours with an updated lease for you.”

“Thanks, Greg.” I was too tired to object. While I hadn’t bought that much, two bags and two dogs were more than what I was willing to juggle. It was hard enough not stumbling over my own feet.

Once safely in my apartment, I unclipped the dogs from their leashes, sent Dominic a photo of both of them chowing down on kibble, and then staggered to bed.

I don’t know how long I was out for, but a persistent knocking at my door roused me. Rocky and Silver were in bed with me, and I was impressed it hadn’t collapsed beneath their combined weight. I was glad I had indulged in a queen-sized bed, or we wouldn’t have all fit.

I staggered to my door, wiping the sleep out of my eyes, still dressed in yesterday’s clothing. Mr. Perron was tapping his foot, slapping a pad of papers against his leg. For a little old Asian man, Mr. Perron somehow rocked the pin striped Italian Mafia look from the 1920s, complete with a cigar dangling from his mouth. I couldn’t help but imagine him with a gun in one hand and a whiskey tumbler in the other.

“Never thought you’d get dogs,” Mr. Perron said, thrusting the papers and a pen at me. I took them, scanning over the lease for the changes. Instead of the five hundred extra I had expected, he was only charging me four fifty on top of my regular rent. I signed before he could change his mind and handed them back.

“They’re co-stars,” I explained, masking a yawn behind my hand. “Their handler was an idiot, so I’m taking them in for a while.”

“Movie dogs?” Mr. Perron’s eyes brightened with curiosity.

I opened the door a little wider and whistled for Rocky and Silver, hoping they’d understand the universal command for ‘get your furry butts over here.’ Both came barreling out of my bedroom, tails wagging and tongues lolling out of their mouths. “The larger one is Rocky, and his brother is Silver. They’re German shepherds.”

Mr. Perron whistled, tearing off some sheets from the stack of papers. “Big for shepherds. Gorgeous animals, Miss Thomas. Here’s your lease.”

Armed with the papers ensuring I’d be pinching pennies more than usual for the next few months, I waved farewell to my landlord and retreated into my apartment. Any other day, I would have gone straight back to bed, but the dogs couldn’t use my bathroom and I didn’t want to clean their messes off of my floor. Grumbling, I grabbed my cell phone. I glared at the number of missed calls.

Apparently Dominic had nothing better to do, because he had flooded my phone with texts and calls. I dialed his number as I gathered the leashes and shoved my shoes on.

“Nicole, you weren’t answering your phone.”

“Of course I wasn’t, I was asleep. After spending all night hunting for the dogs you lost.”

“I’m really sorry,” he said, his tone subdued.

I considered making him suffer a little, but restrained myself. If I had to pay four fifty extra a month to watch the dogs, I needed the movie contract, and that meant not pissing my agent off too much, especially since no one in their right mind would take me on as a client. “It’s fine. Who owns them? I’d rather just take care of them myself at this point, if you don’t mind.”

“You? Really? You’ll take care of dogs? Dogs are a huge responsibility.”

“I’ll take care of them,” I said, careful to keep the anger out of my voice.

“What about your apartment? Is your landlord going to be okay with that?”

I made a disgusted sound, and it came out as a hoarse grunt. “Four fifty extra a month. I’ve already signed the new lease. Any news about the studio?  Or a contract?”

“So you’re in?”

“If the price is right,” I replied.

“I’ve got a tentative contract, but…”

“But?”

“I think you could do better.” Dominic sighed. “It’s decent, but I think I can get you better.”

“Just don’t lose the contract being stubborn,” I ordered. If I didn’t get a solid income, and soon, I wouldn’t have anything left—not even in my emergency savings account. At least when I was annoyed, it was far easier to take control instead of letting Dominic lead me around. If he seemed bothered by my initiative, he didn’t show it. “Do what you can in a couple of days—we have that long, right?”

“Easily. They’ll need a week or two to get the studio fixed up and the whole thing replaced. Fortunately, the model wasn’t damaged much in the collapse, so once they clear the set and bring it up to code, filming can start. The director really wants you for the role. How’s your arm?”

“Sore, but I’ll live. Look, I have to walk the dogs, then I’m going back to bed. Don’t bother me unless there’s a problem with me keeping the dogs, okay?”

“Sure thing, Nicole. I’m really sorry they got away. They’re fast and I couldn’t catch them.”

“I forgive you, I guess.”

“You guess?” Dominic was trying to sound hurt, but I heard the hint of laughter in his voice.

“I’m hanging up now, Dominic.” I ended the call, shaking my head. If I had known he didn’t object to me taking the lead and showing a little aggression, I would’ve done it years ago.

I felt the flutter of anxiety at having been so bossy over the phone. At the rate I was going, I risked stress-induced heart attack. All anger would do was get someone hurt. Fortunately for me, while I was furious at Dominic for losing track of Rocky and Silver, my powers hadn’t manifested as flame—or as something worse.

If my past experiences were any indicator, my luck wouldn’t last.
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With the dogs taken care of, I unpacked everything I had purchased the night before, spreading it out on my coffee table. Rocky joined me on the couch, his head resting on my knee. Silver managed to worm his way under my feet. I ignored them.

Dogs couldn’t share my secrets. So long as they didn’t interrupt me, I figured it wouldn’t bring any harm letting them watch me sort through my things.

It wasn’t able to do much magic at the moment anyway. Between glimpsing the past and the truth of Scott’s death, as well as the collapse at the set, there wasn’t a whole lot I could do. I had overexerted myself and nothing but time would fix it. What little power I did have, I would route into the focal stones and that wouldn’t look like anything more than meditating.

Not that the dogs could talk about what I did in my apartment. They were dogs, not Fenerec.

I sorted through the stuff, shaking my head at the pointless purchases. Most of it I would take to my storage unit, hidden in the slim chance I would need it later. The incense wouldn’t help me, but I kept it because I liked the smell. I was hesitant about using the gypsy’s ointments; I couldn’t tell if she had used magic to create them.

I set the three gemstone spheres in front of me, considering them. The moonstone I would save for last. Unless my initial impression of it was wrong, it would give me trouble—lots of it. Like my debens, it had a history. They had given me trouble too, though they lacked the sense of personality the moonstone had. In a way, my new stone reminded me of the book. Alive. Sentient.

~Foolishness,~ the book murmured to me from my bedroom.

I ignored it. The citrine and rhodonite would work well enough to store energy; stones were stones, unless they were precious, and I couldn’t afford a diamond—diamonds worked best, though who would waste something so precious creating a sphere?

I settled on the rhodonite, tossing it from hand to hand to get a feel for it. I closed my eyes and focused on the electricity around me. The building was loaded with devices and energy. I stole a little bit from here and there, careful to control how much I drained away.

Most of it, though, came from my apartment. I was familiar with the outlets, especially the one my television was plugged into. More importantly, I was familiar with the television and how much electricity it used. Since most focal stones couldn’t handle any more energy than what my television could use without shattering, it worked out perfectly.

In the still and quiet of my apartment, charging the rhodonite gave me time to think. Silver Moon’s closed audition bothered me—and not just because of the collapse on the set. I didn’t know much about how they handled guns on sets usually. None of the movies I had worked on included real guns. They had been stage props, enhanced with CGI to look real.

What did the film entail that needed me to do more than point and shoot? Did I really need any lessons beyond how to hold the weapon, turn off the safety, and fire it when told to?

I rolled the rhodonite between my hands, tossing it up in the air and catching it. Despite being opaque, my magic gave the sphere a bit of a glimmer. Its colors resembled blood in my apartment’s dim lighting.

Marie had escaped with a few scratches. I had those too, and Rocky’s bite ached whenever I moved my arm. Our injuries weren’t severe. They wouldn’t hamper a film where blood and cuts part of the job.

It just didn’t add up. Silver Moon had a good reputation as a small studio. Could rusted bolts really bring down the lighting? And even if that had been a coincidence, why had the electric box been bypassed? And by who? I had always thought wizards were rare.

Maybe Harding was right. Maybe someone really was after me. I couldn’t justify Marie being the target. She certainly wasn’t a superstar, but neither was I. Unlike her, however, I had witnessed Scott’s death. Add in the fact that my car had been vandalized and it was looking more and more like I was the one in real trouble.

But why?

I continued rolling the sphere in my hands. It didn’t have any answers for me. The book also remained silent, though I was aware of its presence as an itch in the back of my head. I needed to learn the truth before someone—me—got seriously hurt or killed.

Guilt once again settled in and I was powerless to drive it away. Harding had given me his number. Disappearing was possible. If I vanished, no one else would get hurt. I could leave all of my problems behind.

But my sister, my father, and my mother would all die, along with the rest of the Fenerec. The bridges I had burned could be rebuilt, but only if my family survived.

There were those who said there was always a choice, but there wasn’t for me.

I would stay and live with the consequences of my decision.


Chapter Nine
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The sun had set by the time I finished with the rhodonite. I should have pulled out my copy of the script, which Dominic had shoved into my messenger bag, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I needed to clear my head, and walking with the dogs seemed like a good way to go about it. Silver was more enthusiastic about the idea of going out, while Rocky cocked an ear back and gave me the canine version of the silent treatment.

“Come,” I ordered, glaring at the animal until he obeyed. Rocky huffed, got off my couch, and wandered to the door, giving me dirty looks. I stuck my tongue out at him, and was rewarded with a single wag of his tail.

Despite Dominic’s worries, my neighborhood wasn’t all that dangerous—not like some other parts of the city. I wasn’t fond of walking alone at night, but with Rocky and Silver at my side, I doubted anyone would bother me.

There was something liberating about being able to go out without worry. While no one was supposed to use the dog park after sunset, I didn’t care. Rocky and Silver were too large to get exercise in my apartment and I’d make sure they were taken care of, even if it meant I had to chase them around the park and play with them.

There were worse fates.

I tried to remind myself I wasn’t supposed to like dogs, because dogs were too similar to Fenerec. Rocky and Silver wagged their tails at me, staring with begging eyes. It was a good thing that not all dogs were as charming, as I’d probably end up liking the species.

With the dogs in tow, I headed upstairs. I had meant to thank Greg for his help, but he wasn’t on duty. I didn’t recognize the young man seated behind the desk.

“Oh, Greg’s not working tonight?” I asked, looking for the new guy’s name tag. I didn’t see one.

“Took the night off, ma’am. Be careful out there, it’s late.” He had a nice voice, deep enough that it rumbled in his chest.

“Thanks.” I looked for his name tag, but didn’t find one.

“Simon, ma’am.” He smiled. There was a gap between his front teeth, which put me at ease for some reason. If I had lived closer to Hollywood, I doubted the security guards would’ve been as laid back and friendly.

I smiled back at him. “I’m Nicole.”

“Enjoy your walk, ma’am.” He nodded to me before turning his attention back to the security cameras.

I opened the door and held it for the dogs before letting myself out of the building. I resisted the urge to breathe deep; while the smog was worse during the day, the air never smell right. The fumes of too many cars and a thriving industry made me long for the clear air of a forest.

The dog park would have to do, despite it being more of a dust bowl than green space. At least I wouldn’t have to worry about whether or not Rocky and Silver would get along with other dogs. No one would be at the park and I’d have to unlock the gate to get in.

It took me less than a minute to focus the little energy I had into a solid, invisible key. I don’t really know how it worked, but I didn’t care—I wanted a key for the gate, and that’s what I got. It opened with a satisfying click.

Rocky and Silver bolted into the park the instant I unclipped their leashes. Leaning against the fence, I watched their pale forms romp under the city lights. They charged across the field, kicking up dust in their wake. Instead of barking, as I expected them to do, they battled each other, teeth bared in silent snarls. Their ferocity was undermined by their wagging tails and pricked ears.

There was something nice about being outside, away from the familiarity of my apartment. My awareness of electricity was dulled to a pleasant hum; background music in my head, soft and unobtrusive, without any one specific source distracting me.

I was comforted by its presence, but I didn’t hunger for it. I didn’t need it. In a way, I thought of my power as a leviathan, ready to devour whatever it could. It slept and didn’t bother anyone at all—especially me—and I couldn’t help but smile.

If walking the dogs meant I could be free from the burden of what I was for a little while, it was worth every penny to keep them—I wondered if I could convince the owners to let me keep them. I’d walk them, let them into my life, and allow myself to be charmed by their doggy grins, wagging tails, and sloppy, canine kisses.

It wasn’t until I heard the crunch of feet on gravel that I realized someone was behind me. I turned to explain what I was doing at the park so late at night. Two men stood before me, but before I could catch more than a glimpse of dark hair and equally dark clothing, something rammed into my gut, driving the air out of my lungs. Before I could suck in a breath to scream, something sharp jabbed me in the side.

Pain ripped through me, accompanied by the crackle of electricity. My legs gave out while my arms twitched uselessly. Then, as the electricity surged and pulsed through me again, I felt nothing at all.
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I didn’t think I was unconscious for long; my body twitched and convulsed, and a burning sensation rippled through me. Nothing obeyed me, not even a single finger. I was aware of someone touching me and the pain of something small and cold being torn out of my side. I gasped in air to scream, but my throat clenched at the agony of drawing breath.

The sound I made was too pathetic to count as a scream; it was more of a mewling whimper. I opened my eyes, but there was something wrong with them. Light and color distorted into an unfocused blur, and someone picked me up. I was powerless to fight against them. I wanted to, but I couldn’t force myself to move.

It didn’t take long for my attackers to throw me into a car, where I sprawled over someone’s lap. Hands jostled and shoved at me until I was crammed between two people. Through it all, I was helpless.

Fear choked off my breath. While the shock faded, I still hurt all over and my muscles twitched. Uncontrolled shaking made it difficult to sit upright without help. I leaned against one of my captors, who was tall enough that my cheek rested against his arm instead of his shoulder.

“Go!” the man I was leaning against barked.

Tires squealed. Someone’s arm braced across my chest kept me in my seat. I squirmed—or tried to. With the worst of the convulsions gone, I was able to lift my arm, but my fingers refused to grip the arm holding me. My hand fell away, hanging limply at my side.

“Anyone see us?” someone asked from the front of the car. I focused my attention on my kidnappers, turning my head a little. Once again, I was able to move, but I felt more like half-set Jell-O than a human.

“Just her dogs. Locked them in the park.” This time, it was the man on the other side of me who spoke; his voice was husky and his tone satisfied.

“You fired a shot,” the driver commented.

“One of them got a little close.”

I stiffened. The arm holding me in place pressed me harder to the seat. I tried to say something, but my tongue refused to obey me. My face tingled. 

“Did you kill one of them?” It was the driver again.

“What’s the deal, man? It’s just a dog.”

“You were told no killing,” the driver snapped. “Did you kill it?”

“Nah, didn’t hit either one of them. Just wanted to scare them off.”

“And attract attention, you idiot.”

The car slowed, and I shook my head. My eyes focused enough I could make out the familiar streets outside of the window. It took me a few moments to get my bearings. We were headed southbound, towards the highway.

“What do you want us to do with the broad?”

“Keep her still and quiet,” the driver ordered, adjusting his mirror to get a good look at me. “Ah, with us now? You play it cool, lady, and you go home safe and sound, with nothing more to show for it than a headache and a couple of cuts. Unless, of course, you want another taste of the taser.”

~Lies,~ the sweet voice of the book whispered to me, despite being in my apartment somewhere far behind me. It was faint and fading, but it echoed my feelings on the matter.

Unless I did something, or somehow escaped on my own, I wasn’t going home. I could see their faces.

I didn’t have the courage to come up with a scathing retort, not that I was confident I could say anything without biting my tongue in the effort. Considering how much punch a taser packed, I was astonished I hadn’t felt the device coming near me—or hadn’t been able to stop it. As a wizard, I was supposed to be good at handling electricity.

If anything, the jolt had completely scrambled me. Made me human. Normal. I couldn’t feel anything at all—not even the car battery or the cell phone crammed into my back pocket. If a taser was all it took to render me impotent, to make people safe from me, I’d use one on myself. I’d find the courage, somehow. Even if it hurt, even if it felt like my teeth were going to rattle out of my head as I shook in the aftermath of the tasing. I managed to sit straight on my own, pressing my shoulders against the seat. I drew slow and steady breaths and tried not to think about the fact I wasn’t wearing a seat belt. Fear once again smothered me.

If I didn’t think of something else, I’d lose myself to the panic welling up in me.

The first thing I needed to do was escape. The ‘no killing’ comment from the driver put me at ease, a little. I had time, I hoped.

But what did they want with me?

The anxiety and uncertainty I usually battled in public places reared its head and stole my voice. It was like the mall all over again, before Scott had died—me too frightened to do anything except hope I wouldn’t screw something up. But this time, it wasn’t electronics I’d toy with, or being discovery by the Inquisition. For all I knew, my kidnappers were Inquisitors.

I tried to reach out for a source of electricity, but found nothing. I closed my eyes and controlled my breathing so my panic wouldn’t take control of me. Without my powers, I was just a woman. I hadn’t taken any self-defense courses. I could scream like a champion, but who would hear me in a car headed to God-only-knows where?

At least the driver wasn’t speeding. I cracked open an eye. We were on the highway, still headed southbound. I stared out the window at the city lights. I felt nothing as I stared out the window. It was marvelous and terrifying all at the same time. My head was clear of the constant thrum of electricity.

The driver adjusted his mirror again, drawing my attention. For a moment, our eyes met. The coward in me wanted to recoil and lower my eyes, but I remembered something my father had told me when I had been a little girl. If you look away, they’ve won.

It was Fenerec logic—werewolf madness, werewolf politics, werewolf dominance. It had always been about the wolves, though I had been too young and innocent to realize it then. If I looked away, I would be a victim, just another statistic.

Despite wanting to recoil, I watched the driver of the car and hoped he couldn’t see the fear in my eyes.

He chuckled and turned his attention back to the road, as if my defiance amused him. “Better buckle up, sweetheart. It’s a long ride.”

The man on my right reached across me, his elbow jabbing my breasts. He leered at me, grabbing the buckle.

My face burned. Before I thought about what I was doing, I sank my teeth into the fleshy bit of his forearm. With a vicious jerk of his arm, he broke free. I cringed as the back of his hand slapped my face. I managed to twist my head so the blow caught my cheek and chin instead of breaking my nose.

“You bitch!”

The car slowed, shifting lanes towards the shoulder. The driver once again stared at the back seat. “Don’t you touch her again.”

“She bit me!”

I cringed away from him as he lifted his arm again. There was a dark splotch on the back of his hand. I stayed silent and lifted a hand to my cheek, horrified that I had bitten him—and that my face was bleeding from where his blow had grazed my lip. I wasn’t convinced the shaking of my hand was from having been tased.

“The bitch bit me,” the man snarled again, the muscles of his neck bulging. He looked like someone who had spent too much time at the gym while under the influence of steroids.

Biting him had been stupid and I knew it. Why had I done it? Why had I antagonized him?

“That’s enough,” the driver said in a whisper-soft voice that forced all of my attention to him. “If I have to pull this car over, you will ride in the trunk until I find a hole to dump your rotting carcass in. Don’t touch her again.”

I sucked in a breath, my eyes widening at the driver’s tone. There wasn’t any threat to his words, only the promise of bloodshed and violence—death he’d bring without any hesitation.

Steroids backed down, staring out the window and ignoring me completely.

The driver stared at me in his mirror again. “Please buckle up, Princess.”

Princess? My eyebrows rose at the name, but I said nothing—nor did I move. I met his gaze and didn’t look away. I don’t know how he kept the car on the road, but he engaged me in a contest of wills. I couldn’t lose, not this time. I wanted to go home alive, but not like some coward. I was always a coward. If I was going to die, I wanted to go down fighting.

That was a role I could play, one supported by my anger and indignation at having been kidnapped and losing control of my life.

“Your seat belt,” the driver insisted before turning his attention back to the road.

I didn’t need to be reminded about what happened to those who didn’t wear their seat belts. I had plenty of scars to prove it. My hands shook as I reached down to obey the order.

“Let me,” the other man beside me, the quieter one, whispered in my ear, pushing away my twitching fingers. While I didn’t want his help, I doubted I could get the damned thing buckled on my own. When I didn’t protest, he reached over me and secured the buckle, careful not to repeat Steroids’s mistake.

“Bitch,” Steroids muttered.

“Maybe if you hadn’t acted like a teenager who has never seen a woman before, you wouldn’t have deserved it.” If it hadn’t been for the details—like him being one of my kidnappers—I could almost like the thin guy next to me. At least he didn’t radiate an aura of perversion and violence like Steroids did.

“Shut up,” Steroids snapped, whipping his arm out across me to hit his accomplice in crime.

The driver slammed the brakes, twisted around, and pulled out a gun with an extended barrel. Without so much as blinking, he fired one shot. The tip of the muzzle flashed, and the weapon discharged with a more of a pop than a deafening bang.

Steroids slumped in the seat beside me, his arm draping over my lap. He twitched. The sharp, metallic, and sweet scent of blood filled my nose.

Had blood always smelled so strong, or was it a curse I had picked up when I had, however briefly, experienced Scott’s death? I shuddered.

“Toss him in the trunk,” the driver ordered.

The two other men in the car scrambled to obey. I sat rigid, afraid to move, as the driver kept the gun pointed at Steroids’s still body, as if expecting him to get back up despite having a hole through his chest. I closed my eyes so I wouldn’t have to see the blood I could feel streaming with sickening warmth down onto my legs.

“Scared now, Princess?” he asked in a cool voice.

I opened my eyes, meeting his gaze. If I showed my fear, if I let him dominate me with his stare, I might survive for a while longer. But something—maybe an instinct, maybe stubborn pride, or maybe the fact that I was tired at long last of being pushed around—warned me that if I let him win now, I’d be nothing more than a victim.

I was tired of feeling like a victim.

Instead of answering him, I met his gaze and said nothing. It was hard to stay still; my body quivered from the aftermath of being tased, though the shock of witnessing someone die next to me didn’t help at all. It frightened me that I was more concerned with the dead man half sprawled on my lap rather than the gun-wielding one in front of me.

All a gun could do was kill me.

Steroids had frightened me, but he’d been alive moments before. With the single pull of a trigger, he was gone.

I was starting to understand what people meant by the phrase ‘dying was easy, but living was hard.’

A smile lifted the corners of the driver’s mouth, and his expression angered me. The frightened, hesitant me was smothered with a new mask—one who wanted nothing more than to kill the smug man who pointed a gun at my face.

My judgment of him must have showed in my eyes, because his smile faded. “Maybe you should be afraid, Princess.”

I didn’t move, not even when the two men pulled Steroids’s body out of the car to load into the trunk. The fear within me battled with my rage and if I showed either one, I doubted I’d live to suffer the consequences of them.

So I remained silent.
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My kidnappers took me to the middle of the desert, where the stars and moon lit the night. It’d been so long since I’d left the city that I gawked at the beauty of a sky unblemished by mankind. I almost felt sorry for the man sitting in Steroids’s blood, though he was too smart to complain about it.

The entire time I couldn’t forget that there was a corpse in the trunk.

Sometimes, when the road was smooth, I thought I heard the corpse thump in the trunk, protesting its comrade’s betrayal. It was enough to make me want to scramble over the lap of one of my captors and make a real effort to escape the car. I didn’t care how fast we were going.

I hadn’t read much of Among Us after Scott’s death, but the book had definitely left a mark on me. At least in the novel, the zombie infestation had started with a disease, not a corpse stuffed in a trunk.

“Something bothering you, Princess?” The driver slowed, staring at me in his mirror.

The corpse thumped in the trunk again. I was going to either laugh, cry, or have a fit of hysterics worthy of any Hollywood diva. Maybe laughing would lead to hysterics, but it beat crying. “You have a zombie in your trunk.”

My smart ass commentary needed work.

“Don’t worry about it, Princess. He won’t bother you.”

I blinked, unable to guess whether or not he was being serious. No one could get back up from a bullet to the chest, could they? “You believe in zombies.”

“No, but if I had wanted him dead, I would’ve shot him in the head. He’ll stay in the trunk, and he’ll like it—or the next bullet goes between his eyes. Don’t worry your pretty head about him, Princess.” The driver smiled, then turned his full attention back onto the road.

“What do you want with me?” I asked in a small voice. I sounded tired, weary, and uncertain, but I was powerless to add strength to my words. Beneath my masks I wasn’t brave and acting like I was someone else only went so far.

“You’ll find out soon enough.”

I don’t know why the answer infuriated me, but it did. After being trapped in a blood-stained car for several hours with a body in the trunk, I wanted to get as far away from everyone as I possibly could, find a corner, and cry. Even if I did manage to get away from them, I was still twitching from being tased—and I still couldn’t sense anything electronic. I ached everywhere, and exhaustion weighed me down.

I wanted to go home and that desire made me feel even more helpless.

Without my powers, I was an insecure woman who couldn’t do anything at all. The realization scared me even more than the body in the trunk and being surrounded by my kidnappers, one of whom was armed and willing to fire. Even if I managed to get the gun from him, I didn’t know how to use it—would it fire if I pointed and pulled the trigger?

It looked simple enough.

Could I pull the trigger and end someone’s life, if it meant saving my own? I shuddered at the thought of someone dying because of me. But the uncertainty ate away at me.

Was my life worth someone else’s?

I didn’t know, but if I died, I wouldn’t be able to save my sister, my family, or any of the other Fenerec. I didn’t like their existence and they scared me, but my fear didn’t mean they all deserved to die. I didn’t want to be someone like that—someone who would turn away because of fear. I wanted to be someone strong and brave. I wanted to be someone who could make a difference.

That was why I wore so many masks, so I could try to be someone I wasn’t, someone who wasn’t afraid and hesitant, worried all of the time about being discovered. And if I didn’t try to save the Fenerec, who would? I was supposed to be a wizard. I was supposed to be powerful. I was supposed to be someone who could do anything.

I was good at feeling guilty over who I was, all without doing anything at all.

I cowered because of the fear of discovery, not because I had done anything of notice—except burn down my apartment once, before I had figured out how to control myself. And ever since, whenever I was in large crowds, I feared breaking things, and I feared drawing attention. I didn’t want to be found.

If I didn’t do anything to save myself, I deserved my fate. But what could I do?

Until my powers returned, I couldn’t stop the car and buy myself time to get away from my kidnappers. I didn’t enjoy the idea of trying to make my way back to L.A. from the desert. People died every year testing their mettle against the heat and sun-cracked stone southeast of the city. If I did escape so far from civilization, it was likely I’d go home in a body bag—provided the scavengers didn’t find me first.

“Where are you taking me?” I asked, staring at the rearview mirror. The driver glanced at me for a moment before turning his attention back to the road.

“It’s not much farther. It’s a quiet little place. I think you’ll like it.”

Quiet and little didn’t bode well for me making an escape—it probably meant it was in the middle of nowhere. I scowled. “I can think of a lot of places I’d rather be. Like my apartment.”

My second attempt at smart ass commentary wasn’t much better than my first, but I kept my expression as neutral as I could. I frowned a little at the lack of reaction to my comment.

I crossed my arms over my chest and muttered unkind, rude things under my breath, things I wasn’t brave enough to say loud enough for them to hear me—at least, I thought was too soft for anyone to hear. The driver checked his mirror again, and in the reflection, I saw one of his brows rise. He didn’t say anything, but his expression was amused rather than angry.

Long after my kidnapper left the highway for twisty, turning roads leading into the desert, the headlights of an oncoming car distracted me from my dilemma. It was the first vehicle I’d seen in well over an hour. I considered trying to flag the driver, but I had no way of doing it without putting them at risk. Considering how the driver had shot his own companion, I doubted he’d hesitate to kill someone else.

My phone rang. My face paled and I leaned forward so I could reach for it. One of my kidnappers snatched the phone out of my back pocket. I didn’t get a chance to see who called. With a single squeeze of his hand, the guy who sat where Steroids had been crushed the screen. He slipped the crumpled remains back into my pocket.

No human could crush a phone with a single hand. I doubted even Steroids could do it with his big muscles. Steroids’s replacement didn’t look like much; lithe, but toned, but not that strong.

“You should see a doctor for that testosterone poisoning,” I said in the mildest tone I could manage. My voice came out steady while the rest of me shook.

I abandoned the thoughts of who had kidnapped me in exchange for what.

“There’s not going to be a lot of room in the trunk if I have to shoot you too,” the driver said with a sigh in his voice. “My apologies, Princess. Sudden noises tend to startle my friend a little.”

“Well, I’m sure my phone won’t bother anyone ever again,” I replied, feeling the bent phone and broken screen jab me in the rump. “No sudden noises, right. Anything else I should know?”

“I wouldn’t scream.”

“Right. No screaming. No problem. What’s your malfunction? With the steroids-using womanizer in the trunk and don’t-startle-at-any-cost over here, what should I avoid with you?” I aimed the jab at both the driver and the guy on the other side of me.

“I liked you better when you were quiet,” the guy next to me muttered.

I snorted, turning my attention to the driver. I matched his raised eyebrow. “Well?”

“You’re not scared at all, are you?”

I opened my mouth to say something rude to vent out my frustrations when the car coming towards us slammed its brakes and spun out. Spitting profanities, the driver braked and turned the wheel. The car whipped around in a full rotation before coming to a rest on the shoulder, metal screeching as it scraped against rock outcroppings lining the highway.

Terror silenced me. Memories haunted me, and for a moment, all I could see was a guardrail and feel the thud of impact as my car plowed through it. The heat of flames ate away at me. Every instinct I had howled at me to get out of the car before I burned to death. I clawed at my seatbelt, somehow managing to get it to unbuckle. I crawled over a lap and pawed at the door, my palm slapping the glass in my effort to get free.

Someone shouted, but the roar in my ears drowned the words. Something held me in a firm grip and I couldn’t escape. It smothered me, stole my breath, and trapped me.

I tried to scream, but I couldn’t draw the breath I needed to make a noise other than a low-toned whimper. The window was so close, but I couldn’t get out through it; I was held back, kept me in the car when all I wanted was out.

The door wouldn’t open when I managed to grab it. In my desperation, I made a fist and pounded at the glass. It gave a little under the force of my hit. I lost count of how many times I struck it before pain shot up my arm and the window cracked.

I cried my relief when the door swung open—not entirely, but enough for me to wiggle through. My cheek scraped against cold stone as I wormed my way out. Outside, the cold desert night air chilled my face. My fingernails tore on the rock as I climbed out and up, digging with my toes to find purchase until I was free.

I pulled myself away from the wreck. When there was solid ground beneath me, I curled into a ball and shuddered. Something touched my shoulder. I recoiled, covering my head with my arms. If I closed my eyes tight enough, maybe the nightmare would end.

It didn’t.


Chapter Ten
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“What’s wrong with her?”

The words, spoken right over my head, made me realize that I wasn’t burning alive or falling to my death. I remained curled, shivering from more than the cold desert air, trying to figure out what had happened. The car had crashed; the sound of metal grinding on stone was fresh in my ears, and the scent of blood lingered in my nose.

My hand and arm throbbed, although the scorching sensation of fire licking at my skin faded away.

I lost track of the conversation over my head. Shame blended with my fear, until I wanted to disappear.

Someone touched my shoulder and I curled tighter, squeezing my eyes shut. Dread cramped my stomach. All I wanted was to crawl somewhere to be sick, but I swallowed several times until the impulse faded. 

I wasn’t dying. I wasn’t going to die. My hand hurt, but it wouldn’t kill me.

I had survived. I wasn’t alone, either—the feeing of the hand on my shoulder offered security and safety. 

My shame smothered me. Why couldn’t I be like everyone else? Why couldn’t I remain calm? The wreck hadn’t hurt anyone, not even me. I wasn’t fragile.

I felt stupid for my reaction. I was safe. That was enough.

I told myself as much over and over again in the hopes of believing it, until the worst of my shaking subsided. I drew several deep breaths. While I was aware of the hand still on my shoulder, I couldn’t acknowledge the person standing guard over me.

The embarrassment of reacting to what wasn’t real smothered me again.

There was no smoke. There was no fire. It was all in my head, and despite how many years it had been, I couldn’t separate myself from the past. The moment when the car had plummeted from the road, sliding, crashing, and tumbling until it came to a rest at the bottom of a ravine replayed in my head over and over again.

“What should we do? She’s bleeding.”

Shock blasted me out of my self-pity. I recognized the voice; it belonged to Steroids. He sounded eager and excited. I shuddered, wishing I could disappear.

My mind was playing tricks on me. Steroids was dead; no one walked away from a bullet to a chest. Humans were fragile. He’d been stuck in the trunk, hadn’t he? I tried to make sense of it, but couldn’t. While the driver had mentioned something about a bullet between the eyes to kill his co-kidnapper, I hadn’t thought he’d been serious.

“Robert, deal with the other car.” The driver’s voice welcomed no arguments. Gravel crunched near my head and the comforting touch on my shoulder departed.

At the reminder of the other car, the cause of the accident, I broke out in a cold sweat. Dread once again smothered me, and I couldn’t force the stomach-churning sensation to go away. I wanted—needed—a mask, to hide from my own feelings.

Like my forbidden powers of wizardry, I couldn’t find a mask of someone braver and stronger to hide behind.

There was only me, Nicole. Quiet and easily frightened Nicole.

“Get up,” the driver ordered, grabbing my arm and hauling me to my feet. I dangled in his grip, unable to force my traitorous legs to hold me upright. “Stop acting like a child. You’re not hurt.”

Another wave of shame washed over me, until I couldn’t lift my head because of its weight. He was right—I wasn’t hurt. My hand throbbed, but it was a temporary pain I could ignore.

“I’m sorry,” I whispered. “I’m sorry, I’m sor—”

The driver slapped my face. “Enough.” He jerked my arm, shaking me back and forth as though I weighed no more than a rag doll. My cheek and jaw throbbed in beat with my racing heartbeat. I tried one final time to stand without help, but failed. I tried to swallow my sobs, but they came out anyway.

Hating myself more with each moment and with each tear I shed, I let myself go limp. I deserved what would happen to me. If I had listened to Dominic, if I had believed I was a target, I could’ve avoided being kidnapped—and being in a car wreck.

The driver let go of me and I slumped to the ground. Somehow, I managed to stay sitting, head bowed with my chin resting on my chest.

Everything was my fault. There was something liberating about acknowledging my guilt. It cleared my head a little. I shivered and tears streaked down my cheeks, but there was a disconnect between me and my emotions. The fear and pain faded, but a smoldering anger roused—anger at myself, and at the men who had kidnapped me. Like a living thing trapped in a cage, it sought release. My fingers curled into fists.

I found the strength to stand, though I didn’t lift my bowed head. I heard voices, but a roar in my ears drowned out the words. Someone grabbed my arm with a strong hand, their nails digging deep into my skin. My rage burned brighter. I wanted to lash out, but I forced myself to stay still while I thought about what to do.

No one was going to save me unless I saved myself. I had survived the wreck, and while my hand hurt, the busted up car couldn’t come and get me. I was safe from it. 

My kidnappers were the larger threat.

My acknowledgment of the truth allowed me to focus on the more immediate problem: escaping.

“Everyone okay? An animal ran across the road. Spun out dodging the blasted thing.” I didn’t recognize the man’s voice, but there was something intriguing about the way his words rumbled as he spoke. It was velvet smooth and pleasant to my ears. “I can call a tow if you need it.”

“We’re fine,” the driver snapped, his grip tightening on my arm. There was a warning in his touch. “I’m insured.”

“Let me give you my contact number and information. My car wasn’t damaged, so I can take you to the nearest town if you’d like.” There was something odd about the newcomer’s tone; an edge to his soft voice, drawing my full attention to him. I turned my head a little, ear cocked towards him. His words were innocent enough, concerned as any kind person would be, calm and confident.

“We’ll be fine, but thank you.” Once again, the driver squeezed my arm in warning. “Robert, give him our information, would you?”

“Sure thing,” Steroids replied. Robert didn’t suit him as a name. I don’t know why, but I had always thought Roberts were nice people. Then again, I doubted many Roberts got back up after being shot in the chest and stuffed in a trunk. I was surprised the newcomer didn’t notice anything wrong with the guy—like his bloody chest.

I wondered if my kidnappers had left their gun in the car. That worry kept me silent and cooperative.

I didn’t want the man with the pleasant voice to die because of me—even if it meant I couldn’t escape or beg for help.

I was a wizard. As soon as my powers returned, I’d free myself. I flexed my hands and drew a deep breath through my nose. I finally found a mask I could wear to survive my kidnapping with men who refused to die like regular humans, and it wasn’t the mask of a damsel in distress. I’d be the quiet, calm, and calculating heroine who wasn’t afraid of picking up a gun and shooting the bad guys, the girl who knew silence could be a weapon—a girl who wasn’t terrified of the idea of getting back into a car.

I’d be the type of girl who could rescue herself, even if it meant killing someone to preserve my own life. I needed to live.

My sister needed me to find a cure for the plague infecting werewolves.

My dread lingered but I was able to spread my fingers out over jeans, calm and collected. I didn’t shake anymore and while the sickening anxiety still gnawed at my stomach, I could live with it. My fear wouldn’t go away because I wore my new mask, but I could accept it until I had the peace and quiet where I could fall apart. But what could I do?

How could I outsmart my enemies?

I must have missed part of the conversation, because the men were arguing over the details.

“I know this is inconvenient, but I’m not from around here, and my car is a rental,” the velvet-voiced man insisted. “While my car isn’t damaged, I caused your wreck, and it isn’t right abandoning you all out in the middle of the desert, not with the sun coming up soon.” His tone changed, turning wry. “Even I know the desert isn’t the kind of place you want to be broken down, and it doesn’t look like your car is going anywhere anytime soon. At least let me call a tow and pay for it. That’s the least I can do.”

I opened my eyes. Sure enough, dawn lightened the eastern sky to a rich blue, though the stars were still visible along the horizon.

“A tow might be good, Boss.” To my surprise, Robert didn’t sound as aggressive as I remembered. Maybe being shot in the chest had triggered a miracle, altering him from groping womanizer to something closer to human.

“All right, all right. Call your tow, but I’ll call to have someone pick us up. Don’t feel like you need to wait around, though. It’s not your fault I over-reacted when you spun out,” the driver grumbled.

He was still holding onto me and my hand tingled from the pressure of his grip. For a fleeting moment, I considered trying to find some source of electricity so I could zap him, but I still couldn’t sense my cell phone—if it worked at all after my kidnappers breaking the screen. I didn’t need the screen to use it, so long as the electronics still functioned. I shifted a little, smothering my sigh of relief. It was still in my pocket.

Once the velvet-voiced man and his car were at a safe distance, I could find a way to trigger the panic alarm on the phone. I wouldn’t need much time to do it… and once my powers returned, I could experiment.

Hopefully I could manipulate the mangled phone into dialing the police without having to touch it. It was something I had never tried before with a phone, but desperate times called for desperate measures, and I didn’t want to risk anyone else—especially not some stranger who didn’t deserve being shot.

So I waited.

“It’s no problem. There are wolves in these parts, or so I heard,” the stranger said, his tone amused, although I thought I caught a hint of wariness.

I wanted to see what he looked like, but I didn’t want to draw attention to myself in my effort to do so. Staying still kept the stranger safe. It didn’t stop me from trying to get a glimpse of him out of the corner of my eye. To my disappointment, it was still too dark to see much; he seemed tall, though everyone was compared to me, and his hair appeared to be dark.

“Wolves don’t worry me,” the driver said. “And anyway, they’re just coyotes. Don’t bother them, they won’t bother you.”

“I see. I’m not from around here, I’m afraid. I’ll wait until your tow arrives, at least.”

The driver’s hand flexed against my arm. “Thank you.” I marveled that my kidnapper managed to keep his voice so pleasant sounding. I could feel his anger and irritation in the way he touched me and I didn’t like it.

But until I was alone with my kidnappers, I couldn’t act—or save myself. I wasn’t going to let me be the reason others got hurt.

“Pardon me for intruding, but are you all right, miss? Sure you don’t want me to call an ambulance?”

I stiffened, torn between taking the chance of escape and risking the wrath of my kidnappers, or lying.

“My wife is fine, she’s just tired. Long night.”

“If she’s your wife, then you’re an abusive son of a whore,” the stranger growled. “She’s bleeding, and you’re just holding her there like she’s a doll. Real men take care of their women. You don’t treat a lady that way.”

My eyes widened. The hand holding me pulled away, and my kidnapper spluttered something incoherent.

I whipped my head around in time to watch the driver reach for his gun. Ignoring the protest of my stiff, aching muscles, I surged to my feet, grabbed his wrist with both of my hands, and held on as tightly as I could. When he slapped me with the back of his free hand, I threw myself against him, ducking my head until my face pressed against his arm. 

He tried to shake me off. My injured hand throbbed, pain stabbing up my arm with blinding ferocity, but I didn’t let go. He grabbed at my hair and yanked, jerking my head back. Desperation gave me the strength to keep clawing at his wrist to keep his hand away from the gun.

I couldn’t let anyone get hurt because of me, not again. Never again.

“Let me go, stupid bitch!”

It wasn’t a fair fight; he was stronger than me, and had no scruples about pulling my hair and using cheap tricks to dislodge me. I wasn’t about to play fair either, snapping my teeth at any part of him I could reach. All the while, I clung to him, I searched him for the gun. I spotted it shoved in his pants, the grip sticking out near the middle of his back. Struggling with all of my might, hissing at the pain of pulled hair, I threw myself closer to him, letting go of him with my left hand to grab the weapon.

He didn’t expect it, because before he realized what I had done, my fingers curled around the rubber grip. My pointer finger found the trigger. I jammed the barrel against his side.

To my surprise, my kidnapper froze. With slow, ginger care, he let go of my hair, lifting his arms in a gesture of surrender. I backpedaled, checking my back and keeping close watch until I could see all of my kidnappers—and my would-be rescuer.

My breath caught in my throat as I recognized him.

He was one of the men who had been loitering outside of the ladies’ bathroom at the movie theater, and in the early morning light, with his brown hair tousled, he was too good looking to be real. He watched, his expression calm and serious. I kept the gun pointed in the driver’s general direction, lifting my throbbing right hand to support the gun to keep it steady. I wasn’t left handed, but I didn’t dare switch how I was holding the weapon. Every eye was focused on me.

“I think the lady has had enough, don’t you?” The amusement in his voice pissed me off.

“You don’t want to do this,” the driver warned, hands still held in the air.

Steroids made an inhuman growling noise. He took a step towards me, but the driver held out his hand. Steroids halted with a scowl.

It was four of them against one of me, but I had a gun. So long as they didn’t know I had no idea how to use it, maybe I could save myself. I’d figure out the details as I went. But I knew one thing for certain: if I wanted to keep the stranger safe, I needed to get him away from my kidnappers—even if it meant kidnapping him for a few minutes.

“Move and I’ll put the bullet between your eyes,” I warned, circling around them, keeping the gun trained on the driver’s forehead. “Thanks for that tip, by the way.”

Steroids spit a few curses, but all of my kidnappers obeyed my order.

“You,” I said as I drew closer towards my rescuer—stalker?—not at all caring as to how he had somehow tailed me from L.A.; that was something I’d figure out later. “To your car. No tricks.”

Like the driver, he lifted his hands in a gesture of surrender, though his mouth twitched in a grin. “Yes, ma’am.” He backed towards his vehicle, and I couldn’t tell if he avoided turning his back to me or to my kidnappers. It was an awkward walk, where I kept the gun pointed at my kidnappers while keeping an eye on the man I was kidnapping.

To my annoyance, the other browned-haired man from the mall waited in the vehicle. Anxiety made me tremble. I didn’t want to get back in a car so soon, but unless I wanted to stay with my kidnappers, I didn’t have a choice. Risky or not, there was no way I was letting someone I didn’t know drive for me.

“Give me the keys and get in the back. Your brother, too. I’m driving.”

“Okay, ma’am,” he said, sliding around to the passenger’s side of the car. It was some sports car, with sleek lines—sporty enough I was surprised it had a backseat at all. “She wants us in the back, Alex. Give me the keys.”

They both moved with the same caution, taking me and the gun I held seriously. It didn’t put me at ease, but it did let me focus more of my attention on my kidnappers.

None of them dared to move.

Alex got out of the car, holding up the keys where I could see them. Tightening my grip on the gun, I eased my way to the driver’s side, opening the door with my injured hand. I hissed a little at the pain.

“Bring them to me,” I ordered. With slow movements and his eyes staring down at the ground, Alex obeyed. “Get in the back and buckle up.”

It felt a little weird being polite when I had a gun and was kidnapping two men. Both of my victims got into the car and did as I ordered. After dumping the gun on my lap, I buckled up, started the car, and revved the engine. It was a manual, and I cringed a little at the abuse I was about to put the car through. I shifted the car into gear, turned the wheel, and hit the gas. With tires squealing, I spun the car and tore down the road.

Despite the dread smothering me and the fear of crashing—again—I drove fast. A hundred thoughts raced in my head. What was the speed limit? I didn’t know. It bothered me almost as much as the fact that I was driving a car I didn’t know, that I had kidnapped two people, and that I didn’t know where I was going.

I had the hysterical urge to laugh, but I swallowed it back. When my car’s speed stabilized, I took my hand off the stick and adjusted the mirrors so I could see the two men—and confirm I wasn’t being followed.

“Sorry about that,” I said, meaning it. While I wasn’t going to shoot either one of them, I understood what it felt like to be a captive. “You’re Alex. What’s your name?”

“Richard,” the velvet-voiced man replied.

“I’m sorry.”

Richard chuckled, a deep, rumbling sound. “It’s not every day I get kidnapped by a pretty lady. Your husband is a jackass, ma’am, and I might’ve had to shoot him for how he was treating you.”

“He. Is. Not. My. Husband.” My cheek twitched and I tightened my grip on the wheel with my left hand, drumming at the stick with my right. The motion hurt. I slowed the car, shifting down a gear, and took the time to look at my hand. Drying blood caking my hand and covered the injuries. I still bled a little.

“So who is he, then?”

Instead of answering his question, I grunted and sped up again. “Which way to civilization? How the hell can there be no towns on this god-forsaken road?”

“This’ll take you north to the highway, not too far from Las Vegas. South’ll take you to the reserve. Lots of folks skip this route because there aren’t many towns.” Richard made a thoughtful sound. “I’d recommend Las Vegas, but that’s the direction you were already heading. Conveniently, we were planning on staying in Vegas for a while.”

Las Vegas was big, and the perfect place to get lost—and lose the stolen car and its passengers. If they were planning on staying in the city anyway, I wouldn’t feel bad about dumping them there. Once there, I could find my way back home on my own. “Las Vegas it is, then. Thanks.”

“No problem at all, ma’am.”

“Nicole,” I said, keeping my attention on the road. “He was going to shoot you, you know that, right? Because you interfered.”

“I would have liked to see him try,” Richard replied, his tone light with amusement. He smiled smugly at me in the reflection of the rear view mirror. “But you weren’t having any of that, were you? Takes a lot of courage to go after someone you know has a gun.”

“He would’ve killed you and not thought twice about it. I’m a coward.” For some reason, it didn’t hurt me to admit the truth to them. Despite the fact my passengers could have overpowered me if they desired, I somehow felt safe. I was in control of the car. I didn’t know how to use the gun, but it offered me the sense of security.

“Cowards don’t jump on someone with a gun.” Like his brother, Alex had a smooth voice, though not quite as deep as Richard’s. “Cowards let someone else get killed without trying to do anything about it.”

“I have, once.” I hadn’t killed Scott; plague had. But my doubt lingered. If I had known he was sick, could I have saved him? I cursed my over-enthusiastic, guilty conscious.

I stopped the car on the side of the road and rested my forehead against the steering wheel. The anxiety and dread crashed down on me again and left me shaking. Tears burned my eyes, but I didn’t cry. I wanted to, though. I was tired—too tired to drive, but too afraid to stop for long.

There was no way for me to know if my kidnappers would be able to get their car started and chase after us.

“He can’t follow you. He broke his axle hitting the rocks,” Richard said. I stiffened at his comment.

I drew a trembling breath and asked him, in a whisper-soft voice, “How’d you know what I was thinking?”

“A guess,” Richard replied. “Why don’t you let me drive? I’ll go where you want. You’re the boss. Anywhere you want and I’ll get you there. Sound good? Let me drive. Alex can take a look at your hand before you bleed yourself out.”

I bristled at his suggestion, but couldn’t fault him for it. With my blood dripping on the stick and steering wheel, he had a good point. Bleeding to death wouldn’t do me any good and would bring my illustrious new career as a kidnapper to an end. Under the influence of Richard’s soothing tones, the security and comfort of my competent, capable mask crumbled away. I should have worried about why the two had been following me, but I couldn’t force myself to care much about it.

I could ask them later, when I was safe and far away from my kidnappers.

“Okay,” I replied, swallowing back my apprehension. Where did I want to go?

I wanted to go home, but I couldn’t. I had burned that bridge already.

I sat in a dazed stupor, only partially aware of Alex getting out of the car and opening my door. He knelt next to me, reaching down to pop open the trunk. I knew I needed to unbuckle my seatbelt, but I couldn’t force myself to move. Richard hovered behind his brother, holding out a first aid kit. Armed with the box, Alex crouched next to me. He set it on the ground and opened it.

“Let me see your hand.”

It took me several tries to get my seatbelt off so I could twist in the seat and present my bloodied hand. Hissing in sympathy, he pulled out a bottle of rubbing alcohol. I held my hand out over the ground so he wouldn’t make more of a mess in the car.

“This is going to hurt,” he warned.

“Do you always help those who kidnap you?” I asked, closing my eyes so I wouldn’t have to watch him clean my hand.

When the cold liquid hit my hand, it felt like someone was stabbing me with a knife and twisted the blade around in my skin. I shrieked, then clenched my teeth to keep from screaming again—or cursing out the man trying to help me.

“What happened, anyway?” Richard asked. “It looks like you’ve been mauled.”

Whatever Alex was doing, it felt like he was trying to rip my hand off. I couldn’t bring myself to look. If I did, I feared I would throw up. Although my memory was a bit hazy, I remembered beating at the window in my effort to escape the car. Shame kept me silent. If I told them the truth, that I had tried to claw my way out of a car, they’d write me off as insane—and maybe I was.

“These need to be stitched,” Alex said with worry in his voice. “Some of these cuts are really deep, too. Did those men do this to you?”

I shook my head.

“Who did?” Richard asked.

“It’s my fault,” I whispered.

“What happened?”

I fell prey to the soothing quality of Richard’s rumbling voice, the compulsion to answer him too strong to ignore. “I couldn’t get out of the car. I needed to get out. I had to, I couldn’t help it.”

“You tore up your hand getting out of the car? After it hit the rocks?”

I nodded, too ashamed of myself to speak.

“Look, we have a nice room in Vegas. Let us take care of this there. Alex, do what you can for her. We’ll get her to a doctor once we’re in town.”

I bowed my head and stayed still while Alex wrapped my hand. Once he finished, I got into the back seat, buckled up, and rested my forehead against the window, unable to bring myself to say another word. When Richard took the gun and shoved it in the glove box, I couldn’t bring myself to ask for it back.

Control slipped out of my grasp, but at least I had chosen my fate. Compared to my kidnappers, Richard and Alex seemed like angels—even if I couldn’t shake the feeling they were stalking me and that their appearance in the middle of the desert hadn’t been a coincidence.

But how had they known where I had gone? How had they followed?

And how had they gotten ahead of my kidnappers?

I was too tired and worn out to ask them, but when we were safely in Las Vegas, I would. Until then, I would let myself fall prey to the comforting sense of security the two men offered.


Chapter Eleven




[image: Image]







True to his word, Richard drove where I asked without question. I considered having him drive me right back to L.A., but Vegas was closer. The shame of being kidnapped didn’t encourage me to go home, either. Even if I made Richard turn around and drive back to L.A., it’d take hours, and the sun was already up. 

So I hoped someone found the dogs and made sure they were returned to their actual owner. Considering they were collared with tags, I had some hope that animal control wouldn’t put them down. I felt sick at the thought of abandoning them. As soon as the shepherds were found, Dominic would find out I was missing. I didn’t want to admit that he had been right, either. But why would anyone want me?

“We have rooms at the Venetian,” Richard said, drawing me from my thoughts. I straightened in my seat, blinking at him with bleary eyes. “Is that okay or would you prefer a different hotel?”

“That’s fine,” I mumbled, rubbing at my eyes with my left hand. After being doused with alcohol and wrapped, my right hand still ached. A few red splotches had seeped through the bandages.

“The Venetian it is.”

For so early in the morning, Las Vegas Boulevard was busy. Traffic crawled and I pressed against the door to get a better view of the hotels towering overhead. While I’d seen pictures of the Strip, the place was far larger than I had expected. Palm trees swayed in the wind and there was a surprising amount of green grass.

“It’s not real,” Richard said with laughter in his voice. “The grass, that is. I wondered about it too when I first saw it. Guess they got tired of wasting water trying to keep real grass alive.”

 I stared at him and wondered how he had read my mind. “Huh. They’re worried about wasting water? That’s a lake in front of that hotel. Why is there a lake, then? I’d get fined in L.A. if I tried to build something like that in my front yard.” Wincing a little at my rambling, I shut my mouth.

“The Bellagio Fountains,” Alex said. “Quite a sight when they turn the fountains on. Ever been to Vegas?”

“No.” I wondered what sort of fountain lurked in the lake. It didn’t look like it held anything as marvelous as a fountain. It took up an entire block on the Strip. “I’d like to see them,” I mumbled wistfully.

“Your wish is my command.” The amusement was still in Richard’s voice.

I shook my head and failed to hide my smile. It was hard to imagine why the two brothers had been following me around L.A. and had gone so far to tail me into the middle of the desert. But unlike my kidnappers, I wasn’t afraid of either one of them. I wanted to know more about them—and why they had been following me.

“I’ll need to get back to L.A. so I can find my dogs,” I said, unable to suppress the regret in my tone.

“They’re fine. I made sure someone came for them when you got snatched. They’re safe, I promise.”

Richard’s words jolted me from my easy acceptance of my situation. Alarm warred with satisfaction that I had learned a little more of the truth. “So you were following me! You two were at the theater, too, standing outside of the ladies’ room.” I straightened, glaring at the back of Richard’s head. Despite knowing they had been stalking me, the sense of safety and security didn’t fade.

“Oops,” Alex said and then he laughed. “Busted. Told you she had noticed us, Richard.”

“What’s the deal? Why were you following me?”

“You weren’t supposed to notice us. Our job was to stop anyone from hurting you,” Richard replied, his tone rueful. “When we failed at that, we were going to rescue you. But it seems you were more than prepared to rescue yourself. I have to say, I’m impressed, ma’am.”

“Nicole. Why are you protecting me?”

“It’s our every intention to get you safely back to L.A., Nicole.”

I narrowed my eyes. “That doesn’t answer my question. If you were supposed to be following me, why do you have a hotel room here in Las Vegas? Isn’t the Venetian supposed to be one of the most expensive hotels here? Why pay for a room you’re not using?”

Richard drove into an underground lot and pulled up to the valet. Without answering me, he got out of the car and popped the trunk. Within moments, he opened my door and held out a long coat for me to put on. “It’ll be too big for you, but at least it’ll hide the stains and your bandages.”

I scowled a bit at his evasion, but shrugged my way into the coat, hissing a little from the pain in my hand. The coat was warm and smelled faintly of cinnamon. It fell to my ankles and the sleeves swallowed my hands. Laughing a little, Richard rolled the cuffs a couple of times.

Torn between my irritation and curiosity, I followed the brothers into the hotel.

I was used to over-the-top grandeur in Hollywood; money-makers liked flaunting their wealth, but the types I worked with had nothing on the Venetian. Marble, gold-gilding, and old-fashioned decor merged to create breath-taking elegance. Richard and Alex hurried across the lobby. I followed after them, head bowed in the hopes I wouldn’t draw attention to myself. Thick crowds loitered in the lobby and the long length of the check-in line surprised me.

Flushing from embarrassment at my rumpled attire among the wealthy, I hid in Richard and Alex’s shadow, unable to force myself to look up from the shining marble floor. They led me to the elevator, and I glanced up in time to watch Richard press the button for the top floor.

The fact that Richard and Alex had a sports car said something about their wealth, though many Hollywood types bought cars they couldn’t afford to give the perception of being rich. For them to have a room on the penthouse floor surprised me. What sort of money did they have?

And if they were so wealthy, why were they watching me? I smothered my annoyance at my ignorance and their dodging of my questions.

It was a long ride to the top floor, which I spent in uncomfortable silence. Hollywood types always gave me the same vibe; unobtainable wealth, flaunted so the world knew who had the real control and power—and it wasn’t me. When the elevator dinged and the doors slid open, revealing antique opulence and elegance worthy of any Hollywood elite, I froze.

Did Richard and Alex really think I belonged somewhere so beautiful? I would probably shed dried blood and dirt all over the ornate rugs and carpeting. I swallowed and considered hitting the down button and escaping while I could.

Richard placed his hand on the middle of my back and gave a gentle push, forcing me out of the elevator. “Our room is this way.”

“I can’t believe you pay for a room in a hotel like this without staying in it,” I stammered, staring at the carpet so I wouldn’t obsess over the decorations and over-the-top grandeur of the place.

Richard’s laughter rumbled. “It’s not just any room, Mademoiselle, but one of the hotel’s penthouse suites.”

Unlocking the door with a card, he pushed open the doubled doors leading into the room. Like the mansions of the Hollywood elite, the suite had a foyer. Marble gleamed in the light of a chandelier. The entry opened up to a sitting room larger than the entirety of my apartment. A couch and armchairs took up half of the main room, while a dining room table large enough to seat eight dominated the other. Tucked in the corner near the window was a grand piano, waiting for someone to play it.

“This is insanity,” I stated, once again reaffirming to myself that I did not belong in such a place or with the people who could afford such luxury. “If you’re wealthy enough to afford this, what do you want with me? I’m a nobody.”

“You lost your nobody status when you got a front-of-the-line audition for what will likely be a blockbuster,” Richard replied, firmly pushing me into the main room of the suite. “You’re completely oblivious, aren’t you? There are those who’d kill to have the role you’re being given. Kill you, that is, in hopes of becoming your replacement.”

I opened my mouth, but couldn’t think of a single thing to say. If I told him I didn’t know the name of the film, I’d probably be laughed right out of the hotel. So I snapped my mouth shut and stared at the floor. I assumed it was for Among Us, but Dominic liked his surprises and I hadn’t read enough of the book to know if the scene we had filmed matched the story or not.

It was a bestseller, though, if the cover of the novel was to be believed.

“Richard, stop being an ass,” Alex snapped. The two brothers glared at each other, and I kept still and quiet so I wouldn’t draw attention to myself. When Richard didn’t say anything, Alex turned to me. “Nicole, why don’t you take a bath? You’ll feel better. There’s a bathrobe in there, too. While you’re doing that, I’ll teach my brother some manners. Just be careful with your hand, okay?”

I didn’t know where the bathroom was, but I fled down the hallway, peeking through doors until I found it.

The bathroom was larger than my bedroom in L.A., with mirrored walls casting my rumpled reflection at me. I looked like I had been dragged through hell; my hair was matted, and while the coat hid most of my clothes, dirt was smeared all over my face as well as the darker splotches of blood over bruises. I didn’t remember cutting my face.

I could’ve modeled for an anti-abuse campaign without needing any makeup at all.

White towels hung from gilded bars, and I cringed at the thought of the bloodstains I’d leave on them if my injuries still bled by the time I finished showering.

Presented with the choice of using a shower larger than my bathroom, or a bathtub large enough for two, complete with gold fixtures, I favored the tub. A shower was more practical, but I hoped I could soak away some of my aches and pains—and if they could afford the penthouse suite, I could afford to waste some water.

I peeled out of my clothes, eyes down so I wouldn’t have to stare at my reflection. Seeing my reflection and my many bruises would only serve to make me feel more like a victim.

I decided to shower first to wash away the blood and grime. Then I’d soak away my aches and pains, watching TV on the ridiculous big screen hung across from the tub, until I found the courage to face Richard and Alex again.
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When I emerged from the bathroom wearing the hotel’s bathrobe, I almost felt human again. My awareness of electronics was back, although still weak. I was overwhelmed by the sheer number of devices littering the suite and nearby rooms. I didn’t have an off switch, but I managed to assert some control over my reawakening powers.

Alex and Richard were seated at the dining table, their heads ducked as they spoke to each other in low tones. A third man, blond-haired and wearing a ratty denim shirt, sat with them. I tightened the sash of the robe and joined them, leaning against the back of the neighboring couch. “What’s this? Your suite doesn’t have an office?”

Alex pointed at one of the doors nearby and I leaned over to look. The office was large enough to easily fit half of my apartment. “Why are you using the table then?”

They ignored my question. Richard spread papers over the table, and my eyes widened when I recognized the photos from Detective Harding’s files. 

I pointed at the picture of Scott and his friends. “Those are the kids who died at the mall,” I said in a breathless voice. There were other photos of men and women, but I didn’t know them.

Richard’s head jerked up at my words. “What do you know about that?”

“I was in the bookstore when he died. Two others died with him. But why do you have these?”

All three men stared down at the table, heads bowed like they were guilty children. I resisted the urge to drum my fingers on the table. My right hand had stopped bleeding, but I didn’t want to push my luck, so I waited in silence.

My throat tightened from the memory of my mother having used silence on me as a weapon. If she stayed quiet long enough, I’d confess my guilt—eventually. I’d gotten better at avoiding the lure of speaking for the sake of breaking the silence.

“I knew them,” the blond-haired man said without looking up at me.

“It was over fast,” I said, a little guilty over my matter-of-fact attitude. “He didn’t hurt for long.”

All three of them stared at me with puzzled expressions. I held my hands up in the universal gesture of surrender. “I didn’t kill him.”

I hadn’t been able to save him, either.

“This is Fredrick,” Richard said, gathering up the photos and stuffing them into one of the folders. “He’s the doctor I was telling you about.”

“Nicole,” I said, holding out my right hand so he could see the scabbed-over gashes. “Look, it’s not even bleeding anymore.”

“Those are going to leave scars I’m afraid,” Fredrick said, hissing a little in sympathy. “What did you do? It looks like you tried to shatter a window with your fist.

I cringed. “The window won.”

“They usually do. I think you can get away with butterflies if you take it easy on your hand for at least a few days. They don’t look nearly as bad as you led me to believe, Richard.” Fredrick made a disapproving clucking noise with his tongue, rose from the table, and went to the foyer, where he picked up a tackle box. I tilted my head to the side as he put it on the table and open it up.

It was a tackle box, but instead of carrying fishing gear, it held medical supplies—lots of medical supplies. Without wasting any time, Fredrick pulled out several rolls of tape and bandages, along with some ointments. “What did you do to your arm? Those are older.”

“Dog bite,” I replied.

“You have the worst luck, don’t you?”

“Something like that. You know what they say: anything that can possibly go wrong, does. Story of my life.”

“Murphy’s law,” Fredrick said before chuckling. “This might hurt a bit, Nicole.”

“I can handle it, though I’m not sure I want to bleed all over the table.”

“You won’t bleed much. I thought the gashes were wider. They look deep, but they haven’t spread much. If I stitch, the scars will be even larger than if I just leave it alone.”

I sat down at the table and held my hand out. “Do your worst, Doc.”

Fredrick chuckled. “It’s a refreshing change to meet a patient who doesn’t try to bite my head off for helping.”

Liking the young doctor was easy. I relaxed despite knowing he was about to inflict pain on me. “You’re not trying to stick a needle in me. As far as I’m concerned, you’re my new best friend.”

True to his word, Fredrick hurt me while cleaning and bandaging my injuries. I sat through it stiff-backed and silent. When he was finished, he packed up most of the kit, leaving out a roll of the thin tape and bandages. “You’ll need to wrap it again if it gets wet. If it gets infected, go to your doctor. But so far so good. Take it easy for a while until it heals.”

“This’ll make walking the dogs complicated,” I muttered. “Richard, you’re sure they’re fine? The dogs?”

“They’re fine. Don’t worry about them. I have some friends in town watching them.” Drumming his fingers against the table, Richard stared down at the folders. His expression was thoughtful.

“I called your agent and told him you had a family affair,” Alex said when Richard didn’t speak. “I thought you’d like not having to answer as many questions when you get back.”

“You spoke to my agent,” I stated, narrowing my eyes at Alex, wondering how he had gotten Dominic’s number. “And told him what?”

“That you were away on a family matter,” Alex replied.

I considered his response—and his voice. Then I thought on the past, from Scott’s death up until I had been kidnapped. I sucked in a breath through my teeth—I had forgotten about the caller who had been looking for me, for Nicolina Desmond.

Could it have been Alex or Richard?

The thought scared me, but I forced myself to hide my fear. I had been so ready to trust them because they had seemed nice, and they hadn’t hesitated to help me. They had said they wanted to protect me, and I wanted to believe it. They hadn’t threatened me.

In my blatant stupidity, I hadn’t taken the time to think about why they wanted me. I hadn’t wanted to care. I had wanted away and to be safe. They had provided me with that.

I collected myself and forced a jovial mask for them. I did my best to mimic the tone Dominic used when he was suspicious or angry. “To which he probably replied, ‘What family? Who are you? If you know Nicole’s family, why hasn’t she told me about you?’”

To my surprise, Alex laughed. “You’re like a mockingbird. Yes, he sounded just like that. It took some convincing, but he eventually backed down.”

Dominic had backed down? Burning alive with curiosity, I stared at Alex, but he didn’t elaborate. I wanted to ask, but I decided to bide my time. I had told Dominic I didn’t have any family. So why had he believed Alex?

“Since my work here is done, gentlemen, I’ll be off,” Fredrick said, heading for the door. “Call me if there are any problems. You know my number.”

I waited until the young, blond-haired doctor was out the door before I turned to Richard. With my chin resting in the palm of my left hand and my elbow on the tabletop, I stared at him. Then, I said, “Say my name.”

“Nicole,” he said obediently, his expression confused and his tone uncertain. My name rumbled in Richard’s chest. I thought about the mystery caller and decided it hadn’t been Richard. His voice was far too deep. Turning my attention to Alex, I stared at him for a long moment.

“Say my name,” I ordered.

“Nicole?” Alex asked, and his tone matched the baffled confusion of the caller when I had denied who I was.

Maybe I was jumping to conclusions, but everything I had thought had been coincidental was falling more and more into place; Scott’s death in front of me had been accidental and unexpected, but he had died of a plague, a plague that could kill my real family—the Desmonds. Someone had called me, looking for Nicolina Desmond, not Nicole Thomas.

The photographs they had and their knowledge of who I was made me wonder who they were. And if they knew about Scott and his friends, they likely knew something was wrong with the Fenerec—and with my sister and the rest my Fenerec family. It most likely made Richard and Alex Fenerec, too.

Seeing someone die from plague in front of me was a lot worse than worrying about those I hadn’t seen in years. Unlike my family, Richard and Alex were right in front of me.

But were they Fenerec? They didn’t act aggressive, but then again, Scott hadn’t either—not on the outside. I’d only learned the truth through taboo magic I regretted using. But if they knew my real name, they knew I had stakes in the matter.

Assuming, of course, I wasn’t just jumping to conclusions. But there was only one way to find out, if I had the courage to speak.

The words came out far more easily than I expected. “Those boys weren’t murdered,” I said, lifting my chin from my palm so I could lean back in my chair.

Both Alex and Richard froze, staring at me with shocked expressions.

Richard recovered first. “What do you mean?”

“No one can kill someone like that. No one. Something else killed them.” Once I started talking, the words kept coming. I shivered and tried to mask my fear by reaching over and taking the folder from Richard. Flipping it open, I pulled out Scott’s picture. “I was standing right next to him when he died, Richard. No one else was there. It couldn’t have been murder. No one can rip someone apart like that, not in a minute.”

My wish for justice had turned into a race for survival, the talk of Scott’s death reminded me of the stakes and of the family I didn’t want to remember, but had to.

“What did you see?” Richard leaned closer, staring at Scott’s photograph.

“The power was off, I didn’t see anything.” Anguish strangled my voice. “When the power came back, there wasn’t much left of him. Pieces, Richard. Little pieces. And so much blood. But your file doesn’t show that, does it?”

“No, it doesn’t,” Richard admitted, lowering his head. “We heard his death was bad.”

“It was worse than bad. Far worse. He fell apart, just like that.”

I hadn’t been able to save him, but maybe I could save others, somehow. I squelched my guilty conscious, determined to make a difference instead of wallowing.

“There’s no point in hiding it from her,” Alex said, his voice not much louder than a whisper. “She’s going to find out eventually.”

“Find out what? That the Desmonds are a family of Fenerec, or that Scott was one of them too?” I hoped they heard the scorn in my voice. “That might make you among them, too. Werewolves.”

Both of them flinched, but said nothing.

“You could be Inquisitors too, I guess.”

Richard surged to his feet, slapping both of his palms against the table. “We are not a part of the Inquisition.”

“Easy, Richard,” Alex whispered, tilting his head to expose his throat to his brother.

Richard scowled, sat back in his chair, and glared at his brother, who studied the tabletop. “Well, we aren’t.”

“I’m not either. But you probably already knew that, didn’t you?”

“You’re just a human,” Richard said. I think he meant to comfort me but it didn’t work. I was more than a bit insulted at the ‘just’ part of his comment, although I kept my mouth shut.

The Fenerec and I shared one thing in common: neither of us were human and never would be. I couldn’t tell them that, and had to continue pretending to be something I wasn’t, right up until the day I died.

The silence smothered me and I fell prey to the need to fill it with something—so I asked questions. “What do you actually want with me? Tell me the truth. Those men who kidnapped me aren’t human either, are they?”

Richard winced. “No, they aren’t.”

“What were they, then, if they aren’t human?”

“Fenerec, but not from our pack.”

“What did they want with me?”

“I can only guess, but I think they wanted you to make a phone call.” Richard stood and headed down the hall. “Wait here a moment, please.”

I stayed seated, twisting in my chair to watch him disappear into the bathroom. After a few minutes, he emerged holding up my broken cell phone. Its screen was shattered, the display dead.

“They wanted my cell phone? It won’t help anyone now.”

“Probably happened during the wreck,” Richard said, setting the phone in front of me. “I’ll replace it for you.”

I considered telling him the truth about the phone’s demise, but decided against it. “So they wanted my cell phone?”

Richard looked over at Alex, who sighed, pulled out a phone, and grabbed mine. With practiced ease, he dismantled my cell and removed the data card. “They wanted you to make a phone call for them. There are a lot of people who would pay a great deal of money to have this chip.”

“It’s just the info for my phone, isn’t it? There’s nothing on it of importance, unless they want to know where I order my pizza from or want Dominic’s number. Though, you already proved you don’t need my contact list to get his number.” I stretched across the table and grabbed my broken phone, staring at the cracked screen. The case was bent in several places, and there were scratches marring the metal. “Damn, I liked that phone too.”

“What do you know about the Fenerec, Nicole?” Richard asked.

“Not a lot. You’re a pretty secretive lot.”

“But you knew about us.”

I snorted, pointing my ruined phone at Alex. “Don’t play games. You called my phone, Alex. You asked for Nicolina Desmond, didn’t you?”

Alex grimaced, but nodded.

“Then you already know my father and sister are in with your lot. That’s all I know. You live together in packs and you’re dangerous. I don’t want to know anything more than that.” Something nagged at me, like I was forgetting something really important, but I chose to ignore the feeling.

“You denied it on the phone,” Alex said.

“Well of course I did. If I wanted every dipshit knowing I had a name other than Nicole Thomas, I would just use my real name. There’s a reason I don’t want to be called Nicolina. And that reason is none of your business.” I spread my fingers out over the tabletop so I wouldn’t ball my fingers into fists. The fear I had left crumbled under my anger. “Spit it out. You want me for something. What is it?”

“We want you to call your father.” Richard met my gaze, and whatever he saw in my eyes made him pale several shades. I’m not sure why, but I refused to look away from him. It was just like when I had stared at the man who had kidnapped me. If I lowered my gaze first, I’d lose. I wasn’t sure what would happen if I did.

Maybe it was pride, but I clenched my teeth and refused to look away until Richard did. I let go of the breath I hadn’t realized I had been holding.

Without his gaze on me, I could focus on what Richard had asked me to do. My childhood was something I didn’t like thinking about. It was easier to live with myself when I didn’t bother remembering the past. My memories of my father were few and far between, but he had always scared me a little. He was larger than life, detached, and willful. All he had wanted from me was perfection—and he had gotten it. My escape had been in my singing, but he had gone out of his way to cultivate even that. He had forced me to learn the piano as well.

Even if I did return, without my voice, I couldn’t please him anymore. With my refusal to become a Fenerec, with my running away, I was worse than useless to them. My sister was one of them now—a Fenerec, just like our father.

I hated her for it, as I hated him for being what he was. And because I was a coward, I had run away.

“If you want someone to speak to Mr. Desmond, I recommend a girl named Lisa. She looks a bit like me. And unlike me, they like her.” I lowered my gaze to Scott’s picture. “You have the wrong Desmond, Richard. I can’t help you.”

“And therein the problem lies,” Richard said, slapping down a photograph in front of me. It was me—or it would have been me, if I didn’t have scars. My twin. Lisa was wearing a bikini, lounging in front of a resort pool, cocktail in hand. Unlike me, her hair was short cropped, framing her tanned face.

Lisa didn’t match my memories of her. Once, I could have looked in the mirror to know what she’d look like. Now, she appeared older than I did. Then again, there were those who thought I was still in high school because of my appearance. I hadn’t changed much after I had become a wizard, and maybe being a Fenerec hadn’t impacted her in the same way wizardry had for me.

“It’s her picture. So what?”

“We can’t find her,” Richard said. “That doesn’t surprise me—she’s a secretive one and vanishes when she wants. This was taken last year, before she went underground again. That’s why we were looking for you. It’s one thing to have Mr. Desmond’s phone number, but another to get him to actually talk to us.”

“Lisa’s always been a bit of a bitch like that,” I muttered, snatching her photograph. Whoever had taken her picture had caught her unaware, when she was smiling sadly. She hadn’t changed all that much, for all she looked older than I did. “Tell me why I have to be the one to call him.”

It wasn’t a request; it was an order. Judging from their startled expressions, the two brothers realized it. They exchanged a long look. After a moment, Alex nodded.

Richard shrugged and he let his breath out in a long sigh. “It’s about what happened to Scott. We want his advice.”

“Was Scott a part of your pack?”

Once again, the brothers stared at each other. Richard shook his head. “No, but it’s a matter that impacts all Fenerec.”

A plague would impact all of the Fenerec and make them desperate in the progress. If I called my father, I would have to acknowledge everything I had left behind and the people I didn’t want to remember.

Nicole Thomas didn’t have a family. I’d been careful when I had created her, when I had paid a great deal of money to insert falsified information into public records, all so I could look like a real person. And I had killed off Nicole Thomas’s relatives. Family was a burden I hadn’t wanted to bear.

I spat curses, grabbed my cell phone, and fought the urge to slam it on the floor. Richard’s mouth dropped open and Alex backed away from the table, as if hoping the extra distance would spare him from my temper.

Instead of throwing the broken phone, I set it back on the table with purposeful care. A temper tantrum wasn’t going to help anyone, even though I was sorely tempted to break something.

Maybe the damned book had been right after all. If I really wanted to help the Fenerec, I’d call. There wasn’t a choice, although I had no idea what my father could do to help.

He was doomed like the rest of them.


Chapter Twelve
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It took me over an hour to work up the courage to do what needed to be done. The entire time, Richard and Alex waited in silence.

“Where’s the phone?” I rose, careful to make sure my bathrobe stayed secured. Both men—no, Fenerec—stood, and Richard gestured to the office.

I led the way, slumping into the executive chair, muttering things under my breath. I’m sure they heard me, but neither said a word about the foul words coming out of my mouth. 

I wondered if under their charismatic surfaces they were like Scott, full of the need to protect and dominate. My father hadn’t run with other Fenerec. I remembered that much with crystal clarity. I hadn’t even known what he was until my sister had decided she wanted to become one too. By then I had learned to fear them, though I couldn’t remember why. Maybe my fractured memory was why neither Richard nor Alex really frightened me, not in the way car accidents did.

Drumming a beat on the edge of the desk, I glared at the phone, trying to steel my nerves. The sooner I picked up the handset and dialed, the sooner I’d be done. A few years hadn’t erased the phone number from my memory, but I hesitated. Had it changed? I glanced at Richard. “The number?”

“You don’t know it?” he asked, but pulled a card out of his wallet and handed it to me.

“Why the hell would I know the number?” I huffed as I read the numbers from the card. It was different than the one I remembered, although the area code matched. I considered before dialing the one from memory.

The phone rang three times. “Hello?” a tired voice answered, male, and both terrifying and comforting in its familiarity. 

I pressed the button for speaker phone and gently set the handset down. If I had to speak to my father on the phone, I was going to open the conversation with a salvo before the fireworks started. My rough voice had a nice snarly quality to it, masking my unease. “How long have you flea-ridden fluffballs been sick?”

Fluffball was tame, as far as insults went, but with one word, I transformed the Fenerec from dangerous animals to something less frightening in my imagination. My disrespect would probably land me in trouble—if my father decided to hunt me down and make me pay for my attitude. Until then, so long as I acted like I wasn’t afraid of him, I would manage my way through the conversation.

Rolling over at his command wouldn’t happen, not anymore. Not after all I had done to free myself from the Desmond family.

I heard breathing on the other end of the line, but my father didn’t say a word. Maybe my mother had learned the silence trick from him, but I didn’t fall for it. I waited for an answer to my question. I grabbed a hotel pen and twiddled it between the fingers of my left hand. I made several rotations before I flung the pen across the office. Richard and Alex jumped as it skittered across the carpet.

I made a beckoning gesture, pointing at the pen. Richard obediently picked it up and handed it to me. Grabbing the hotel pad, I wrote a note and showed it to both of them.

Do not say anything.

They nodded in acknowledgment of my command.

“Who is this?”

I snorted my laughter. “I asked first.”

Toying with my father wasn’t the brightest idea I ever had, but I was going to stay on top for as long as I could manage.

“Almost five years.” My father didn’t sound pleased.

Five years was a lot longer than I had expected—I hadn’t been a wizard for very long then. I wrote another note to Richard and Alex: How many years has Scott been a Fenerec?

Richard held up his hand, fingers and thumbs splayed.

Five years. I felt my brows rise. Richard looked puzzled, as did Alex. Alex grabbed the pen and pad out of my hands and wrote a note of his own: You knew about the plague?

I waved him off.

“Are you going to answer my question?” There was a brief moment of silence, then my father growled.

“My name is Nicole Thomas,” I replied, keeping my tone cool and collected. If my father wanted to lose his temper, it was better for me. It meant I controlled the conversation, and he knew it. That’s how my disaster of a family had always operated: He or she who stayed cool the longest ruled the roost.

It was a game I had almost always lost. But I wouldn’t this time.

“Nicole,” my father breathed my name, all evidence of his anger gone.

“I took two Fenerec as hostages,” I announced with a smug grin. “They have something they’d like to ask you.” With that, I gestured to Richard and Alex and rose from the chair, taking back the pen and pad of paper.

On it, I wrote: Admire my very dangerous finger gun. Line is yours; tell him what you need.

Richard almost spoiled everything by laughing, but he choked it back. I made a finger gun with my left hand and pointed it at him. Alex cleared his throat in warning, and his brother reclaimed some of his dignity.

“Mr. Desmond, it’s Richard Murphy,” Richard said, sinking down on the executive’s chair, spinning it so he could watch me and my finger gun while speaking towards the phone.

“Mr. Murphy, you’re a hostage?” my father asked in disbelief. “You? Don’t tell me that the other Fenerec is your brother.”

“She hijacked my car, at gunpoint, stating she’d aim between the eyes if anyone gave her any trouble. Now she’s taken over my hotel room, wearing my bathrobe, and she’s still pointing a gun at my head.” Richard sounded far too cheerful for what was coming out of his mouth. I struggled not to start laughing.

Alex fell prey to his brother’s antics, doubled over in his effort to keep quiet.

“I think you need to tell me what is going on, Richard. From the beginning. This Nicole Thomas has taken you and your brother hostage? How, and why?”

Richard gestured for the pen, which I handed to him, along with the pad: How much do you want me to tell him?

Ignoring the ache in my right hand and the pull of the bandages against my injuries, I wrote: Everything.

Maybe I’d learn something from what Richard told my father.

“It began about two weeks ago, when the first of the L.A. pack died from plague. Osmund thought the worst was over, but a few days ago, three of his youngest died at a mall. Miss Thomas was an unfortunate witness to one of the deaths.”

“You, Richard, belong to a Canadian Fenerec pack. How does this involve you?”

Richard was Canadian? I considered that, wondering the same thing my father had asked. What were Canadians doing in American Fenerec territory? While I didn’t know a whole lot about Fenerec, I had always believed they were territorial. My father certainly was.

“Osmund and I share stakes in this matter, Mr. Desmond. Anyway, shortly after the deaths at the mall, someone started hunting Miss Thomas. There was one confirmed attempt on her life, and a second one my brother and I thwarted. Last night, when she was walking two dogs, she was hit with a taser and kidnapped. Alex and I witnessed it and tailed her. We managed to get in front of them and cut them off, but unfortunately, the fools crashed their car.”

My father made a thoughtful sound. “I got a call from the Inquisition earlier today about couple of bodies found in the desert by a trashed car. They wanted to know if I had anything to do with it. You killed them?”

I froze, my eyes widening. The Inquisition had called my father?

Richard sucked in a breath. “No, sir. Wasn’t us. If they’re the kidnappers, Miss Thomas threatened them but didn’t fire. I had smelled blood, though.”

Since neither of the brothers seemed alarmed by the mention of the Inquisition, I relaxed a little. I said, “Not long after they snatched me, the driver shot one of his friends in the chest and shoved him in the trunk. He got out a few hours later.” I leaned against the doorframe.

“Idiots,” my father muttered. “So Miss Thomas turned the gun on you and took your car—and you—to Las Vegas? This is a Las Vegas number, yes?”

“We have one of the penthouse suites at the Venetian,” Richard said. His gaze caught mine, then he winked at me, making a gesture for me to keep quiet. I nodded. “She drove us in this direction, so I offered the use of our room. She accepted. I’ll remind you, Mr. Desmond, she does have a gun pointed at my head.”

“You are a Fenerec, Richard,” my father growled. “She is a young woman. You could have taken the gun away without giving her more than a bruise.”

“I do not hit women, especially ones capable of breaking through a car window with her fist. And anyway, he hit her. If she hadn’t taken his gun, I probably would’ve shot him myself.”

“I think you better tell me what happened.”

To my shame, Richard obeyed, relaying the events of the night with remarkable detail. My face burned with my embarrassment as he described my haphazard escape from the wrecked car. The factual way he told my father what happened reinforced how stupid my reaction had been. I stared down at my bandaged hand.

“So, this idiot goes to pull a gun on me, and Miss Thomas decides she’s had enough of playing the meek little victim. She latches on to his arm so he can’t get his gun. When he starts hitting her and pulling her hair to get her off of him, she tries her best to bite him and manages to get his pistol out of his pants.” Richard shook his head, a chuckle escaping him. “She points it at him, steady as can be, and thanks him for telling her to shoot between the eyes. She orders me to my car, and I wasn’t going to argue with her. I could’ve taken them, but it wouldn’t have been pretty, and she handled the situation all on her own.”

“Go on.”

“Not much else to say. She ordered us to get in the back, kept her pretty new pistol close at hand, and drove my manual like a pro, bleeding all over my leather interior along the way.”

“And so you let a little girl kidnap you and your brother. Unbelievable.”

“It’s not every day a pretty lady points a gun at my head and tells me to get in my own car. Takes a lot of courage to face down Fenerec. I wasn’t going to belittle her. And maybe I could’ve taken her, but not without her pumping some rounds into me first—or into Alex. She wanted to get away from them. Without her, I doubt you’d be talking to me. You’ve been notoriously difficult to get in touch with lately, Mr. Desmond.”

I made a sour face in Richard’s direction. He shrugged helplessly.

“Well, you have my attention, Richard. What do you want?”

Richard’s expression turned serious. “Is there a cure for the plague, Mr. Desmond? You’re the oldest wolf I know.”

The silence was chilling, but Richard sat as still as a statue and waited for my father to speak.

“Prayer,” was the answer. “There is no cure for the plague, not anymore. I’m sorry, Richard.”

“No cure?” Richard whispered, his face paling. Then he stared at his brother, his brown eyes anguished.

Alex bowed his head.

Was Alex infected? Judging from Richard’s expression, I guessed he was. Did that mean Richard was also sick I hurried to the desk and grabbed the pen: Are you and Alex both sick with the plague?

Richard read my note, looked into my eyes, and shook his head. Then he once again stared at his brother.

Only Alex? I wrote.

A nod answered my question.

I felt sick. Fenerec or not, Alex and Richard had been nothing but gentlemen. They were family; they supported each other, worked together as a team, and seemed to care for each other.

I turned to Alex and stared at him. What set Alex apart from his brother? Why wasn’t Richard plagued?

Alex met my eyes, standing still as I scrutinized him. Deep lines creased his brow. If I hadn’t known he was sick, I never would have been able to guess it. He looked like someone who surfed a lot, with a healthy tan and a lean, muscular frame.

“Is there really no one who can help us, Mr. Desmond?” Richard asked, and there was a faint waver in his voice.

“I don’t like giving false hopes, Richard. I don’t know what to tell you. You can go chasing myths and legends, but you’ll run out of time and be no better for it. And medicine has come a long way since the old days, pup, but that doesn’t mean it has all of the answers.” My father sighed, a long, heavy, and sad sound. “My first wife and pack died from plague. I understand your stakes, but all we can do is wait to see who survives.”

Richard slammed his fist against the desk. “That’s not good enough.”

I jumped back, my heart in my throat. I think I squeaked a little, because Richard looked at me with an apologetic grimace.

Then I did a double-take. My father’s first wife? He had a wife other than my mother?

My father made a growling noise. “What do you want me to tell you? If you want to go chasing myths, I’ll tell you what I know, and I’ll even wish you the best on your hunt.” My father didn’t sound very happy with the idea, and I wondered how close his temper was to snapping. “But I’ve walked that road, and it got me nowhere. This won’t be the first or the last time many of the Fenerec will die, and you and I will bear witness to it.”

“Tell us about this myth,” I ordered, making a gesture for Richard to stay quiet. He nodded, standing and offering the chair to me. I sat, crossing my legs.

“It’s just a story.”

“I’m taking a nap after I hang up on you, so tell me a bedtime story,” I countered. Out of spite, and because I could, I stuck my tongue out at the phone. “Need I remind you that I do have a gun, Mr. Desmond?”

My empty threat distracted both Richard and Alex, who stared at me with wide eyes. I waved them off, turning my attention to the phone. Playing the silence game again, my father waited for me to speak, but I was determined to win the contest again.

I did. When he started cursing, I grinned.

“Fine. To make a very long and boring story short, there was a Fenerec a long time ago who was able to cure the plague. He showed up one winter, worked his magic, and vanished. There were no more deaths. More importantly, the witches were able to learn how to cure the plague. They helped the rest of the Fenerec, and the plague went away. They called him the Winter Wolf because of that.”

“Because he showed up one winter?”

“Yes.”

“And these witches do not remember how to cure the plague?” I asked.

“It was over a hundred years ago. Maybe they didn’t think it was necessary to pass it down from generation to generation. Or, maybe in their infinite stupidity, the Inquisition didn’t allow them to,” my father replied.

“So if we find this Winter Wolf, we find a cure to the plague? And he’s been missing for over a hundred years? Are we talking a hundred and fifty years or are we talking two or three hundred years?” I narrowed my eyes, and wondered about how my father knew about events from so long ago?

“Closer to three hundred.”

I wanted to ask him how he knew, but I resisted the urge. Instead, I considered how it might be possible to find someone who had vanished so long ago.

No wonder my father believed it was impossible. If the plague was to be cured, someone had to do something, rather than chase after a fragile hope.

The Winter Wolf, if he existed, wouldn’t be able to help us. Even if we started looking as soon as I hung up the phone, I doubted we’d find a single in clue in time to actually save anyone.

I stared at the phone so I wouldn’t have to look at Richard or Alex. “How long do they have?”

“They? What do you mean?”

“The infected Fenerec.”

“Please ask the Murphys to leave the room,” my father said in a tone allowing no argument.

“Go,” I demanded, pointing at the sitting room. I placed my palm flat against my ear and pointed at the door. “Close the door behind you, please.”

Richard nodded, leaving the room. When the door closed, I turned to the phone. “They’re gone. How long do the Fenerec have?”

“The youngest will die first. It depends on a lot of factors, but the weakest succumb first. You need to understand something. Fenerec aren’t human. They don’t get sick in the same way humans like you do. They can’t catch colds. But Fenerec who are infected will catch them. Almost like humans, in that regard. It’s a cough here and there, and they’ll become more frequent over time. The real sign a Fenerec is close to death is when the cold goes away. Bang, just like that. They look fine. Then they die.”

“They die when they try to shift,” I said, drumming the fingers of my left hand on the desk. “Could their deaths be delayed if they remain human?”

“Fenerec become wolves each full moon, Miss Thomas. It’s our nature.”

“I read in a book that a pregnant Fenerec can fight the transformations in order to spare her children from death,” I replied. “But it’s not easy, and few manage to do so.”

“You read this in a book?” My father sounded alarmed.

“Know your enemy,” I retorted, shrugging. The book had taught me a lot of things, but it had a particularly fond spot for magical creatures, especially the Fenerec. And, much to my surprise, it had a weakness for vampire flicks. Vampires, however, didn’t exist.

According to the book, the vampires had died out long ago. The Fenerec would become extinct as well if I didn’t do something about the plague.

“If the Inquisition discovers you have research material on the Fenerec, they will target you,” my father warned.

“Let them come,” I said, my voice cool and hard. “Research will be needed if the Fenerec are to survive. I have no intention of advertising to the Inquisition that I have research material on the Fenerec. It begins with the youngest ones, and manifests with cold symptoms. These symptoms come and go?”

“Like colds do in humans, yes. From my past experiences, those in the final stages will have a cold a couple of times a month, lasting for a few days each.” My father sounded weary. “Fenerec can live years with the plague before the final stages. It kills slowly.”

“And spreads far,” I guessed.

“And spreads far,” he confirmed with a sigh. “Even farther, now that there’s airplanes and mass transportation. Once, only certain places would be hit with plague. Europe, for example. Or the Americas. Or Asia. Not all of them, not all at once.”

“It’s crossed the ocean?”

“So it seems. People call me and tell me things. Usually, all I do is listen. Entire packs are already dead, Miss Thomas. London’s pack is gone. There were two survivors. One of them has come to the States. The other committed suicide. I have been told there are packs in Africa, Asian, and Europe which have also been infected. Some have already died. The Canadians were among the first to show symptoms, but their wolves are, albeit, older than most. They might have some time. Maybe. In the past, the plague would wipe out some packs, but not all. Never all. It didn’t cross the water, because Fenerec didn’t cross the seas. Humans don’t carry the plague. Only the Fenerec. When this is done, the Fenerec will be all but gone. A few of us will live, but not enough.”

“How few?”

“One in a thousand? One in two thousand? Maybe not even that many. Times have changed. The seas no longer stops the plague’s spread. I weary of watching it, Miss Thomas.”

I bit my lip. It made sense. From what I remembered, my family didn’t keep close ties with other Fenerec; if they were a part of a pack, I’d never met them. “How many Fenerec are there, anyway?”

“I don’t exactly keep track.” My father grunted. “If I had to make a guess, I would say no more than forty thousand worldwide.”

If one out of a thousand survived, there would only be forty left when the plague finished running its course. My father was right. The Fenerec were facing extinction. Could forty men and women rebuild an entire race of people?

“Who will survive?” My voice cracked, and I swallowed several times to clear my throat.

“What do you know about the Fenerec, Miss Thomas?”

“Not a lot. Fenerec support each other in a pack structure, like wolves. They become wolves, usually under the light of a moon—but not always. The phase of the moon they were born under as wolves is when they’ll transform. Most are born under the full moon. I was also told Fenerec women do not have children. It’s difficult to carry human children to term. It’s not a disease. That’s all I know.”

“There are several types of wolves, Miss Thomas. There are humans who become wolves under the light of the moon, brought into the pack by Fenerec during a ritual. This applies to most Fenerec. Then there are wolves born to human mothers. These are called true Fenerec. Richard is one of them, as am I. There is a third type of Ferenec, however. These are humans born to wolves. These children are usually killed by their parents, as wolves do not understand what a human child is. The rare few who survive are considered true Fenerec, though they need to be taught how to embrace their wolf. It’s complicated. I only know of one such wolf who exists, and she’s as much of a mystery as the Winter Wolf.”

It was a lot to digest, but I scribbled down some notes, ignoring the pain in my hand as I wrote. Maybe Richard or Alex could shed some light on what I didn’t understand. “Okay, I understand. So is there any way to know who will survive?”

“Without the Winter Wolf, only the true Fenerec will live.” The pain in my father’s voice made me wince. “We’re pack, Miss Thomas. At least half of the true Fenerec will take their own lives in their grief.”

That left the world with twenty lonely Fenerec—Fenerec without pack. I didn’t understand what being pack meant, but I understood the anguish in Richard’s eyes. I didn’t know why, but the thought of Richard killing himself to follow his brother made me feel queasy.

I wasn’t supposed to care what happened to the Fenerec, but I did.

I sighed, and because I was afraid to ask the most important question, I asked instead, “Do you know why the true Fenerec survive?”

“We were never human to begin with, I guess. True-born Fenerec are wolves who learn to become human, not humans who learn to become wolves.”

“But you said the ones who were born as humans to wolves also survive.”

“They’re rare, Miss Thomas. There’s only one left.”

“And of six billion people, only forty who were true-born Fenerec to human parents?”

“Thirty-six that I know of, myself and Richard included.”

I covered my mouth, tears welling up in my eyes. My mother, like my father, was a Fenerec, but my father hadn’t included her. If she was true-born, I was certain my father would’ve said something. Maybe then he wouldn’t sound so grieved or tired.

My father wasn’t going to die of the plague, though he’d perish because of it. I heard it in his voice.

There would be nothing left for me to rebuild, because they really would be dead, either from sickness or grief. I closed my eyes and gathered every bit of courage I had.

“How long does your daughter have?” I couldn’t bring myself to say her name—or confirm she was my sister.

“She’s just a puppy, Nicolina,” my father whispered with tears in his voice before he hung up on me.

I stared at the phone for a long time, listening to dead air, until I found the strength to set the handset back on its hook. My throat tightened, and in that moment, I understood the terror in Richard’s eyes.

We weren’t running out of time—it was already gone.


Chapter Thirteen
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For a long time after I had hung up the phone, I stared out the window and tried to decide what to do. My family needed a miracle and I wasn’t God or a saint. 

If the Winter Wolf existed, I wanted to beat him into a quivering pulp for letting people die when he knew how to cure the plague. If he had helped once, why wasn’t he helping again?

I suspected he was dead.

If he wasn’t, he was my best chance to save people. If my sister counted as a young Fenerec, as my father had implied on the phone, I didn’t have months or years to find a cure. With luck, I had weeks. I wasn’t lucky. 

Minutes mattered, if my sister wasn’t already dead. The thought sickened me. I swallowed several times to stop myself from throwing up. Shaking my head, I rose from the chair and walked to the door. My hand trembled when opened it.

Richard and Alex sat at the table, shuffling through the folders. Maybe they were hunting for a clue—or some feeble hope—in their own way. Maybe the Winter Wolf was a lie, maybe he didn’t exist, maybe he was long gone, but maybe he wasn’t. There were so many ‘maybes’ that my head spun trying to keep them straight.

I didn’t bother trying. I had to rely on myself and the things I could do.

The pain in my father’s voice was enough to convince me I would succeed or I’d die trying, right along with the rest of my family. If it took forbidden magic to find a cure, I’d throw away my soul to accomplish it.

If the Winter Wolf existed, I’d find him, whether or not I had his blood.

But I needed the talismans and stones from my apartment to do it. I needed the book. I needed my powers to return to full strength.

I needed allies who were as desperate as me.

Richard shared my desperation. Alex didn’t seem like the type of man who wanted to lie down and die from the plague. So long as his life hung in the balance, and so long as we worked for a common goal, we could work together.

Wizard and wolves, all hunting a common enemy: death.

If we could find a cure, they’d live on and remain together. What would be left for me if we did eradicate the plague? I wasn’t a witch, who could find protection within the Inquisition. I wasn’t a Fenerec, nor did I desire to become one. If anyone found out what I was, death would come for me. No one would come to my rescue.

Would Richard and Alex betray me if they learned the truth?

Would it matter if they did? The book had warned me I’d be hunted down and killed eventually. It was inevitable.

If wasn’t a matter of if I would die; it was a matter of when. If I could save my family, I could die content.

That thought convinced me. I stepped to the table and pressed my palms against the smooth, polished surface. I leaned forward, staring at them until they noticed me. Alex looked up first and made a startled sound, which captured his brother’s attention.

“Nicole?” Richard asked.

“There are a few things I need from my apartment. It’s important. Do you know anyone you can trust to fetch my things and then bring them to me? A Fenerec. Someone who knows how to hide from the Inquisition. I don’t care who, but the Inquisition can’t learn about this.”

“You’re worried about the Inquisition?” Alex’s eyes widened. “Why would you be afraid of them? You’re human. They won’t care about you unless you start talking about the Fenerec in public.”

Instead of sitting on a chair, I hopped up onto the table, resting my feet on the plush cushion nearest to me. I twisted around so I could watch the brothers. “I need your silence for what I’m about to tell you.”

“You have my word,” Richard said without hesitation. After a moment, Alex nodded his agreement.

“I gathered some things over the years. A book, some trinkets. Things the Inquisition won’t appreciate. I need them all.” I pointed at a pad of paper and pen, which was near Richard. He dutifully picked them up. “The book is what I need most of all. It is inside the mattress of my bed. They’ll need to cut it open. It doesn’t look tampered with, but trust me. It’s there. It’s bound in blue leather.”

“One blue book, in leather, inside the bed. What else?”

“Debens. One of copper, the other is gold. I require both of them.”

“What are debens?” With a puzzled expression, he wrote down my request.

“Ancient Egyptian currency. They’re very, very old.”

Alex’s eyes brightened with curiosity. “Where did you get something like that?”

“I stole them from a museum.”

“You stole them?” Alex’s eyes widened.

With a smug grin, I nodded. “Stole them both fair and square. Next, there is a silver mirror on my dresser. I need it, as well as a Celtic knot. It’s made of bronze. There are also gemstones littered around my apartment. I need them all. There’s six crystals in particular. Three are balls, while the others are uncut crystals.”

“Like a witch’s crystal?”

“Yes. Finally, there is a brooch in a jewelry box. Just have them take the whole box. There’s a bunch of things scattered around my apartment. Incenses, and so on. Have them ransack the place and grab anything they think looks mystical. Hopefully they get everything that way.”

“Damn, the only thing you’re missing from this list is a cauldron and a pentagram. I’d think you were a witch or something,” Alex said, leaning over to stare at the list. “We could probably get some of this stuff in Vegas.”

“It needs to be from my apartment.” I reached inside my bathrobe and pulled out my pentagram. “And I already have my pentagram, if you must know.”

“You’re into that cult stuff?” Richard asked in surprise. “You don’t smell like a witch.”

It was my turn to blink in surprise. “Witches smell?”

Alex grinned at me. “They do. Our noses are a little more sensitive than the average human’s. Earth witches smell like they were in a damp forest. That, well, earthy scent. Water witches smell like the sea. Air witches have a crisp scent to them. Fire witches smell a little like incense—smoke, but pleasant.”

“And what do Fenerec smell like then?”

Richard’s laughter rumbled in his chest. “Cinnamon. Each one of us is a little different, sometimes nutmeg, sometimes allspice, but always some sort of spice. When we’re wolves, we smell like wolf and spice.”

My eyes widened. Richard’s coat had smelled of cinnamon. I hadn’t imagined it, then. “Cinnamon and spice.”

“I think I know someone who can get into your apartment for these things. We’ll probably have to meet him halfway so no one misses him. Do you really want me to tell him to ransack the place?”

“Make a mess of the place,” I replied with a shrug. “If there are Inquisitors out there, I’d rather them think it was a robbery than me having specific objects retrieved. I don’t have much in the way of valuables, but your man is welcome to have whatever extra he can carry out. The best way to get in is through the garage. He better go in masked late at night.”

Hopping off the table, I went to fetch my card key for my building. I brought it back and held it up for them. “He’ll need a card to get into the garage unless he manually bypasses the door. Unless you can get a courier to give it to him, he’ll need to break in.”

“I think he can manage to get through a door. Cameras?”

“They’re monitored at the front desk. They have a panic button. I’m friends with one of the security guards and he was feeling chatty one night, so I asked about how the complex was guarded. If it’s triggered, your man will have maybe five minutes to get in and out. My apartment is in the basement and there are a few small windows. They’re barred, though. If he can cut the bars, I don’t think he’ll be seen. They’re obscured by hedges.”

“I’ll let him figure out how to get in. Let me give him a call and I’ll see what we can do. But, what do you need all of this for?”

I smiled at him, pressing a finger to my lips. “It’s a secret.”

Pulling a phone out of his shirt pocket, Richard dialed a number. He got up and stalked his way across the suite, glancing at me over his shoulder as he went to make the call.
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When Richard emerged from the bedroom some thirty minutes later, he was frowning. It was thoughtful and brooding, pensive, and gave him an intense presence. I tensed, watching him pace back and forth across the sitting room.

“I had to hire a witch,” he announced, pivoting on a heel to face me. “She’s a fire witch, and her word is good. The Inquisition won’t learn of what’s in your apartment. My guy didn’t think he could get in and out of the complex.”

“And your witch can?” I asked, narrowing my eyes. Witches belonged to the Inquisition, or so I had thought. “She’s part of the Inquisition.”

“She can, and she is—but she’s under the hire of my pack. We have a… very special arrangement with the Inquisition on matters like this. It’s Fenerec business, and the Inquisition isn’t willing to push me. Not now.”

“Your pack? And why won’t the Inquisition push you?” I heard the fear in my voice.

Richard winced, but nodded. “My pack. And… we have an arrangement. That’s all.”

My eyes widened as realization settled in. “You’re the Alpha.”

“Guilty as charged, Miss Thomas.”

“And you called Mr. Desmond ‘sir,’” I straightened, narrowing my eyes at him. “No wonder he was upset when I told him you were my hostage.”

“He’s an old, dangerous wolf, ma’am. Anyone with half a brain is afraid of him. There are those who say he’s crazed, and that it’s only his wife’s tender mercies that keep him from turning on all of us.” With a heavy sigh, Richard flopped onto the couch. “We have an understanding. I don’t bother him and he doesn’t bother me. We talk. Sometimes, I think my pack is left alone so much because the Inquisition is afraid of what Mr. Desmond will do if they push me too hard. It’s rather annoying, if you must know.”

Alex chuckled. “Don’t let Richard fool you, Nicole. He’s got the Inquisition by the balls. He controls their finances, including all of their offshore accounts. That’s a lot of money he has his grubby paws on. He could ruin them very, very easily. Since he’s always played fair and made them money, they don’t dare rock his boat. So our pack is exempt from the Inquisition and we have agreements to hire their witches for pack business. We don’t even have to tell the Inquisition what we’re doing. Richard’s fire witch won’t say a word to anyone. If she did, the Inquisition would execute her for putting their finances at risk.”

“I should’ve held you two for ransom,” I muttered.

“Plan your hostage taking better next time. You did pretty well for an amateur, though,” Alex replied, his grin widening. Then his expression soured. “If my brother had to hire a witch, your place is guarded well enough, including wards. Why would your place have wards?”

“There’s a security guard, cameras, that sort of thing, but I don’t know what wards are.”

“Then you need to learn. You’re better at this stuff than I am, Richard. Explain it to her?”

Richard pinched the bridge of his nose. “Wards are protective magic. They allow people who belong there in and deter petty theft, even in high-crime areas. But if there are wards, someone would have to let guests through. Wards are tricky things. Most witches can’t even detect them because all they usually do is make people who don’t belong avoid the place. Sometimes wards warn the person who created it when they are passed through.”

“How do you know so much about them?”

“I’m an Alpha. It’s my job to know these things.”

“His Alphaness likes knowing his enemy,” Alex said.

“If the Inquisition decided to betray me and my pack, I like knowing what we’re up against so we can fight them as equals. If they try to take us out, I’ll make sure they pay for it very, very dearly.” Richard yawned. “She said she’ll be here in six hours or so.”

“That fast?”

“I offered her a rather nice sum to make it fast.” Sitting up, Richard stared at me. “I hope these things are worth the price. I asked my witch and she has no idea what sort of tricks you’re up to. Wondered if you asked for a bunch of things to hide one or two items. And frankly, I’m curious myself. What are you doing, and why do you think you can help?”

I couldn’t quite bring myself to proclaim I was a wizard. Considering the problem, I glanced at my broken cell phone, which was still on the table. “Can I see one of your phones?”

“Sure, but my battery is almost dead.” Richard pulled his out of his pocket and stretched his arm out to hand it to me.

“Just turn it on.” With his brows furrowing in bafflement, he obeyed, his eyes focused on the screen.

I reached over and touched the top of his phone, focusing my attention on the device and its hungry, hungry battery. My powers weren’t back completely, but I could feel the energy coursing through me as I concentrated.

It took me several minutes to recharge his phone when it should have only taken seconds. By the time I was done, I was sweating and trembling. Richard stared at his phone in disbelief. Without speaking, he showed it to his brother.

“What am I looking at?” Alex took the phone, staring intently at the screen.

“The battery icon.”

“It’s full,” Alex replied.

“I just spent half an hour chatting on the phone. My charger wasn’t with me. The battery was low.” Richard took his phone back. “How did you do that?”

“Give me a sec,” I murmured. While I was drained and still suffering from whatever the taser had done to me, it made working with magic much safer. Normally, I wouldn’t dream of summoning flame to demonstrate my powers as fire had a way of flaring out of control. I took a perverse comfort in the fact that I could use my magic without much worry about the consequences.

Holding out my left hand, I closed my eyes and imagined a ball of flame hovering over my palm. Creating fire from nothing was a witch’s trick, too, but I wasn’t dangerous because I could use fire or play with electricity. I was dangerous because I could do both.

When I heard my audience gasp, I opened my eyes. The flame was smaller than I liked, but was pure blue without even a hint of smoke. Small, but perfect. I tossed it in the air and let it float.

“That’s impossible,” Richard announced, pointing at his phone, then up at the small flame. “That’s absolutely impossible. Electricity isn’t a witch’s element. How are you using fire? You’re not a witch; you don’t smell like one.”

“What do I smell like, then?” I huffed at him, extinguishing the flame before my temper made it flare.

“You smell like a young human female,” Alex said. “Human. You smell like a human. Though I think I sense something else, but I’m not sure what. Your thoughts, Richard?”

Richard leaned forward, his nostrils flaring. “There’s something there. Rotten eggs? No, sulfur. Like Yellowstone. Also, there’s something reminding me of a thunderstorm. There’s one other thing, I think. Hmm. Ah ha, snow! You smell like snow. But it’s fading now. What are you?”

I took a deep breath, but all I could smell was cinnamon. “I’m a monster,” I said, careful to keep my tone neutral.

It was Richard who stood, circling around me with an unnerving intensity. He was hunting me, waiting for me to make a run for it.

I stayed still, trying to pretend I didn’t notice how he was stalking me. He stepped close and drew a deep breath.

“You don’t smell like a monster,” he whispered.

Alex gestured to me to catch my attention before putting his fingers to his lips. Unable to tell if it was safe for me to move, I wondered if I smelled as frightened as I felt. There was a wolf-gold gleam in Richard’s brown eyes.

Alex stepped forward and clapped his brother on the shoulder before ducking away, faster than any human should’ve been able to move. Richard whirled, an arm whipping out. With lithe grace, Alex hopped out of his brother’s reach. “You’re going to scare her, Richard.”

Breathing as if he’d run a race, Richard came to a halt. He lowered his head, but I could still feel his gaze on me. While all I wanted to do was run, I held my ground.

“Forgive him, Nicole. He’s an idiot. It seems he took your self-deprecating commentary as a challenge for who the biggest monster on the block is. Unlike you, he should know better.”

Shuddering at the thought of challenging an Alpha Fenerec, I shook my head. “I’m not that insane.”

“No, and he’s stupid for thinking you are,” Alex replied, glaring at his brother. “It’s not a dominance contest, Richard.”

It took several tense minutes, but Richard relaxed, nodding at his brother. He didn’t apologize to either one of us, but all things considered, I was more worried about him losing control. What would happen if an Alpha Fenerec went on a rampage in Las Vegas?

Nothing good, though I doubted I’d live for long if he decided to run wild. With my knowledge of Fenerec so lacking, I had no idea what Richard would view as a challenge. If I wanted to work with him, I needed to learn—and fast.

So I stared him in the eyes, considering him and how his brother behaved. At the table, Alex had tilted his head to the side and exposed his throat, staring at the table. I wasn’t sure if it was due to cowardice or stubborn pride, but I couldn’t force myself to bow my head to him. It was difficult enough to mimic Alex’s behavior and show him my neck, which in turn gave him a good view of my scars.

While I had expected Richard to react in some fashion, I hadn’t expected him to lunge at me and bite me, his teeth pinching my skin. I don’t think he drew blood, but it hurt all the same. A startled squeal burst out of me and it took every bit of willpower I had to keep from running. I wanted to club him over the head with my arm, but without knowing how he’d react, I couldn’t bring myself to do it. His hands engulfed my shoulders, and his hot breath tickled my throat.

“Nicole, don’t move,” Alex warned, but the worry in his whispered voice scared me more than Richard’s aggression.  “Try to keep quiet. No sudden moves. If you must say something, use a soft voice. Startling him right now would not be a good thing.”

My instincts told me pull away, run and hide, and find somewhere safe.

“Richard.” Alex didn’t move, but he did sigh, one hand rubbing at his brow. “What exactly do you think you’re doing?”

When Richard didn’t answer, nor did he take his teeth off of my neck, I stared at Alex and squeaked, “Alex?” It was more of a strangled croak, but I didn’t think the Fenerec noticed.

“Richard, you’re scaring her,” Alex said, his voice soft and soothing.

I considered my options. Richard wasn’t listening to his brother, and while he had his teeth on my throat, he wasn’t hurting me anymore. The pressure he put on me with his teeth was feather light. If he wanted to hurt me, he would have—I hoped. Emboldened by the thought, and that I wasn’t going to let a Fenerec treat me like a chew toy, I lifted my left hand and placed my palm on his forehead.

I pushed, gentle at first, then more demanding. “Richard Murphy, if you don’t let go of me right this instant, I’m going to get my gun and learn how to use it on you.”

My threats definitely needed work. Alex made a noise, and I couldn’t tell if he was horrified by my audacity or trying not to choke on his laughter. Richard let go, his hands dropping from my shoulders. He leaned into my hand and I had to brace myself so he wouldn’t knock me over.

“Are you a child?” Maybe I was going too far, but I gave him another shove. “Stand up straight.”

“I can’t believe you did that,” Alex muttered, shaking his head. “I can’t believe he listened to you.”

“A girl with a gun is a terrifying thing, you know. The whole woman scorned bit. I have enough scars, thank you very much. I don’t need another one from you gnawing on me.” I glared at Richard, and in a deliberate test of my luck, I pinched his neck.

“Are you insane?” Alex hissed at me. “Don’t challenge him on purpose.”

Richard growled, making noise for the first time since biting me. Bowing his head with his cheek twitching, he drew fast and heavy breaths.

Despite my father being a Fenerec, despite my mother and sister also choosing to number among them, I didn’t understand them. I still struggled to believe that my mother was a Fenerec; she’d always been gentle and kind to me, though I remembered she never, ever argued with my father. The hardest lesson for me to learn was that my mother had been and always would be my father’s ally—not mine.

Careful to move with slow, deliberate care, I took a step back from Richard, put my hands on his shoulders, and pushed him to the couch. “Sit until you can behave yourself.”

Alex spluttered, but Richard sank down onto the cushion, slumping forward to put his face in his hands. “Sorry,” he mumbled.

“Someone please explain to me what just happened?” Still mindful of Alex’s warning to avoid sudden movements, I backed away until the back of my legs bumped against one of the arm chairs. I sat down, clasping my hands together to stop them from shaking.

“It is commonplace for Fenerec to show submission to someone by exposing their throat. Your body language told him that he had control over you.” Alex circled around the couch to stand behind my chair. To my horror, he was holding a gun. It wasn’t the one I had stolen from my kidnappers. The weapon was larger, with a far longer barrel. Alex offered it to me. “You could have lost your head there, Nicole.”

“He didn’t hurt me.” I tried to ignore the gun, but Alex pressed it into my left hand and forced me to take it. “I don’t want this.”

“If he kills you, do you really think that Mr. Desmond would let any of us walk away alive? If it comes down to you or him, while I love my brother, pack comes first.” While his words were harsh, Alex’s expression was anguished.

Richard had startled me, but I didn’t believe he meant to hurt me. I flushed at the memory of his breath on my skin. While I didn’t remember all that much about my father’s behavior as a Fenerec, I was certain Richard hadn’t meant me harm.

Fenerec didn’t play with their prey. If he had wanted me dead, he would’ve killed me.

“I don’t need this.” Still moving with deliberate care, I set the weapon down. “Take it away. I don’t know how to shoot it anyway.”

Alex stared at me for a long moment, but picked up the gun and set it down on the table. “You don’t know how to shoot a gun? It looked like you had before.”

“Never fired one in my life,” I admitted. A laugh bubbled out of me. “I figured if I looked like I knew what I was doing, no one would be stupid enough to test their luck. What’s wrong with him?”

“There’s nothing wrong with him. He’s a dominant Fenerec, you’re a female, and you’re not very good at acting like a submissive.” Alex patted my shoulder. “You’re fine, just don’t challenge him again.”

“I wasn’t challenging him in the first place.”

Richard made a sound, and I couldn’t tell if he was growling or laughing. He hadn’t left his bowed position on the couch and his shoulders shook.

“It’s easy to forget you aren’t a Fenerec,” Alex admitted. “When… when we become Fenerec, it’s something we learn fast. An instinct, really. We fight among each other to show who is more dominant. The dominants are responsible for safeguarding the pack. Alphas always have to prove they’re on top. There’s a pecking order. We live and die by it. Exposing your throat means you acknowledge the other is more dominant. But you didn’t lower your eyes, so if I couldn’t tell if you were acknowledging him or challenging him, then he probably couldn’t either.”

“Alex,” Richard said, in half a growl, half a laugh.

“So what did that bite mean?”

As if afraid of answering me, Alex stared at his brother, his muscles tensing. Richard waved his hand.

Alex let out a breath. A relieved one, I decided. After several moments of gathering his composure, Alex said, “That sort of bite means he accepted responsibility for protecting you as an Alpha. In the future, please don’t stare a Fenerec in the eyes unless you’re challenging him. Richard has better control than most.”

“What else constitutes as a challenge?” I made certain not to stare at Richard, if eye contact was interpreted as a challenge. “Is it okay for me to look you in the eyes, Alex?”

“Do you mean to challenge me?” While Alex’s voice was soft, I shivered at the threat in his tone.

“No.”

“I can control myself, if you forget.”

My initial belief regarding Fenerec was proving to be correct. They were scary—even the ones who didn’t want to kill me.

“I thought we weren’t trying to scare her, Alex,” Richard said, lifting his head. Streaks of gold, more vibrant than before, lightened his brown eyes.

 “Don’t worry about it, I’m used to it,” I muttered.

I don’t know why it did, but my truthful comment captured their attention. I struggled not to meet their gazes. I don’t know why the act of looking away from them was so difficult. I focused on the piano in the corner.

When I had wanted to sing, my father insisted that I learn the piano—something more traditional and acceptable. I had done so out of obedience. I had tried to forget when I had abandoned my name. I rose and crossed the room, and I was aware of the Fenerec staring at me.

I pushed the bench away from the piano with my foot. Like the rest of the hotel it was elegant, despite being the least ornate thing in the entire room. Somehow, the classic black leather managed to work with the antique decor. I lifted the cover from the keys. It would hurt when I played, pulling at the gashes crisscrossing my right hand, but I welcomed the thought of the pain.

It would distract me from the two men watching me.

I decided the focus of the two Fenerec didn’t matter. I stroked my fingers over the keys, hoping my fingers would remember a melody. I played since I couldn’t sing anymore.


Chapter Fourteen
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I stopped playing when the first drop of blood welled from one of the gashes on my hand and my fingers had gone numb. It wasn’t the same as singing. The years hadn’t erased the memory of piano music from my fingers, but I yearned to use my voice. Did it show in the songs I played? My music didn’t sound as terrible as I feared it would, as out of practice as I was.

I stretched my aching, sore hands. At least I hadn’t bled on the piano. It was a beautiful old thing, and someone kept it tuned. I didn’t want to taint it with my blood.

Richard and Alex stared at me, and the brown in their eyes had lightened to a vibrant amber.

Unable to bring myself to say anything and glad I didn’t have to meet their gazes, I circled the couch and picked up one of the bandages Fredrick had left behind. I dabbed at the bleeding cut before taping the pad into place.

“Do you want stitches?” Richard asked, his voice a little hoarse and rumbling.

“It’s not bad.” It wasn’t; despite not being sure how long I had played for, only one of the cuts had reopened. “It really isn’t.”

“I’ve heard a lot of things about you, Nicole Thomas, but not a single person has ever mentioned you and music together in the same sentence.” Richard rose from his place on the couch, joining me at the table. He took hold of my right hand, inspecting the bandaged wounds. “But then again, no one ever said you were the type of woman who would punch her fist through a car window, either.”

I pulled my hand free and turned my back to him, tightening the bathrobe around me before announcing, “I need my clothes.”

As I passed him on my way to the bathroom, Alex checked his watch. “It shouldn’t be much longer until your witch arrives, Richard?”

I came to a halt, twisting to stare at the piano. How long had I been playing for? I turned to face Alex, but didn’t have the courage to ask. I narrowed my eyes and stared at his brother. Richard wasn’t wearing a watch, but he pulled his phone out of his pocket to check the time. “Forty minutes, give or take a few. Depends on if she hits traffic and if she decides to test her luck in the desert. Knowing her, she might.”

Had they really been listening in silence for that long or had I been so lost in playing the piano that I hadn’t heard them? “What does that have to do with anything?”

Richard leaned against the table, arms crossed over his chest. The corners of his mouth twitched. “Never mind. She just likes to drive fast sometimes and take unnecessary risks. I asked her to bring some of your clothes. I figured if she was robbing your apartment anyway, you’d be more comfortable in your own things.”

I grumbled nasty things to myself, annoyed I hadn’t thought of asking to have my clothing retrieved along with my forbidden collection of focus stone, trinkets, and the book. Someone knocked on the door. Whirling around, I tripped over the bathrobe and fell backwards.

Richard knocked over a chair in his haste to catch me, grabbing me under my arms before I could crack my head open on something. “Easy, Nicole. No need to jump. Alex, see who it is.”

To my shock, Alex picked up the gun. It made a faint ca-chink as he pulled back on the top of the gun and held it pointed at an angle at the floor. He walked in a crouch, lower than the peep hole in the double doors, peering through before straightening. “Witch,” he announced, relaxing and fiddling with the gun before opening the door. “In quick.”

Richard pulled me upright and pulled the bathrobe up onto my shoulders. “You either need coffee or a nap.”

Heat washed over my face and neck. “Shut up,” I snapped, wiggling to straighten my robe. I pointed a finger gun and mocked shooting Richard with it. Dramatically clutching his chest, he slumped onto the armchair, letting his arms and legs dangle limply. Blowing pretend smoke from my finger, I turned to face Alex and the witch.

“You!” we spoke at the same time, pointing at each other. A pair of suitcases thumped to the floor.

Laura didn’t look pleased to see me and I took a step back. She flicked her fingers at me. Something hot pierced my chest. My throat tightened and it felt like someone had stuffed cotton in my lungs. My breath wheezed out of me.

~Stop her!~ the book squealed in my head, and with its two words spoken in my voice, strength poured into me.

Where I had struggled to summon flame and charge Richard’s phone before, with the book so close to me, sparks danced over my skin and lifted my hair. I stretched out my left hand, gasping for breath.

“Enough!” Richard boomed, and his voice was thunder next to my lightning. His arm snaked around my waist, and he lifted me off of my feet, capturing my left hand in his, pulling me back against him. “That’s quite enough, ladies!”

All I had to do was snap my fingers or speak a word and I’d eliminate her, one way or another.

The witch stepped back a pace, her eyes widening. When she lowered her hand, the burning in my chest faded. I struggled in Richard’s grip, but he pulled me against him. “I’ll kill her,” I snarled, sparks crackling around me. Several blue blossoms of smokeless fire ignited and danced around me.

“You don’t want to kill her,” Richard cooed in a soothing voice. “You’re tired and grumpy, and what you really want is to change into your nice clean clothes. You’re probably hungry and too proud to admit it, and what you really need is some sleep.”

I kicked my heels at Richard’s knees but didn’t manage to land any solid blows. “She was there!” All of the anger and frustration of the past few days boiled over, and my vision blurred. “She was there. She didn’t do anything. If she’s one of them, why didn’t she do anything?”

“What’s wrong, Firecracker? What are you talking about?” Richard turned around, sweeping me along with him, and dumped me on the armchair. “Please don’t burn down the hotel. I don’t know what happened between you ladies, but please put aside your differences for now.” 

The book snarled in my head, then fell quiet. As its anger waned, the flames surrounding me went out. Richard stood over me, his hands pressed against my shoulders to keep me from surging to my feet. ~Witch,~ the book hissed. ~Enemy.~

“Are you two quite done?” Richard glared at me, then focused his attention on the witch.

“What is she doing here?” Laura grumbled. “I thought you knew better than to involve Normals.”

“Does she look like a Normal to you, Amber? Anyway, she was kidnapped. We’re now the hostages, if you must know.”

“Amber?” I asked, trying to crane my head to look over at the woman I’d been ready to kill moments before. “Her name is Laura. And what do you mean by ‘Normal?’”

“Hostages?” 

“Her name’s really Amber, no matter what she told you,” Richard said, ignoring Laura’s question while keeping a firm grip on me to keep me from standing. “You’re too tired to think straight. Normals are what the Inquisition calls humans without talents.”

“Come on in, Amber. You brought everything?” Alex asked. I heard the door to the suite shut.

“Of course I brought everything. In and out in ten minutes, and I left the place trashed as requested. Just who do you think I am? What is she doing here?”

Richard glared at me. “Are you going to behave now?”

“She hit first,” I mumbled.

“Amber?”

“She surprised me. She’s the top suspect for killing that boy. What’s she doing here?”

I went cold with rage. Before I could do anything, Richard rapped his knuckles on the top of my head. “Don’t do something stupid, Firecracker. We both know you didn’t kill those kids. Amber has the wrong idea.”

“Why are you calling me that?” I slapped away his hand and winced a bit at the static that jumped between us.

Richard backed away, rubbing where I’d touched him. “I thought it was obvious.”

~You took too much,~ the book scolded. ~Let some of it go.~

I lurched upright. While I wasn’t familiar with the devices in the suite, I managed to redirect the electricity I’d stolen to into them. All of the televisions switched on for a few seconds before powering down again. Without the excess energy coursing through me, my head spun and exhaustion weighed me down until I couldn’t keep myself upright. Slumping back into the armchair, I glared at Richard.

“What was that, anyway?” Laura—no, Amber—stayed in the foyer.

“I was hoping you knew,” Richard said, stepping towards the witch. I don’t know why it irritated me, but I voiced a wordless sound.

When I identified the noise as a growl, it startled me so much I fell quiet. Why was I growling?  I shook my head to clear it. What was wrong with me? I didn’t growl. I also didn’t usually have urges to kill people, either. A chill swept through me. What was happening to me?

I didn’t have any answers, and I helplessly stared at Richard, who stood between me and the witch.

“What’s going on?” Amber asked in such a baffled tone she distracted me from my worries.

“Come sit, and we’ll talk. Nicole, you have very pretty legs, but I’m not sure you want to be showing them off that much,” Richard said in a mild tone.

It took several moments for me to comprehend what he meant. When I realized the bathrobe wasn’t doing a very good job of covering me, I sat up and scrambled to adjust my robe, blushing from embarrassment.

“I’ll make some coffee. Who wants some?” Alex headed towards one of the hallways, pausing at a counter inset in the wall.

I lifted my hand and waggled my fingers. “Pour some coffee in the sugar bowl and give me that, so it doesn’t taste like coffee.”

“That’s disgusting,” Richard said, shuddering. “I take it you would rather have tea.”

“Sure. Beats coffee,” I said, making a disgusted face.

“Black here.” Amber sat down and stared at me. “I apologize. You startled me.”

“That makes two of us.”

“Shall we try this again?” Richard asked, dragging the two suitcases Amber had brought to me. “Which case is the stuff in?”

“The smaller one, wrapped in clothing. So that was your apartment?” Doubt laced Amber’s voice.

“Pretty shitty place for an actress, huh?” I asked, leaning over to grab the smaller of the two suitcases. Batting my hands away, Richard unzipped it. 

My temper soured, and I pointed my finger gun at Richard. “I can handle this. Go sit over there like a good hostage.” I pointed at the other armchair across the room.

“You’re holding him hostage with your finger?” Amber asked in disbelief.

Richard sank down on the chair across from me and stretched out his legs. “Dig through your things, Nicole, and I’ll fill Amber in. Though maybe one of you should tell me what happened between you two to cause that little scene. I thought I’d be hiding bodies for a second there.”

“I wasn’t going to kill her,” Amber replied with a sniffle.

“I was,” I admitted, shrugging as I dug through the clothing for the book with my left hand. I relaxed when my fingers touched the leather cover.

“You?” The disgust in Amber’s voice drew my attention, and I narrowed my eyes.

“And what do you mean by that?”

“After that boy died, you fell apart. Do you really think you could kill someone again?”

“Again?”

Richard cleared his throat. “Ladies, please.”

I met Amber’s gaze. Her eyes were dark blue, and she stared back at me without so much as flinching. All of my hesitance and fear melted away, and my muscles tensed in anticipation. I felt the comforting sources of electricity around me. Without looking away, I lifted the book out of the suitcase, holding it out above the coffee table.

When I let it go, it floated in the air because I desired it too. Energy trickled through me, and sparks danced across the book’s cover. Leaving it suspended in the air, I hunted down the debens, all without breaking away from my staring contest with Amber. They too floated in the air when I let them go. One by one, I pulled out everything I needed to scry into the past, leaving them to drift in the air.

“I didn’t kill Scott, Amber.”

She straightened. While she looked a little pale, she didn’t back down or look away. “Then who did?”

“A disease did,” Richard said. “She was just at the wrong place at the wrong time.”

Snatching my things out of the air, I set them down on the coffee table. I glared over at Richard, and by the time I remembered he was a Fenerec, he met my stare, his brow furrowed while he frowned at me.

Amber stiffened, and scooted away from Richard. “That’s really not a good idea,” she hissed at me.

~We can take him,~ the book whispered to me, eager.

“Tea,” Alex announced, setting a cup in front of me. The chink of porcelain startled me, and I recoiled in my surprise. Richard cleared his throat, turned his head, and broke eye contact.

“Are you insane?” Amber glared at me. “Don’t you know nothing about them? Are you trying to get us both killed?”

“She’s exhausted, been in a car accident, had someone point a gun at her, tasered, and kidnapped,” Richard said, dismissing Amber’s concerns with a wave of his hand. “She’ll probably be back to her quiet self after she’s had a good meal and some sleep. I hope. Any sane soul would snap under that strain.”

Amber straightened. “What?”

“She’s had a really long day, so I’ll make some allowances. Alex and I were keeping an eye on her after someone tried to kill her at her job. She was out walking her dogs when four Fenerec kidnapped her. Considering her current temperament, I feel it’s wise that we maintain our role as cooperative hostages until she feels comfortable letting us go. As I don’t think she really wants to kill anyone, she is using her very effective finger gun to keep us in line. If she points it at you, do as she says, Amber.”

Richard was laughing at me, a silent, merry sort of laugh that showed in his eyes without ever leaving his lips. Amber stared at him, then at me.

~You should tame and keep him,~ the book told me, amused.

I glared at the book, but couldn’t yell at it, or everyone would know I was crazy. Instead, I rose, taking the tea cup with me, and stomped my way over to the piano. After taking a sip, I sat down and stretched my fingers, ignoring the pain in my right hand.

“Again, Nicole?” Richard asked with a sigh. “You’re really going to damage your hand.”

I played with my left hand to prove I could, though I couldn’t recall the name of the song I played. It was elegant and dignified while also a little sad. Maybe my hand was trying to express what I could not, so I let my fingers roam over the keys as they willed.

“If she tells them I exist, they’ll kill me,” I said, staring down at the keys, ceasing to play the melody. Over and over again, I depressed the same key. “We can’t afford that, not yet.”

“She won’t tell them you exist,” Richard reassured me before twisting around in his chair to look at the witch. “I gave her my word, Amber.”

“What the hell is she, Richard? You didn’t tell me you had a rogue with you. You know how the Inquisition feels about rogues. If I hide her, it’s my head.” Amber shuddered, hugging herself. “You’re not paying me nearly enough for this.”

“Then I’ll just have to double your rate. The Inquisition doesn’t learn about her from you, understand?” Richard glared at Amber, and she recoiled across the couch, cowering under the intensity of his stare.

“I understand,” she whispered. “Double the fee, and I won’t say a word. She doesn’t exist, so far as I’m concerned.”

“Oh, she exists, but she’s just a Normal, an innocent caught in the cross hairs, through no fault of her own.” While his laugh sounded forced to my ears, Amber relaxed and straightened her posture.

“Important? How? She’s an actress, I know, but…”

“Take a good look at her, Amber. Forget everything you know about her, and really see her.”

Hiding my confusion behind a neutral expression, I took a sip of my tea and watched Richard and Amber. Amber stared at me, her gaze settling on my scars. It was a long time before she managed to look at my face.

“I don’t understand.”

Muttering curses, Richard got up and picked up the photograph of my sister and slapped it down on the coffee table. “Look again.”

Amber picked up the picture, stared at it, then turned to me. Her blue eyes widened. “She’s not her.”

“Of course not,” Richard agreed, taking back the picture of my sister and bringing it to me. “This is yours.”

Taking the photograph with a trembling hand, I laid it on the keys and stared down at my sister’s smiling face. “Why are you doing this to me?” I whispered.

“Lisa Desmond is one of the Inquisition’s best coverts.” Amber’s voice sounded weak. When she fell silent, we waited for her to continue speaking. “You’re not her. You’re younger. Why do you have her face?”

“I’m older by ten minutes, actually,” I admitted in a strangled whisper, slapping the photograph off the piano with the back of my hand. The piano made an ugly sound as I pressed my fist against the keys. The picture fluttered to the floor, and I considered smashing the delicate teacup on the image, but couldn’t bring myself to do it. I didn’t have a right to be angry. Maybe she had chosen to become a Fenerec, but I had been the one to run away.

It was my fault we weren’t together anymore.

“You’re twins.”

“I doubt anyone from her family could be normal,” Richard grumbled, bending over to pick up the picture. He set it on the back of the grand piano, far out of my reach. “Someone knows who she is and is willing to kill people to get her out of the way. The boy in the mall died of the plague, Amber. Her being there was just a coincidence.”

“No it wasn’t,” I whispered, staring at the piano keys, too ashamed to lift my head. “If I hadn’t been there, he might’ve lived a little longer.”

Richard froze. “What do you mean?”

“I…I didn’t think the police were going to do enough to try to find his killer, so… so I tried something.”

“Something?”

I pointed at the mirror. “I used that.”

Richard left my side, and despite the presence of others in the room, I felt alone.

“It’s a silver mirror. No offense, but I’m not going to touch it. What’s so special about it?”

“There’s nothing special about it. Sure, it’s a bit old, but it’s not special. It’s just silver.” I drew in a deep breath and let out in a sigh. “I took Scott’s blood and used it.”

Amber cleared her throat. “Excuse me, did you just say you used Scott’s blood?”

“I did.”

“You’re a necromancer?”

“No.”

“No? But that’s blood magic. Only—”

“I am not a necromancer or a sorcerer or a demon summoner,” I said, unable to keep the exhaustion out of my voice. “I’m not a witch, either. Please let me finish.”

When no one said anything, I twisted around on the bench to face them, though I stared at the book instead. “He panicked when the lights went out. He hadn’t meant anyone any harm. I don’t know why, but he wanted to protect me. When he tried to become a wolf, he lost control. The… the disease tore him apart. He couldn’t become a wolf, and he couldn’t return to being a human. And just like that, he was gone.”

A tear streaked down my cheek and I angrily wiped it away. The Fenerec and witch waited in silence.

“I didn’t just see it in the mirror. I was there, and I died with him, because the same person can’t be in the same time at one time. That’s one rule not even I can break. Don’t you understand?”

“Oh my god,” Amber whispered. I looked up in time to see her lift a hand to her mouth. The color drained from her face. She knew, and because she knew, my guilt smothered me. She rose to her feet and stepped towards me. I flinched and twisted away from her. “You’re one of them, aren’t you?”

I tensed at the horror in the woman’s voice. I expected an immediate execution at the hands of an Inquisitor, but Amber didn’t do anything other than watch me. If she decided to eliminate me, she’d find me an easy enough victim. I was so tired of running, hiding, and fighting for my survival.

“She’s one of what?” Richard asked, his tone curt from frustration.

I bowed my head and tried to convince myself I wouldn’t break under their scrutiny. When the violence I expected from Amber didn’t come, I dared glancing at the woman out of the corner of my eye. All I could see in her expression was pity, and that was almost worse than her attacking me outright. I chewed on my lip and tried to gather enough courage to speak.

Amber spared me by saying, “She’s a wizard, Richard.”

“A wizard, Amber? They’re legends.” Richard sounded skeptical, and I didn’t blame him.

The Inquisition worked hard to make sure people like me didn’t live long.

“And now you know why she was ready to kill me. If the Inquisition finds out she exists, they’ll never stop until she’s dead, and they won’t care how many they have to kill in the process to make sure she’s gone. They want you to think they’re just another myth or legend.”

Movement drew my attention. Richard rose to his feet and approached the piano, his focus entirely on the witch he had hired. “And what are you going to do about it, Amber?”

Amber held her hands up in the universal gesture of surrender. “I’m not going to do anything. My word is good, Richard. The Inquisition isn’t going to learn anything from me.”

“You changed your tune mighty fast, Amber,” was the suspicious reply.

“I might be a witch, Richard, but I’m not a monster, and neither is she. Even I can see that.”
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When the events of the day finally overwhelmed me, I retreated to the safety of one of the suite’s bedrooms. I didn’t remember falling asleep, but when I awoke, an unfamiliar weight pressed against my back. I cracked open an eye and groaned a little. The sun blazed in my eyes and I threw the pillow over my head.

When I couldn’t fall back asleep, I sat up and rubbed at my eyes.

I was completely surrounded. Richard and Alex were dressed in the clothes I remembered them being in the night before, sprawled on top of the duvet in a tangle of arms and legs. To my relief, I was dressed in my pajamas, though I didn’t remember putting them on. Amber was curled up next to me, her back pressed against me.

I remembered going to bed, but I couldn’t recall agreeing to share a bed with two men and another woman. I sat up, rubbing at my eyes in my effort to disbelieve the sleeping figures surrounding me. They didn’t vanish. I rubbed at my eyes again.

They were still there. 

~Fenerec do not enjoy sleeping alone, and the witch didn’t like the thought of abandoning you to the wolves,~ the book informed me in an amused tone. ~You were not very sensible or coherent last night, so I shall fill you in. The witch didn’t try to kill you, you didn’t try to kill her, and the Fenerec decided Amber wasn’t a risk to you, so they let her live. Pack politics. It’s a shame you missed most of it, you might’ve learned something. It seems Amber’s grandmother was a wizard. The Inquisition murdered her. Amber was give a choice: join or die. They talked about it after you locked yourself in the bathroom and cried yourself sick.~

I had wanted to forget that part of the evening. I considered lighting the book on fire, but thought better of it. It wasn’t the book’s fault I had humiliated myself. Scouring my memory didn’t help me any; I didn’t remember what the book was talking about at all.

None of my uninvited bedmates stirred as I crawled out from under the covers and tip-toed my way across the suite. Once I was in the sitting room, I stared down at the book, which was still on the coffee table. “So Amber has a history with wizards,” I whispered.

~So it seems. I think she’ll keep our secret safe. The Fenerec, too. But if you don’t believe them, it’d be simple enough to take them out, though I think the witch could be a good ally. She can help you hide from the Inquisition. She knows their ways.~

I decided to ignore the book’s lust for blood and murder. So far as I could tell, it wanted to keep me alive, and dead people couldn’t threaten me. “Keep your friends close and your enemies closer?”

~Exactly.~

“If I wanted to find someone who disappeared a long time ago, could I?” I kept my voice to a whisper, worried about waking the others. While the book could read my mind when it wanted, if I spoke, it had to listen. If I didn’t, it could choose to ignore my questions.

I wanted to be done with being ignored and feeling helpless. I was tired of the gut-wrenching guilt I carried around with me just because I existed. With three people in the world who knew what I was, and hadn’t tried to kill me right away because of it, maybe I didn’t have to be alone all of the time.

After giving me a few minutes to think, it said, ~If you want to find someone who doesn’t want to be found, you need something of theirs. Do you have something they owned? Anything at all? It would work best if you had their hair, nail trimmings, or blood. Do they have a direct descendant?~

Shaking my head, I sank down on the couch. My stomach gurgled its displeasure at me. After over a day without a real meal, I was fit to kill—and the idea of eating whatever got in my way wasn’t entirely repulsive.

~They’re influencing you.~ The book was amused. It didn’t seem all that concerned.

I flipped a rude gesture at it. “You’d be hungry too. Oh, that’s right. You can’t get hungry. I’d call room service, but they’d wake up.”

~Bitch,~ the book said with fondness.

“Hungry bitch,” I mumbled, getting up to prowl around the suite in search of something to nibble on. I found a little refrigerator tucked in a corner, but it proved empty, save for a small container of coffee cream. When my search of the sitting room failed, I expanded my efforts to the second bedroom, where I found a stash of chocolates and granola bars. With the worst of my hunger satiated by sweets, I decided to go through the files, which had been left on the table.

Most of it I already knew, though there were several pages of research notes on the nature of the plague, and what I read terrified me.

Ebola was something best left to scary movies and secluded cases in Africa, but the notes pointed at ebolavirus zaire as a close match for what infected the werewolves—except it didn’t infect humans. The notes also implied it didn’t infect real wolves either. I took the files to the office, where I found several dictionaries, including a medical reference book. Someone had flagged a bunch of pages with slips of paper. Reading through the file took time; whoever had written it liked medical jargon, and I spent more time looking up definitions than anything else.

What I learned matched what my father had said on the phone—and what Scott had experienced. The Fenerec were in a lot of trouble and were out of time.

The only good news I found was that unlike ebolavirus zaire, the plague infecting the Fenerec had a very, very long incubation time. It wouldn’t save them, but it bought time for the newly infected. Using the office’s fax machine, I made copies of the medical files. I flipped over one of the sheets. Something occurred to me, and I spent a long time staring at the blank page in front of me.

If the incubation period was so long for the disease, why weren’t the Fenerec creating more of their kind to save themselves from extinction?

~Good question,~ the book commented. I squeaked, spinning in my chair. I’d left the book on the dining table, out of sight, though apparently not out of mind. ~You need me,~ it reminded me when I considered burning it.

I acknowledged the truth with a nod. “That is why I haven’t lit you on fire yet.”

~Appreciated,~ it said in a wry tone.

I’d never get used to the book using my voice. Disgusted, I went back to work. Until I knew what I was up against, I couldn’t help the Fenerec. Even if I did know the enemy, I wasn’t sure if I could do anything to save them.

~We’ll figure something out,~ the book promised, though I heard the doubt in its voice. ~If we don’t like the rules of the game, we’ll make new ones.~

“Got to know the rules first,” I muttered, and reread the medical file for the fifth time, searching for some magical clue that would tell me what I needed to do to save the Fenerec from extinction.

I wasn’t surprised when I didn’t find anything.


Chapter Fifteen
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The morning crawled by and the pile of sleepers on the king-sized bed didn’t stir. By noon, I was sick of chocolate and wanted real food. While I stomped my way to the bedroom, I couldn’t bring myself to stay irritated at the pair of Fenerec and the witch. It looked like they had found some semblance of peace in their sleep.

~They were up late watching over you. They were worried,~ the book whispered to me. I scowled. While I was used to Dominic’s overbearing ways, I wasn’t used to the idea of anyone looking out for me—except for me. Could I trust them with my secret? My doubts remained. Determined not to be a burden to anyone, I decided I would be cheerful—someone the two Fenerec and the witch wouldn’t mind being stuck with.

~I think you can trust them. Alex’s life is in your hands, and they know it. To them, a wizard isn’t evil. It could mean salvation. It may not be true, but many believe a wizard can do anything.~

If I failed, I’d lose my family, and Richard would lose his—and if I wasn’t careful, Amber would lose her life for not telling the Inquisition of my existence. Even if I succeeded, I’d never be able to stop running from the Inquisition and its wolves and witches.

~You could always disappear again,~ the book suggested, though there was hesitancy in its voice. ~I can teach you how.~

I was so, so tired of running. I stood straighter, grabbed hold of the duvet, and pulled on it as hard as I could. Richard and Alex tumbled to the floor, while Amber made a startled mewling noise.

The two Fenerec continued to sleep. “Are you serious?” I asked, prodding Alex with my toe. He mumbled and rolled over onto his brother. “There will be corpses if I don’t have lunch soon.”

Rubbing the sleep out of her eyes, Amber lurched upright and stared at me. “What time is it?”

“Noon.”

The witch grumbled, grabbed a pillow, and threw it at me. I caught it, took hold of the corner, and proceeded to beat Richard and Alex awake with it.

“You’ve been sleeping long enough. Up, up,” I ordered, emphasizing my demand by smacking them with the pillow again.

Richard woke first, sitting up and snatching the pillow out of my hands. There was a wolf-yellow gleam in his brown eyes, but when he stared at me, he smiled a little, and sleepily flopped back onto the floor.

“Go back to bed, Nicole,” Alex mumbled, curling up next to his brother. “It’s not time to get up yet.”

“But it’s noon,” I protested, poking the Fenerec with my toe. “If I eat another piece of chocolate, I’m going to develop diabetes.”

“So call room service.” Richard’s voice was muffled by the pillow.

“Fenerec like to think they’re nocturnal,” Amber said, and to my relief, she swung her legs off the bed. “It’s fine, Nicole. I’ll take you out for something nice to eat. Let these old dogs rest their poor achy bones.”

There was something about Amber’s tone that caught my attention. When I looked at her, she shook her head a little. I pointed at the other room, and she nodded.

Richard growled a little, but before he could get up, Amber circled the bed and nudged him with her foot. “I’ll take good care of her, don’t worry. If anyone does anything stupid, I’ll take care of them if she doesn’t first.”

“That’s right,” I replied, pulling the duvet off the bed and dropping it over the brothers. “Go back to sleep. And I thought I had trouble getting up some mornings.”

“You’re in a good mood,” Amber said, heading to the suitcases she had brought the night before. She pulled out some clothes for herself before throwing some of my things at me. “Feeling better?”

“I’m fine. Bored, though. If I read over that medical file one more time, my eyes were going to rot out of my head.” I wrinkled my nose. “I’ll go back to digging after lunch.”

“I might be able to help with that,” she said. We dressed, and to my relief, my messenger bag was among the things Amber had pilfered from my apartment. I stuffed the book inside along with all six of my focal stones and the debens. If something happened while we were out, maybe my precaution would be enough to help me protect myself.

~It’ll do.~

I refused to reply to the book. Talking to myself would be a very quick way to convince Amber I wasn’t as stable as she thought I was. I waited until we were alone in the elevator before saying, “You wanted to talk about something without the Fenerec hearing. What?”

“You need to learn how to protect yourself.”

My laughter was bitter. “That’s the understatement of the year, Amber.”

“I can help you with that, but you’ll need to trust me.” Amber winced as the elevator filled up, and she didn’t say anything else. I kept my mouth shut.

The book had warned me when I first acquired it of one simple truth: anyone could be an Inquisitor. Amber being one was bad enough, but if she could help me, I’d sleep with the enemy for a while. The book didn’t seem to object to the idea, which comforted me a little. I didn’t think the book was infallible, but its judgment and common sense had kept me alive so far.

“Let’s find somewhere off the strip where we can talk.” Amber linked her arm with mine and pulled me along beside her. The elegance of the hotel made way for an indoor parking garage occupied by hundreds of vehicles. “Something to remember if you ever come to Vegas again. Valet service is great, but if you park your own car, you can escape a lot faster.” She glanced over her shoulder. “That, plus the Inquisition loves to plant people as valets. It’s an easy and cheap way to look for targets. Fenerec are often wealthy. Since they can’t hunt people, they hunt money. And the rogues often hunt both. Sometimes they get careless and the valets figure out who they are so they can be brought down.”

I shuddered. Valet service was a common thing among the rich and the famous. Who wanted to park their own car when it was easy to toss the keys to someone else? It was a smart policy—and another reason to fear the Inquisition. “Why are you telling me this?”

“If you want to live long enough to help Alex, you need to know. How long have you been…?”

“Five or six years, give or take a few months,” I mumbled.

~You’re not like the Fenerec, who make a choice to become what they are. You were always a wizard. You had the need and the power, so you awakened. I simply helped you get there faster. There are many wizards in the world, but they live and die without knowing it.~

I tightened my hold on my messenger bag and thought about the book’s words. Did my parents know what they had spawned?

~You’re not a fish or a monster. You weren’t spawned.~

“That long? Most…” Amber swallowed, shook her head, and pulled a set of car keys out of her pocket. She hit a button and a car nearby beeped. Like Richard’s car, it was sporty, but large enough to have a backseat.

I opened the passenger door and got inside, buckling up. The inside smelled new. “Most probably don’t live very long, do they?”

Amber swallowed. “They don’t. Months, if they’re lucky. More often than not, days. It’s easy to spot a wizard, Nicole.”

“Power outages. Strange spikes in electricity consumption. Cell phones that don’t lose their charge,” I said, watching her out of the corner of my eye. “Lights flicker, electronics turn on and off at random. It’s like something straight out of a horror flick.”

She stared back at me with a puzzled expression. “Yes. So how did you avoid getting caught?”

“Got a cell phone?”

She reached into her pocket and handed it to me. It was the same one from L.A., and I cringed a little at the memory of the bookstore. I unlocked it with a swipe of my finger. “Cell phones are funny things. Run a few apps, and they run out of battery pretty quick. But give a cell phone to a wizard and she can learn to control her powers because she’s too busy charging her phone to meddle much with anything else. They’re greedy.”

When I handed it back, the charge held stable near full. She stared at it, and at the battery monitoring icon. “It’s still charging and you’re not touching it.”

I shrugged. “Don’t ask me, Amber. I don’t know how I do it. Once I touch a device, or the person holding it, I can manipulate it, so long as it’s nearby. I wasn’t the one who played with the lights in the mall, though. I don’t know how to tell who else is a wizard. I mean, I could’ve done it easily enough, but it wasn’t me. I’m aware of when I’m doing something. I have to be. I figured out the trick to it quick. I was lucky, I guess. My first major mishap was blamed on faulty electric wiring. I lived in a really crappy apartment back then.”

“Most get caught because they take electricity, then they have nowhere else to store it. Boom. Explosion, fire, thunderstorms. We’re taught what to look for, so we can protect people.”

I nodded. “I’m usually using it on something, usually my cell phone. When I’m at home, I power my television and appliances. Someone looking at my bill might notice a little lower than normal consumption.”

“A little lower than normal consumption?”

Laughing at the surprise in Amber’s voice, I settled back against the leather seat, staring out the window at the huge casinos as she drove down the strip. “I knew what would happen if the Inquisition found out about me. I still don’t know why I didn’t kill you yesterday when you did that… thing.”

“You’re not the type,” Amber said, her eyes fixed on the heavy traffic.

I hitched my thumb at one of the side streets. “Wouldn’t it be faster if we got off this street?”

“Faster doesn’t mean better. Gives us time to talk.”

Considering Las Vegas Boulevard was crawling, I figured she had a lot to talk about. The pedestrians were out pacing us. My stomach gurgled a protest. “I’ll survive, I hope.”

Amber drummed her fingers on the steering wheel while waiting for the light to change to green. “You’re as bad as a Fenerec when hungry. All right, food first. What are you in the mood for?”

“Anything, as long as it’s cooked.”

I enjoyed listening to Amber’s airy, sweet laugh.
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Instead of leaving the Strip to find food, Amber parked her car at Mandalay Bay and took us to the buffet. Once satiated, she wasn’t happy with leaving the hotel without seeing the sights. I followed in her wake, pleasantly full and content to do what she wanted.

I had reasons to dislike predators, but I couldn’t help but like the Shark Reef: there was something majestic and wonderfully lethal about sharks.

We didn’t talk much, not until we returned to the safety of her car.

“Tourists do touristy things,” Amber explained as I buckled in. “Richard told your agent fellow that you were in town for a family matter and that you would be seeing the sights while you were here.”

“I am still amazed he pulled that off,” I muttered, shaking my head. “Dominic doesn’t like stuff like that. He’d normally insist to talk to his client.”

“Richard didn’t tell me the specifics, I’m afraid. Just that he dealt with your agent, and the excuse given so I could play along. So, I’m a family friend who is showing you around.”

I shivered. “The Inquisition could be watching me.”

“Oh, they’re definitely watching you. And I’ll lie to them so well that not even a Fenerec will be able to catch me at it. You do know that, right? Don’t lie to a Fenerec. They can smell it on you.” Amber drove off the Strip, heading out of the city into the desert. “They think you’re a Normal, though. You’re just an unfortunate woman who happens to look like someone a few years older than you.”

Lisa’s picture still surprised me. We were the same age, but she looked older. I hadn’t aged much, not since acquiring the book. I had scars, but she looked worn out and far older.

We didn’t look much like twins, not anymore.

“Lisa,” I said, staring out over the bleak landscape.

“Yes. There are those who would like nothing more than for Lisa to die. I can understand why. People think that without her around, there wouldn’t be as many deaths. They’re wrong, though. Someone would just replace her. She’s one of the Inquisition’s executioners and she does her job very, very well. Someone got her picture and spread it around. There are those who want her dead, and there are those who just want her. You’re caught in the crossfire. You happened to be at the wrong place at the wrong time at the mall. For that, I’m sorry. It… couldn’t have been easy for you. It didn’t help I overreacted at the hotel, either.”

Richard had mentioned my sister’s involvement with the Inquisition, but Amber’s label of executioner startled and frightened me. I didn’t want to believe my sister was capable of such a thing, but at the same time, she was a Fenerec. Violence followed in their wake. Violence too often led to death, but I didn’t want to believe she hunted death so willingly.

~Some people run away. Some show their anger by hunting worthy foes,~ the book told me. All I could hear in its voice was pity.

“I reacted the same way. I think it’s fair to say we’re even. But this is just great. So not only is she dying from plague, Lisa’s on the supernatural’s version of America’s Most Wanted.” I sighed and leaned my temple against the window. “Is there any good news at all?”

“When she doesn’t want to be found, no one finds her. She’s not a Fenerec to be crossed. She’s cunning, and she has great control, too. She doesn’t even need to have a witch.”

I tilted my head so I could stare at Amber. “What do you mean by that?”

“You really don’t know much about Fenerec, do you? Or the Inquisition, for that matter.” Amber frowned and deep lines crossed her brow.

“Let’s just say I got my information from a temperamental source,” I replied in a wry tone.

~I resemble that remark.~

While Amber wasn’t out to kill me—yet, at least—I wasn’t going to tell her about the book’s talkative nature, so I bit back the urge to reply to it. The witch didn’t speak for a long moment, tapping her fingers on her steering wheel. I let her be. When she wanted to explain, she would.

Nagging her probably wouldn’t work, and straining our relationship didn’t seem wise, not when we might have to fight each other someday. If the Inquisition discovered me or if Amber slipped, it would come to that.

But could I pull it off? Could I actually kill someone?

I hoped not.

Amber broke the silence with a sigh. “Maybe I should ask you what you know about the Fenerec, witches, and the Inquisition.”

Admitting ignorance was a difficult thing, I decided, and took several deep breaths to compose myself. “Assume I know nothing. As I said before, my source is reliable.” I hoped the book understood I was talking about it. “While there are Fenerec in my family, they kept their secrets. I know the plague is killing them, and that it doesn’t infect regular people. Normals, you called them? As for witches, they align with elements and use focal stones. Don’t know much more than that.” I twisted around in my seat and snatched the strap of my messenger bag, tugging it close enough for me to pull out one of my crystal balls. I ended up with the rhodonite. “I use focal stones, too. I don’t know how witches use them, though.” Settling back in my seat, I rolled the rhodonite back and forth between my hands.

The book seethed in my head but didn’t argue with me. I smiled a little at its reluctant acknowledgment of my jab.

Amber made a thoughtful noise. “Is it true you’ve never fired a gun?”

“It’s true.”

“All right. Let me make a phone call. Stay quiet. Pretend you’re not listening, please. I’ll take you to the range.” Without waiting for my agreement, she pressed a button on her steering wheel. “Call Boss.”

I tensed, listening to the ringing coming from the speakers.

“Carolton,” a man’s voice answered.

“It’s Amber. I got a young lady I want to take to the West Nevada range with me for some practice. Can I get clearance?”

There was a brief pause, and I squirmed a little. Amber smiled at me and lifted a hand from the wheel long enough to press a finger to her lips to keep me quiet.

“Friend of yours?” Carolton asked.

“She’s a person of special interest to the Yellowknife pack, sir. I’m on hire to keep her safe.”

“How long do you want the range for?”

“Three days, if possible.”

“I’ll call you back.” 

Carolton hung up, and Amber pressed another button on her steering wheel. “Carolton isn’t bad, as far as Inquisitors go. He’ll probably call me back in ten or twenty minutes with an access code to the range. They don’t like Normals interacting with Inquisitors on the range, so he’ll see if he can have the place cleared out first. All things considered, three days is the most we can spare, I think.”

“We don’t have a lot of time,” I agreed, wondering if three days spent on a gun range would be the difference between Lisa living or dying. Did we have three days to spare? “Can we really afford to take three whole days for this, Amber?”

“An afternoon at the range isn’t enough. There’s no point in teaching you if I don’t teach you enough for it to be useful. Unless you want to be a target?”

I didn’t. I shook my head. “What about the Fenerec?”

“You won’t be of any use to them dead, Nicole.”

I grimaced but couldn’t fault her logic. If I died, my powers wouldn’t be able to do anything to help anyone. “Tell me this, then: from my understanding, Richard and Alex aren’t beholden to the Inquisition. They’re exempt. Why?”

“They’re Canadian. They… don’t agree with our methods. They police their own, and they do a good job of it, too. They told the Inquisition they’d deal with their financial messes, but in exchange, the Canadian Fenerec packs wanted to be left alone. It works. Canadian witches bond with Canadian Fenerec, and for whatever reason, they don’t have a problem with rogues, not like we do here.”

“So the Inquisition is only in America?”

Amber shook her head. “Worldwide, with limited exceptions, Canada being one of them. Fenerec aren’t the only monsters the Inquisition safeguards Normals from.”

“You mean wizards, like me.”

“Rogue witches, too, among others. But yes, wizards are among them. Wizards are dangerous, Nicole. The Inquisition killed my grandmother for wizardry, and while it was brutal, I can’t say it was undeserved.”

Part of me wanted to ask, but I kept my mouth shut. If Amber wanted to tell me, she would. I considered our conversation, and tried to steer it to safer waters. “You mentioned witches bonding with Fenerec. Richard and Alex didn’t seem to have anyone with them? Unless you…?”

“I’m not their witch. They hire me, but they don’t need me to keep themselves under control. True-born Fenerec like Richard are rare. True-born almost always have a witch, because they are almost always at risk of losing touch with their human side. Richard has Alex.”

“But Alex isn’t a witch, is he?”

Amber shrugged. “He’s not a witch, but all Alex has to do is talk to him and Richard calms down. We’d be out of a job if all Fenerec were like them. I wish that were the case. But normally, a Fenerec will have a witch who is bonded to them. The witch can help the Fenerec become human again if they lose control. They can calm the wild, wolf side of their personalities. Witches partner with Fenerec, especially within the Inquisition. There are a lot of those who are afraid of Fenerec running wild, even if they’re on the ‘good’ side, so to speak. Though, from your perspective, there’s nothing good about the Inquisition is there?”

“It’s hard to see any good side to a group who wants people like me dead,” I admitted. “For the sake of argument, let’s say the Inquisition isn’t all bad, and I just am really, really unlucky.”

“That’s fair. The Inquisition makes mistakes. It’s ruthless, too. Normals aren’t supposed to know about us. Those who do are sworn to secrecy and watched.”

It didn’t surprise me, although it sickened me a little. I didn’t understand why the Inquisition felt its secrecy was so important. Did ignorance somehow protect humanity? Or did it just provide an easier hunting ground for the Fenerec? I couldn’t bring myself to ask, so I redirected the conversation back to witches. What witches did was safer than asking questions about those who wanted to kill people like me. “So do all witches have Fenerec partners?”

“I don’t,” Amber said, and once again, she shrugged. “I’m a fire witch, so it’s a mark against me. We’re supposed to be the best at working with the werewolves. That’s why I’m assigned to watch over young Fenerec. I was checking in on him when he died. We weren’t partners, but he knew I was around keeping an eye on him.”

I grimaced at the bitterness in her voice. “They hate when people call them werewolves.” I shivered at the strength of the memory of my father growling at me as a child, because I had made the mistake of watching a movie with werewolves.

I had suppressed the memory, but I couldn’t forget again. Soon, fragmented memories of the past might be all I had left of my family. It left me trembling. What else had I forgotten?

Why was I so determined not to remember it again? Why was I so afraid of the past? It left me nauseous thinking about it. What could be worse than the car crash?

Another shudder ripped through me, and a cold sweat beaded on my brow.

Amber’s phone rang, sparing me from thinking about it further. She motioned for me to stay quiet.

“Amber here,” she answered, once again routing the conversation through the car’s speakers.

“It’s Harold,” Carolton announced, his neutral tone revealing nothing. “You’re clear to use the range for three days. When can we expect your arrival?”

“One hour.”

“Someone will be waiting to meet you and your guest for an interview.” Without waiting for an answer, Carolton hung up.

Amber pressed a button on her steering wheel. “Well, that’s that. Let me do the talking. Remember one thing, Nicole. Tell the truth and nothing but the truth. You can evade, you can choose not to answer a question, but never, ever lie. They’ll know if you do, and if you tell one lie, they’ll look for others.”

“Understood. No lies. The last thing I need for them is to take extra notice of me,” I muttered.

“I’ll do my best to protect you. I gave my word. Look at it this way; they’ll never believe a wizard would be insane enough to go straight into the lion’s den. They think you are a Normal needing their protection and that’s exactly what you want them to believe.”

Despite my misgivings and worries, I believed her.
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The West Nevada range hid in a valley with red rock cliffs ensuring no route of escape other than the unpaved road cutting across the desert. An armed guard waited at the fence. Amber flashed him a smile and a card, and he opened the gate to let us through.

“Show time,” she said cheerfully as she drove through. “Remember what I told you, Nicole.”

“No lies,” I replied obediently. “And no displays of wizardry, either.”

“That would be a good idea.”

The road curved several miles through the gorge. She stopped at a dead end, but didn’t turn off her car. “Now we wait.”

“For what?” I twisted around, but couldn’t find any sign of where the road went—or where the firing range was. I turned back to gawk at the cliff in front of us. It loomed some fifty feet high, and the stone was as weather worn as the rest of the desert.

Amber gestured to the cliff in front of us. I stared at it, my brows furrowing as I tried to figure out what she was pointing at. A section of the stone paled, and then like paper crumbling to ash in a fire, the stone dissolved and broke away to reveal an opening. When it was large enough for Amber to drive through, she turned her headlights on and eased her car into the tunnel. “Earth magic,” she explained a bit wistfully.

The seat belt strangled me as I turned to watch the passage close behind us. The stone reformed with the crackle of falling icicles. I settled back in my seat and gaped at Amber.

“The Inquisition has turned this entire mountain into a complex. The firing range is only one part of it, and fortunately for us, the closest. Take it from me, you don’t want to get lost in here.” Amber chuckled a little, turning her car down a passage. “This is a newer complex, so there aren’t a whole lot of folks here yet, which is good for both of us. I’ve been stationed here for about a year now. It’s close enough to the big cities to be convenient while being far enough out of the way that adventurous explorers don’t find us. Welcome to the Inquisition, Nicole.”

“Thanks, I think.” I wiped my sweaty palms on my jeans and hoped I hadn’t fallen into a trap. If I had, it was too late to run away now. “Hey, Amber?”

“What is it?”

“Do you think the Inquisition can help find a cure for the plague?”

Amber hesitated before shrugging. “Who knows? I’d be more worried about whether or not they will, not if they can. Some people aren’t forced to join the Inquisition. They join because someone they love was killed. Sometimes by a witch, sometimes by a Fenerec. Rarely by a wizard. Unless the survival of the Fenerec outweighs the benefits of them being gone, they won’t.”

“That’s horrible.” I balled my hands into fists.

Richard and Alex didn’t seem like monsters. They scared me a little, but monsters wouldn’t protect anyone. Monsters wouldn’t have helped me. Monsters certainly wouldn’t have let me hold them hostage with a gun without retaliation. Maybe my father was gruff and had little tolerance for things he didn’t like, but I didn’t remember him as a monster, either.

“Fear can turn good people into bad ones,” Amber said, her voice a whisper. “I’m not proud to be a part of the Inquisition when that happens. But sometimes, we save people too. That makes it worthwhile.”

“Fenerec aren’t monsters,” I announced, straightening in my seat. “They’re scary, but they’re not monsters.”

“Why do you say that?”

“Rapists, murderers, child abusers; those are the real monsters. They often choose to be that way, to hurt and kill people. Maybe some of the Fenerec are monsters, but it isn’t because they’re Fenerec. It’s because they decided to become a monster.”

Amber slowed the car, taking the time to look me over, her eyes narrowing. “It must be nice to be so idealistic.”

“If you saw someone raping someone else, what would you do?”

“Stop them, of course.” Amber sounded angry.

“Would you kill them?”

“No! Of course not. I’d hand them over to the police.”

“Now who is the idealistic one, Amber? Do you really think a prison sentence or a slap on the wrist from the police is going to stop a rapist?” Snorting my disgust at the thought, I made a gesture that encompassed the Inquisition headquarters. “The Inquisition kills wizards because we’re dangerous. Yet a rapist, someone who violates another person for their pleasure, can walk free. Fenerec are viewed as monsters because they might kill someone if they lose control, right? But the child abusers, the rapists, the murderers, they live. They survive. But they’re human, they’re ‘Normals’, as you call them. And that makes it all right, doesn’t it? No, Fenerec aren’t monsters, not until they do something that makes them a monster. And neither is a wizard.”

“You act all meek and scared, and then you say something like this. Unbelievable. You’re unbelievable,” Amber said, shaking her head. At first, I thought she was angry, but when I faced her, the witch smiled. “I wish my grandmother had been a little bit more like you.”

“What? Why?”

“Because then she wouldn’t have become a monster.”
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The tunnel opened into a parking lot, complete with street lamps illuminating the asphalt. Amber parked the car by a steel door embedded in the stone walls of the complex. I stashed my rhodonite in my messenger bag. “What should I do with this?”

“Your bag? Keep it with you. That way, they won’t go through it without you knowing about it.”

“They’re not going to search me, are they?” I couldn’t keep the apprehension out of my voice.

If they found the book and questioned what it was, or if they wondered about my eclectic collection of gemstones and debens, the Inquisition would ask questions.

“Are you going to give them a reason to search you?” Amber grinned at me. “Take your bag with you. You’re not going through airport security, for pity’s sake. Anyway, you’re with me. I’m responsible for everything you do while you’re here.”

“I guess if they’re going to let you teach me how to shoot guns, they’re not worried about me coming in here with weapons, are they?” I asked wryly.

“Exactly. Shall we get this over with?”

I drew a deep breath, nodded, and got out of Amber’s car. “We didn’t tell Richard and Alex where we were going.”

“Oops,” the witch replied, amused. “The poor puppies will call me if they worry too much. I’m sure they’ll leave me some lovely voice mails, as we’ll be too busy playing with guns to talk with them.”

Laughing a little at the thought of calling either Richard or Alex puppies, I followed after Amber. “I dare you to call them that when we get back to Vegas.”

“Now that’s just playing dirty, Nicole. Are you trying to get me killed? Why don’t you call them puppies?”

“Let me borrow that car of yours for a weekend and I will.” I grinned at her car. Like Richard’s, it was a manual, but Amber had been a cautious enough driver, keeping close to the speed limit the entire way. I wanted to drive it and find out what it could do.

“That surprises me,” Amber said, halting to watch me. “You like sports cars?”

“I bought myself a fixer upper Porsche a while back. She’s not fixed yet, but someday I’ll take her to a track.”

“You didn’t seem the type. Your apartment was pretty frugal for a starlet, I wasn’t expecting such modesty.”

I wrinkled my nose. “With my sandpaper voice, I don’t get a lot of contracts. A girl has to be careful with her money. And speaking of contracts, Dominic is going to kill me if I lose my role in that movie…”

Amber pulled open the door leading into a reception area. It reminded me of a doctor’s office, complete with chairs, kids’ toys tucked in a corner, and a huge desk piled with papers and clipboards. “Don’t worry about it. Richard’ll take care of you. If you do lose that contract because of all of this, he’ll compensate you for what you lost. He’s good for it. Richard doesn’t abandon people like that.”

“Ms. Arlington and guest?” a woman’s voice asked from behind the oak monstrosity dominating the room.

“That’s us,” Amber replied. “Someone is supposed to be meeting us?”

“Your interviewer is delayed. I’ve been instructed to send you into the range. What sort of weaponry will you require, Ms. Arlington?”

“The works, please. If it can be fired, I want it. Can you get us booked into a suite of rooms for the next three nights, please?”

“Of course, Ms. Arlington. Shared or separate?”

“Shared.”

I kept quiet, watching the proceedings with wide eyes. The woman behind the desk proved to be a tiny, cream-skinned Irish girl with a shock of fire-red hair. Her smile was bright, and there was a tinge of yellow in her brown eyes. It wasn’t until I was close to the desk, watching Amber fill out paperwork, that I smelled a hint of cinnamon under her floral perfume.

~Fenerec,~ the book agreed, and I sensed its pleasure at my having identified the werewolf.

I shivered. The sensitivity of my nose bothered me. Could Normals, as Amber called them, smell the cinnamon of a Fenerec?

~No, they can’t. There is a reason what you did is taboo. It’s possible to steal things from others that way—like an enhanced sense of smell. At least Scott won’t miss what you took, right?~

Guilt surged through me, and for a very long moment, I considered burning the book to ash in my bag.

“Sign these,” the Fenerec said, shoving a clipboard at me.

I took it and read the form. When it asked for my name and driver’s license, I grabbed my wallet out of my pocket and dutifully wrote down my details before sliding the clipboard back to her.

Could the Fenerec sense the lie of my name? Or had I been Nicole Thomas for so long she wasn’t a lie anymore?

“You ever fire a gun before, Ms. Thomas?” the receptionist asked.

“No, ma’am,” I replied.

“The rules are simple. Do not carry loaded guns in the common areas unless directed to. Return all ammunition to the box. There is no one else in the range right now, but I expect some will practice. If you’re using any of the launchers, Ms. Arlington, please call the desk for clearance.”

“Thanks, Elizabeth,” Amber said, handing over her clipboard. The receptionist smiled and tossed Amber a pair of keys.

“Have fun, girls.”

Amber headed towards a door tucked behind the desk, opening it for me and waving me inside. A series of long hallways buffered the reception from the sounds of gunfire. When Amber opened the door leading into the range, I stopped and stared.

The catwalk we were on overlooked a vast cavern. A window separated the walkway from the range. Below were stalls; I stopped counting after twenty, focusing my attention on the far side of the cavern. A sea of metal fragments covered the floor. Some of the stalls had trolleys and paper targets, while others faced pock-marked stone walls.

“This is the primary practice range. You’ll learn how to handle guns here. Once I’m satisfied you won’t kill yourself—or me—I’ll take you to the obstacle course.”

“Obstacle course?”

Amber grinned. “It’s great fun. They change it at least once a week. Ever play paintball?”

“No.”

“Well, we sometimes play paintball on it, but more often than not, the idea is to take live guns on the course and take out targets. Whoever makes the best time on the course wins. They’re tough, though. In three days, you won’t finish, but at least you’ll be better equipped to deal with things like kidnappers.” Amber paused, staring down at the range. “This isn’t a game, Nicole. We’ll have fun, but if those who are after Lisa come after you, you’re going to be fighting for your life.”

I shivered and nodded my agreement, although I doubted I’d ever feel comfortable with treating guns like toys.


Chapter Sixteen
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Firing a gun with my injured hand hurt, but Amber didn’t accept any excuses. She did, however, take some pity on me and taught me how to shoot using my left hand.

At first, the lesson intrigued me; with deft fingers and practiced efficiency, she dismantled a pistol, showed me what everything did and how to take care of it. She taught me the basic rules of handling firearms. Most of it made sense, including the stern reminder not to point a weapon at someone unless I meant to kill them. She showed me a photograph of what had happened to someone’s foot when they had pointed a high-powered rifle at their feet.

I somehow managed not to throw up.

With numb hands and gashes sluggishly bleeding from the abuse, I emptied another clip into a paper target. Amber brought the sheet back, examining the results.

“All shots hit the target,” she declared. She grabbed a fresh target, and sent it sliding back to the end of the range. “Do it again.”

I considered taking the gun and beating the witch with it. I thought better of it and reloaded the gun. My fingers tingled from the effort of holding the weapon steady. We hadn’t been at the range long, but the repetition frayed my nerves and my arms ached from the effort of firing the same way each and every time I pulled the trigger.

“Safety on,” a man’s voice barked, loud enough to penetrate the headset protecting my ears from the sounds of gunfire.

With a relieved sigh, I checked to make sure the safety was on, unloaded the gun, and set it down on the table.

“All clear,” Amber replied, taking off her headset. I followed her example, setting mine next to the emptied pistol.

A tall man waited in the doorway of the stall, dressed in a clean-cut suit. He gave off a lawyer vibe, all business and no nonsense, and he inspected me from head to toe. I had abandoned my longer sleeves in favor of a spaghetti-strap shirt, and I struggled against the urge to cover my scars. Was this man the person who was supposed to interview us? Judging from his no-nonsense, brisk attitude, I guessed he was. “You could have snapped a picture of her with your cell phone and spared me the trouble of coming out here, Ms. Arlington.”

Amber cringed, bowing her head. Uneasy over the presence of a man who made Amber wince, I took a step back towards the gun and ammunition. 

My movement drew the newcomer’s attention. “My apologies for startling you, Ms. Thomas. I’m certain all of this has been very troublesome for you.”

Bowing my head in the same way Amber did, I stared at the white ceramic tiles. “No need to apologize, sir.”

“Mr. O’Reilly, Ms. Thomas,” he replied. Under the cover of my eyelashes, I watched him retreat several steps into the hallway. “Please come with me, both of you.”

“Bring the gun and ammunition box,” Amber ordered, following the other Inquisitor. I grabbed both, stashing them in my messenger back before following the witch. The pair was waiting for me at the end of the hall, talking in low voices. They quieted as I approached. They led me through more winding tunnels until Mr. O’Reilly opened a door and waved us inside.

The room reminded me of the Venetian; elegant, antique-styled couches circled a coffee table, although the bar along the far wall added a modern touch to the decor. “Sit, ladies. Can I get you anything to drink?”

“Water, please,” I replied.

Amber followed my lead by nodding. She led me to one of the armchairs and pointed at it. She sat on the couch nearest to me. Mr. O’Reilly set a glass of water in front of us. As he pulled away, I drew a deep breath.

I smelled cinnamon. Picking up the glass with both hands to hide my shaking, I sipped, watching the Fenerec without meeting his gaze.

“When I was informed you were hired for a protective detail by the Canadians, I’ll admit I was a little displeased,” Mr. O’Reilly announced, setting into the armchair across the table from me. “But now that I’ve seen your ward, I can see why there’s so much interest in this Normal. My apologies, Ms. Thomas, but that’s what we call people who are not affiliated with our order.”

I nodded, staring down at coffee table; polish kept the dark wood glossy, but the sides had a worn, old look to them.

“I felt it prudent to arm her and teach her how to use a gun. It may not save her, but at least it’ll give her a fighting chance. It seemed wrong to let someone murder her for having the misfortune of looking like someone else, sir.”

Mr. O’Reilly waved his hand dismissively. “You made a good decision, Ms. Arlington. I’ve looked into your file a little, Ms. Thomas. It would not behoove the Inquisition to allow harm to come to you. You are a person of interest.”

Once again, I nodded, but didn’t speak.

“I must formally ask you to swear secrecy; what you learn here must not be spread. Do you understand?”

“I understand, Mr. O’Reilly. I won’t speak a word.”

“Of course, you may discuss matters with Inquisitors as necessary, such as Ms. Arlington here, or myself. As the Canadians have an interest in you, and are aware of the Inquisition and our duty, you may also confide with them, but I ask you to restrain yourself otherwise.”

I dredged up the courage to glance at Mr. O’Reilly’s face. With his gaze intent on me, I looked away before we held eye contact. “I understand, Mr. O’Reilly.”

“With that out of the way, Ms. Arlington, I have work for you. As soon as you have given Ms. Thomas adequate training, there is someone who has been causing us problems. I want you to deal with him.”

Amber’s eyes widened, and she lifted her head to look at the Fenerec. Her gaze focused on his chin. “What sort of problem, sir?”

“Multiple women have been murdered in Las Vegas. We have reason to believe he is a rogue, likely a necromancer or sorcerer. Seeing as the Canadians are currently staying in Las Vegas, I felt you would be the ideal candidate to make certain he’s eliminated. He is preying on young women, particularly those who dress wealthy. There have been seven victims thus far. The bodies have been found not far from Las Vegas Boulevard, so we believe he is hunting at the casinos on the Strip. All of the victims have had large sums of money transferred out of their bank accounts in cash prior to their deaths. All of them were seen gambling in high stakes games.” Rising from his chair, Mr. O’Reilly went to the bar, picked up an envelope, and slapped it on the table in front of Amber. “This is all that we know. As we find out more information over the next few days, I will give it to you.”

“Shouldn’t I take him out now if he’s killing women?” Amber’s voice cracked as she grabbed the file and opened it up. Unable to look away, I stared at the photographs of the dead women. I covered my mouth with my hand. Their once-elegant dresses—something movie stars would wear to an award ceremony—were rumpled, torn, and stained with blood. I couldn’t tell what killed them, but instead of grimaces of pain, they all wore brilliant smiles, as if they had enjoyed their deaths.

“I recommend you look away, Ms. Thomas. These images are not pleasant.”

“I’ve seen worse,” I said, my raspy voice calmer than I expected. But then again, it was the truth.

Scott’s death had been far, far worse. I couldn’t help but wonder if Mr. O’Reilly would share the same fate if I didn’t do something about it. The Fenerec didn’t seem sick. But Scott hadn’t seemed sick either.

“I’m very sorry to hear that, Ms. Thomas.”

I nodded, staring at the photographs. When Amber finished with each one, I took them and laid them out over the table. Diamonds, pearls, and precious jewels had winked for the camera, and I pointed at a particularly large ruby nestled against the bruised throat of one of the women. “I bet you could buy half of my apartment building with that thing.”

Amber snatched the photograph, examined it, and then handed it to Mr. O’Reilly. “She’s right, the killer didn’t take the jewelry. Why not? Look at the diamonds this lady is wearing.”

“We had noticed the presence of jewelry and have gathered it for evidence. You have a quick mind, Ms. Thomas. Please, if you notice anything else, do let us know.”

Shooting me a warning glance, Amber set the photograph back in place. Uncertain of whether to keep quiet or speak if I found something, I resumed my study of the images. Biting at my lip, I stared at their faces. “Were these women raped?”

“What a way to go,” Mr. O’Reilly muttered, low enough I suspected he hadn’t meant for anyone to hear him. Then, taking my question seriously, he said, “That is unknown at this time, Ms. Thomas.”

“With all due respect, Mr. O’Reilly, these are high class ladies. If I wanted to look for sex in a casino, I would not do so wearing this, I assure you.”

“You do not strike me as a high class lady, Ms. Thomas, nor rich. I mean no offense by that, but your file states you are a struggling actress who lives in one of the poorer sections of Los Angeles.”

I bit my tongue so I wouldn’t retort, remembering Amber’s warning about lying to Fenerec. When I gathered my composure, I met Mr. O’Reilly’s eyes. “If you were a woman of notable wealth, would you go into a casino to attract a poor man to steal your wealth? I wouldn’t, Mr. O’Reilly. A girl doesn’t wear clothes like this for just any man. I think she wanted to impress someone—someone worth impressing. Someone very, very rich, who knows the difference between real diamonds and fakes.”

“You are the fifth woman today to make this argument, Ms. Thomas. I’m inclined to agree with you. But the truth is, we simply do not know.” Mr. O’Reilly paused before turning to Amber. “Ms. Arlington, you’re correct in that it’s risky to wait at this time. It’s very likely there will be more victims before you hunt down this killer. I’ve been told we won’t have all of the tests back for at least another day. I would rather send you in knowing what you’re up against. You’re too good of a witch to unnecessarily risk and this killer’s specialty is empowered, wealthy women.” Mr. O’Reilly headed to the door, pausing to look over at Amber, and then at me. “Train well, ladies. I will contact you when we have more information on what you can expect, Ms. Arlington.”

Long after the Fenerec left, we stared at the door in silence. Amber finally sat straighter, gathering the photos and stuffing them back into the folder. “Welcome to the Inquisition, Nicole.”

“Thanks,” I muttered, wondering what the deaths of the wealthy women would mean for Amber and me.
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The next few days passed in an exhausted blur, with a gun in my hand every waking moment. When I woke up bleary-eyed, unsure of how long I’d been at the Inquisition compound, I wanted nothing more than to crawl back into bed. Even my scalp ached and my collection of bruises had grown overnight. Groaning from the effort of moving, I checked my messenger bag for the pistol Amber insisted I carry everywhere, along with my new collection of concealed carry permits. I was halfway dressed and almost ready to be tortured at the firing range when Amber started laughing at me.

“What?” I mumbled, wiggling my way into my shoulder holster.

“We’re going back to Vegas today, remember? What are you planning on doing, rob a casino at gunpoint?”

I paused my adjustment of the leather strap, staring at the witch without comprehending what she said for several moments. “Oh, that’s today?” I couldn’t keep the relief out of my voice. If I never saw the obstacle course ever again, I wouldn’t lose sleep over it. I winced when I remembered something. “We forgot to call Richard and Alex.”

“You forgot. I didn’t; I chose not to answer my phone. They’re probably in a frenzy by now. They’re less likely to kill you, so I’ll give you the honor of dealing with them. O’Reilly gave me an updated case file this morning. They think they identified the killer last night, so I have a target. I’m hoping to get him either tonight or tomorrow night.” Amber picked up a folder and waved it at me. “You can read it in the car.”

“Beats the course,” I muttered, snatching the file out of Amber’s hand.

“Give it time. If you think you are sore now, wait until you sit in the car for a few hours.”

I holstered my new Beretta, courtesy of the Inquisition, and hoped I’d never have to use it. But if I did, I had drawing and firing down to an art. While I wouldn’t win any marksmanship competitions, I’d hold my own long enough for help to come. My lessons wouldn’t ensure my survival, but they might prolong it. I flexed my sore right hand. Despite the severe abuse, it was healing well. My fingers still tingled a bit from the vibrations of firing a gun so many times. I felt good—better than I thought I would.

The leather coat I shrugged on, another gift from the Inquisition, hid the gun from casual observers. While I was grateful to be escaping the Inquisition compound and its devilish obstacle course, it had taught me one very important lesson: I never wanted to meet an Inquisitor who wanted to kill me. At least I had surprised Amber; I managed to complete the course, although it took me three times as long as the practiced Inquisitors.

My chest and stomach ached from the rain of rubber bullets during my last run at the course. The bruises would fade, but I wouldn’t forget the sensation of a bullet punching into the vest and knocking the breath out of me. ‘Don’t get shot again’ was a new priority of mine.

“Do you think I should call Richard and Alex or just face them in Vegas?” I asked as I double checked my gun, packed away extra ammunition and my suppressor, and went through all of my concealed carry permits. Maybe the Inquisition thought I meant to travel a lot, because I had one for every state. The fact they were able to get them all within twenty four hours terrified me more than the fact they’d kill me if they discovered I was a wizard.

Despite having run me ragged, I hadn’t betrayed myself to them.

I had survived the lion’s den.

“I’ll warn them we’re coming back, and you can face off with them in Vegas.” Amber grinned, pulled out her cell phone and turned it on. It beeped at her, and she turned the display to me: over a hundred messages awaited her, and her voice mail was full.

Motioning for me to stay quiet, she dialed a number. “Hello, Richard. I’m bringing your princess back to you now. We’ll be in Vegas in a few hours.”

I heard Richard’s rumbling voice, but before I could catch what he said, Amber hung up on him.

“Really, Amber? Princess? Are you trying to piss off everyone?” I put my hands on my hips and tried to look stern. “He’s going to be angrier than before now.”

“Hey, I was helping you. Princesses aren’t supposed to be scary. You’re armed and dangerous now. Never forget it, Nicole.”
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By the time we reached the Venetian, I was prepared to face down an entire pack of Fenerec if it meant I could soak in the penthouse suite’s tub. I grimaced as I got out of Amber’s car.

“I warned you,” she said.

Huffing at her, I couldn’t help adding a jab of my own. “Remind me again, and I’ll help myself to your car for a weekend, Amber.”

“Grand theft auto? Nice. What other charges are you going for?”

“I already have two counts of kidnapping. Is there one for having done it with a stolen gun? And is there one for armed assault and battery?” I flicked my hand at the witch in a rude gesture. “I got a gun, witch.”

“And I taught you how to use it,” she replied with a laugh. “You’re going to have quite the rap sheet if you get caught.”

“I’m pretty sure you told me yesterday the idea isn’t to get caught.” I stretched, groaning a little as my back popped. “Were you trying to kill me?”

Amber shook her head. “If I wanted to kill you, Nicole, you’d be dead.”

Before training at the Inquisition compound, I doubted I would have believed her. Unfortunately for me, Amber had scored the best on the obstacle course—and sweating was optional for her. I didn’t know why, but she made me want to beat her. Maybe I just wanted to be able to run up a wall, jump over alleys, and shoot at moving targets while managing to hit them. I still didn’t like the Inquisition, especially after three days of making sure they didn’t think I was anything other than a Normal with particularly bad circumstances, but I respected them. They worked hard.

And all of them had their own reason to fight, even Amber.

“Tell you what. You get the better of Richard and Alex, and I’ll give you the keys to my car for a week.”

I narrowed my eyes and glared at the witch. I wanted to drive her car, but I doubted I’d be able to best Richard or Alex at anything, let alone a serious dominance challenge. Carrying a gun wouldn’t save me from either one of them if they lost control. “What do you get if I lose?”

“You help me take out the murderer.”

I snorted. “That’s a losing proposition.” And then I paused, considering her wager. If Amber wanted help, she was worried. Anything worrying an Inquisitor capable of fighting like Amber could was frightening. What did she know about the killer I didn’t?

Nothing good was the only conclusion I could draw.

But I couldn’t abandon Amber, not after she helped me, not when she put her life on the line hiding me from the Inquisition she served. So I shrugged, pointed at her car keys, and said, “Two weeks of quality time, me and your car.”

She laughed and some of the witch’s tension melted away. “I can live with that.”

If Amber worried about taking out the man killing wealthy young women, I suspected she wasn’t sure she’d survive. Inquisitor or not, I liked Amber.

I didn’t have many friends. I hoped she would number among them, if we weren’t forced to kill each other first. But she couldn’t do that if she died. Even if I won the bet, I’d help her.

I didn’t want her becoming another victim.

We walked to the penthouse suite in silence. After a glance at me, Amber knocked on the door before using the card key we’d taken.

I wasn’t sure what I had been expecting, but a gun in the face wasn’t it. Amber squeaked. Before I realized what I was doing, my pistol was in my hand, the safety off, and I shoved my shoulder against the door, pushing it open. Focusing all of my attention on the gunman, I shifted my aim from the weapon to the man’s face. I didn’t recognize the blond-haired man, but the scent of cinnamon teased my nose.

I targeted the bridge of his nose, right between his wide blue eyes.

“Safety on,” Amber shrieked. “Safety on!”

“Back off, Daniel,” Richard rumbled from somewhere inside. “You don’t want Amber shooting you. She doesn’t miss.”

The gun pointed at Amber lowered, and only after the Fenerec engaged the safety did I relax and lower my gun.

“Amber isn’t the one with the gun,” Amber replied in a smug tone. “And she’s a pretty good shot.”

“She? You don’t mean Nicole?” Richard stepped into the foyer as I was adjusting my coat. Dark rings circled his eyes and he stifled a yawn.

“You look like hell,” I announced, stepping back to let Amber enter the suite first.

Amber swept by me. If she worried about Richard losing his temper, she showed no sign of it as she shook hands with the Alpha Fenerec. “Nicole got a Beretta for her birthday plus enough ammunition to take on Fort Knox. And she’s right, you do look like hell.”

“You two are to blame for that,” Richard growled.

A yellow gleam crept into Richard’s eyes. I tensed, wondering if holstering the Beretta had been a mistake.

“You hired me to protect her,” Amber replied, her voice calm and soothing. “I did just that.”

Daniel cringed away from Richard, slinking by me to close the door. “Sorry,” he whispered.

“Nothing to be sorry for,” I replied, making space for the Fenerec. “You startled me, that’s all. I’m a little jumpy. I’m sorry, too.”

Relief at having controlled myself, resisting the urge to pull the trigger as I had been taught, outweighed my fear of a strange Fenerec so close to me. If I had shot, I would’ve hit him. After Amber’s grueling training, I couldn’t have missed, not so close.

“You move pretty fast.”

I blushed a little. “I practiced.”

“Amber,” Richard growled.

“Excuse me, I need to deal with him,” I said to Daniel and nodded to him, careful not to expose my throat. Then I turned to Richard, chin lifted in defiance. “Richard.”

The Alpha Fenerec turned to me, and his eyes turned all yellow. I stepped within arm’s reach of him, crossed my arms, and met his gaze.

Amber sucked in a breath and recoiled back several steps. “Nicole…”

“Amber, shut up.” There was a hard edge to my voice, and the witch fell silent.

~Yes, show him you’re not prey,~ the book whispered, speaking up for the first time since I had started the Inquisition’s training.

“Richard, I apologize for not calling you.”

Wolf-yellow eyes bored through me. I stood firm, although my muscles tensed in preparation. If he moved, so would I. Maybe I wouldn’t be able to beat the speed of a Fenerec, but I’d try.

“Mr. Desmond called me yesterday,” Richard snarled.

“Good for him.” Careful to keep my eyes lifted and focused on his, I scooted around Richard. He turned, stalking me. I straightened, mimicking one of Richard’s low growls. “I spent the past three days with the Inquisition. They taught me how to kill people. Monsters, too. I’m not good at it, but I should be able to hold my own.”

“You let them bruise her face, Amber.” When Richard reached out, it took every bit of my willpower not to back away. He brushed my cheek with the back of his fingers, pausing at my jaw.

“She didn’t let them do anything,” I snapped. “I did. My choice. My decision. My bruises. I earned them. Mine.”

~Good,~ the book whispered. ~Don’t let him beat you.~

“Holy shit.” Daniel’s voice cracked.

~He’s afraid.~ The book’s pleasure and approval warmed me. ~Don’t fear them. Rule them. We are strong.~

Richard shook with fury. I didn’t fear him. I should have, but I couldn’t. It was as if the cowardice had been snuffed out of me, melted down, and tempered to something capable of withstanding the Fenerec at his worst. I breathed deep.

I liked the scent of cinnamon, I decided.

“Why?” Anger lurked in Richard’s question, quiet and simmering, as if he held onto his rage by his fingertips.

With one wrong word, I’d unleash his beast, the monster lurking within—the thing that made him Fenerec. I didn’t know how I knew, but the knowledge should have frightened me. It frightened Amber and Daniel. They backed away from us.

I smiled. I wouldn’t fear Richard.

~Ours.~ The book’s presence lurked in my head, and it longed for violence—and something else I couldn’t identify. With a wordless growl, I resisted its cravings.

Defeating Richard couldn’t be done with a bullet. Unless I wanted the Fenerec always hovering, I had to stand firm. My freedom depended on me proving I could withstand even an Alpha Fenerec. I didn’t want him to view me as someone always needing to be protected. If I lost this battle, I’d be sucked into the world of the Fenerec and never allowed to leave. One of them would always be lurking nearby, watching over me.

I wouldn’t be able to go back into hiding.

Smothering my sprouting worry, I caged it behind a mask—one forged from the truth. “I am tired of being afraid. I am tired of running. I am tired of being a victim. A target. Someone needing protecting.” I spat the words, and without lowering my gaze, I stepped to Richard, close enough I could feel his breath on my face as I stared at him. “Would you keep me a coward?”

“I’d keep you safe.” Richard’s breathless voice sent shivers through me.

The book seemed startled. For a moment, I thought it was going to say something, but it remained silent.

How could he keep me safe? I was a wizard. I’d never be safe. Every day of my life would be spent looking over my shoulder and hoping no one figured out the truth. I would go through each day wearing one of my masks in the hopes no one would see beyond the visage of a pretty actress with a hoarse voice.

I understood wanting to keep people safe. I hadn’t known Scott, but I had wanted to avenge him before I had learned the true cause of his death. I wanted to keep Amber safe, too. I wanted to atone for my cowardice and help my sister, my mother, my father, Alex, Richard, and the rest of the Fenerec.

I couldn’t do anything if I remained safe.

“You are a Fenerec. You are an Alpha,” I acknowledged. Richard’s wolf-yellow eyes stayed focused on me, and his nostrils flared as he drew deep breaths.

I wondered what I smelled like to him.

“But I am what I am, and you can’t protect me from that. We are running out of time and we can’t afford to waste more of it by safeguarding me. You’re needed and so am I. You can’t do your part if you’re too busy trying to protect me. Safety isn’t what I need.”

I needed a partner, someone who would stand at my back, not a custodian or protector.

~Yes.~ Pride infused the single word.

Richard sighed. When he shook his head, he broke our eye contact. “What did you do to her, Amber?”

With one question, the tension in the room eased, and while Amber didn’t dare get close to Richard, she eased around him and flopped down on one of the armchairs. “Eighteen hour shifts at the firing range and obstacle course. Three hours of sleep. Rinse and repeat. They have no idea what she is. She didn’t even need me to protect her from that. She did that all on her own. All I did was put a gun in her hand and teach her how to use it.”

At first, I thought Richard’s temper would flare again, but his shoulders sagged and he stalked his way to the couch. He sank down on it, swinging his legs onto the cushion so he could stretch out. “I see. You are aware her hand was torn up before you pulled this stunt, yes?”

I showed him the back of my hand. While the gashes still sported scabs, they had healed. “No infection, and only minor bleeding. No harm done.”

“Courage is a Beretta, is it?” Richard shook his head and then he draped an arm over his eyes. “Mr. Desmond snarled at me for three hours, I’ll have you know.”

“I’ll call him,” I promised and anxiety welled up at the thought of speaking with my father again.

“Courage is knowledge,” Amber said, and the witch kept her gaze focused on the carpet. “It’s scary not knowing how to protect yourself. Three days isn’t enough, if I could, I would’ve kept her there for a month, but she has no reason to feel so helpless anymore. Her control is good. Not a single power flicker, not even when a dozen Inquisitors fired at her on the obstacle course.”

“They what?” Richard bellowed.

“I asked them to,” I said, unable to keep the exasperation out of my voice. “They were doing it to each other.”

“Standard training. She had a helmet and face guard as well as a bulletproof vest. She walked away with bruises.”

“And a desire never to get shot with a real gun,” I muttered.

“See? She’s fine. No harm done. She’s not the helpless girl kidnapped while walking her dogs anymore. If you want to keep her safe, why don’t you insist she enroll in martial arts classes? She can handle a gun well enough, but she can’t always protect herself by shooting people. You’re a black belt, aren’t you?”

Richard sighed, relaxing a bit.

“She moves fast. Faster than me,” Daniel said, his voice meek.

The door to the bathroom opened, and Alex emerged, wearing nothing more than a towel tied off around his waist. “Welcome home, ladies. I trust your trip went well?”

Amber whistled as the Fenerec crossed the room. “Looking good, Alex.”

“Why thank you.”

“Go put some clothes on,” Richard growled.

“But there’s such an admiring audience.” Alex turned to me, winked, and said, “If you take your shirt off, he’ll forget why he was angry with you ladies.”

My cheeks burned. “Alex!”

The Alpha Fenerec growled a little. “Clothes, Alex.”

“He can stay like that. I don’t mind.” Amber leered at Alex.

“Your mate will care.” Richard pointed at the smaller of the bedrooms. “Clothes. Now.”

Alex shuffled off, swaying his hips back and forth. “Spoilsport.”

“Someone’s in a good mood,” I commented, watching the Fenerec head down the hall. “So Alex has a mate, then?”

“And what are you staring at, Nicole?” Richard didn’t sound happy.

~Ours,~ the book said in a smug tone. I wasn’t sure if it was referring to Alex, Richard, or both of them.

At least the book’s possessiveness was better than its previous desire to murder the Fenerec for being a threat to me.

“Two weeks,” I reminded her.

The witch sighed. “Two weeks,” she agreed, casting a surly glance at Richard. “You were supposed to be angrier than this.”

“I am angry, but I’m not stupid. You had good reason. You knew I would’ve tried to stop you.” Richard sighed. “I would have been wrong.”

“Unbelievable,” Alex said from the other room.

“How good are you, Nicole?”

“I have no idea?” I shrugged helplessly, decided it was safe to approach the coffee table, and wiggled out of my leather coat. My muscles were still stiff and ached as I got out of my shoulder holster. I unloaded my Beretta, setting the ammo clip aside before placing the firearm down. “Amber?”

“She’s good enough that they felt comfortable getting her carry permits.” Like me, Amber shrugged. “I wouldn’t want to be on the business end of her with her Beretta. She was better with the AK-47, though. Not sure how she managed that, seeing as the damned things are shit for accuracy.”

“You let her play with an assault rifle?” Alex asked, emerging from the bedroom clad in a pair of tight fitting jeans and a dress shirt, which he hadn’t bothered to button. “Why?”

“A reward for good behavior.” Amber chuckled. “If we had it on the range, she fired it at least once. Never know what type of weapons she’ll have handy, and I wanted her to know how to handle them without killing herself.”

“Makes sense.” Richard stared at me. This time, I kept my gaze lowered, though I made sure not to expose my throat to him. “So how good is she?”

“In terms of accuracy? Better than me. She was making head shots at a hundred yards with a scope nine out of ten times. She just needs practice moving and firing at the same time. But if she’s standing still and has you in her sights?” Amber mimed firing a gun. “Bang.”

I blushed. “You’re better.”

“I’ve been training for years, usually twenty or more hours a week. Of course I’m better than you. But you’ll be world class one day.”

“I have to live that long first,” I muttered.


Chapter Seventeen
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Amber didn’t tell Richard or Alex about the serial killer. I followed her lead. When the two excused themselves a few hours later, apologetically claiming they had to handle some work out of town, I told them I’d stay in Vegas for another few days before going back to Los Angeles.

Neither of the Fenerec were happy about it, but I didn’t care. I needed to guard Amber’s back.

Richard left us with a debit card, gave us the pin, and ordered us to make use of it. When they were out of sight, I closed the door and turned to Amber.

“You want to help me with the killer,” she said.

“Yes.”

“But you won the bet.”

“I can’t let my hired bodyguard get herself killed while hunting a nasty serial killer.”

“What about the plague?”

“I’m still trying to figure that out,” I admitted. “The tricks I know aren’t enough to find the Winter Wolf. My magic needs a focus—like his blood. I don’t know if he had any relatives, I have nothing he owned, and nothing to help find out what happened to him. It’s a dead end.”

“The Winter Wolf? I must have missed that part of the conversation?”

I jumped up on the dining table, swinging my legs back and forth. “He cured the plague once. I was hoping I could find him and learn how he did it. But anyway, unless I come up with some great idea, I’m at a loss. If I help you take care of this killer quickly, you can help me figure out what to do about the plague.”

I considered my options. If I told her what I had done with Scott’s blood, maybe she could help me figure out an idea to use my magic to find the Winter Wolf. But the book’s warning about taboo magic was too fresh and Amber was an Inquisition witch.

How much forbidden magic could I get away with before Amber decided I was too much of a threat to let live?

I couldn’t kill Amber.

The realization chilled me. I had a gun, but I wouldn’t use it on her.

If she turned on me, I would be helpless.

When had I started caring so much about what happened to Amber? Why?

~Because you are kind,~ the book said, and once again I was aware of its pride in me. ~And because Amber is a victim, too. You protect those beneath you. Like you wanted to protect that Fenerec boy. It’s who you are. Who we are—protection through destruction. We must eliminate those who would bring harm to us.~

“The Winter Wolf cured the plague once,” I began, staring down at the carpet. “He knew how. He saved the Fenerec. If I could learn how he did it, maybe…”

“Maybe you could use your wizardry and do what he did.”

I nodded, not trusting my voice.

“And you have no idea how to find him?”

“None at all.”

“We’re right where we started, then. We’ve no idea how to stop the plague and we’re running out of time.” Amber made a frustrated sound. “The Inquisition doesn’t know anything either. They have doctors, Nicole. I asked. They know about the plague, and they’ve been trying to find a cure. Nothing works. It’s as insidious a virus as ebola, but it’s even worse. There’s no cure, no treatment, no hope. Even rabies can be treated if you catch it early enough.”

“You asked the Inquisition?”

“When you were sleeping the first night. I like Richard and Alex, Nicole. We’ve worked together for years. They’re as close to friends as I get with Fenerec. I don’t want them to die.”

The pain in her voice convinced me she spoke the truth. I closed my eyes and nodded. “I understand.” I didn’t want them to die, either.

~Ours,~ the book agreed, and its voice—my voice—was sad.

“So what’s our plan?” Amber asked.

“Why are you asking me?” I wrinkled my nose, then shrugged. “I think we deal with the serial killer first. Then I keep my word, and we head back to Los Angeles. My agent is probably flipping his top. Once I have my business settled there, we hunt the Winter Wolf. To do that, I’ll need to speak to Mr. Desmond.”

“As good of a plan as any. As for our friendly killer, we need bait.” Amber chuckled, picking up the debit card Richard had left on the coffee table. “You’re far, far prettier than me. Why don’t we make Richard’s money work for us? A wealthy woman playing high stakes games is just what the serial killer ordered. Except you and I will be armed and very, very dangerous.”

“Me?” I narrowed my eyes, watching Amber swish the card in the air. “Richard is going to kill you if he finds out. And we have no idea how much he’s letting us use.”

“Knowing him? It’ll be enough. After we eliminate the killer, the Inquisition will compensate Richard for the investment. They don’t mind spending money when innocents are being killed. Anyway, you’ll be safe enough. You’ll be armed. You know how to handle a gun in close quarters. If our target tries anything, shoot him. We—I mean the Inquisition—will clean up the mess. I don’t intend to let you out of my sight, but if he gets you alone, you can protect yourself until I can get you out. I don’t look like a rich girl. I can’t pull it off. You talk like a rich girl when you want to. I can’t act worth shit. My other option is to watch him lure some poor woman in, and I don’t know if I’ll be able to get her out before he kills her.”

“So, what do I need?”

“Clothes, jewelry, a thigh holster, and accessories. Do you know how to gamble?”

“Not really,” I admitted.

“Then you’ll need to act like you know what you’re doing at the tables. I’ll teach you the basics of Blackjack, Hold ‘em, Pai Gow, and Roulette. Craps is pretty complicated, though it’s popular.”

“Teach me craps too, then.”

Amber made a thoughtful noise. “Okay, put your gun back on and we’ll hit some shops and the casinos. This guy hunts the rich and famous, so we’ll head to Casino Royale to practice. It doesn’t attract the wealthy types.”

“The casino from the Bond movies?”

“That casino is in Montenegro,” Amber replied, laughing. “But yes, the Casino Royale here is based on the one from there. Of course, the one in Montenegro is far, far more spectacular. The one here isn’t nearly so regal. If you like cheap food and even cheaper beer, though, you’ll like the place.”

“I take it you like James Bond.” While I had seen one or two of the movies, that’d been enough for me.

“We live the life.” I thought I heard a bit of sadness in Amber’s tone. “You don’t have to help me, Nicole.”

“I want to,” I replied, checking my gun over before reloading and holstering it. “Let’s live to die another day.”

“Did you just pun me?” Amber asked incredulously.

“Me?”
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My new-found courage abandoned me in the thick crowds swarming along Las Vegas Boulevard. I stuck close to Amber and jumped at the shadows cast by palm trees swaying in the hot wind. If she noticed, she didn’t make any mention, guiding me through the sea of people. Instead of taking me to the Venetian’s Canal Shoppes, we crossed the street to Caesar’s Palace.

“Forum Shoppes first, then we’ll hit the Bellagio. The Bellagio is better for the designer stuff, but this is on the way,” Amber explained, pulling me through the columned entry leading into the hotel’s shopping center. “And there’s better food here. I hate shopping on an empty stomach.”

“I hate shopping,” I muttered.

The entry of the Forum Shoppes opened to a dazzling pool made of mosaic tiles, guarded by pillars carved into Greek-themed statues. The statues towered to the third story, supporting walkways lining the shops above the fountain. An escalator circled a statue of a winged lion.

“You’ll like this,” Amber promised, dragging me to the second story, where she led me into one of the many stores. 

Thirty minutes later, with Amber wielding Richard’s debit card like a weapon, we emerged with a purse, wallet, and a pair of high heels. I tried not to think about how much our spoils of war cost and kept a firm grip on the plastic bag in fear of losing it.

“Relax,” Amber said, patting me on the shoulder. “We’re just getting started.”

“But how do you know I need black shoes? Black shoes with diamonds, Amber. Diamonds,” I spluttered.

“They’re just tiny ones,” she replied, ignoring my protests and dragging me down the escalator to the first floor. “If it makes you feel better, I texted Richard and asked for the balance on the card, saying I wanted to dress you up for a night on the town. He said we were welcome to spend however much we wanted, but on one condition.”

I didn’t like her playful tone, so I asked warily, “What condition?”

“He wants me to text him a picture of you in it.”

My face burned. “You’re joking!”

“Not at all. He said if I got a pretty dress I had to send a picture of me too. Fair’s fair and the poor man’s single.”

“I don’t think he meant you could spend thousands of dollars on shoes,” I replied, appalled.

“I don’t think he cares, Nicole. He wouldn’t have given us the card unless he meant for us to use it. He doesn’t have anyone else to spend his money on. Let the man pamper us if he wants to. And we get to use it to stop a monster, which makes it even better.” Amber rubbed her knuckles against my temple.

I ducked my head and sighed. “This is insane.”

“Let’s go find dresses,” Amber announced, loud enough anyone around us could hear. She linked her arm with mine and pulled me down the hall. In a lower voice, she hissed at me. “I see him.”

With wide eyes, I followed Amber’s lead. A girl shopping for dresses would laugh and have fun, so I forced that mask, giggling with excitement to cover the surge of fear at the thought of being so close to our murderous target. It wasn’t until we turned a corner leading deeper into the Forum Shoppes that I saw him. He was a tall and pleasantly handsome with the dark skin of someone who spent too much time in the sun. He watched us, and when I was about to lose sight of him, he pushed away from the column he leaned against to follow us.

“I saw him,” I whispered back.

“He’s hunting.”

“Us?” I squeaked.

“We’re spending money in designer stores. Fits his profile. I didn’t expect him to be here, though.” Amber made a show of staring in the window at another store featuring shoes and handbags. Before I could protest, she dragged me inside. “I still need shoes,” she announced.

I followed her around, pointing at the shoes I happened to like, and pretending not to notice the well-dressed man loitering in the hall.

Unlike me, who was horrified at the thought of buying a single pair of shoes, Amber bought two pairs and a handbag. Hers, to my disgust, didn’t have any gemstones embedded in them. If it weren’t for the price tags, I would’ve thought they were normal heels.

“Why do I get the diamonds?” I hissed at her as she paid for her purchases with Richard’s card.

“Because you’re pretty enough to pull them off. I’m not.”

“You’re plenty pretty,” I protested, shaking my head. “And you don’t sound like you have a bad cold all of the time, either.”

“I don’t think our friend will be at all interested in your voice.”

I shuddered, but couldn’t argue with her. Our prey pursued us through the Forum Shoppes, and I wondered if he suspected we were hunting him.

“Let’s eat,” Amber suggested, dragging me to a popular restaurant. It was busy, and we waited in line for a seat. Our target made a show of taking photographs of the statues dominating the center of the walkway. “Oh, those are the moving statues. It’s a show.”

I tried to imagine the pegasus and warriors moving, but couldn’t. “Really? They look like statues to me.”

“That’s the point,” Amber replied, giggling a bit. We were seated at a table barely big enough for two, which let Amber duck her head close to mine so we could talk in whispers. “I can’t tell which one of us he’s interested in.”

“Does it matter?” I replied, staring at the menu. The prices reminded me of L.A. “If it’s me, you’ll get me out. If it’s you, I’ll get you out. That’s how it works.”

“You don’t have the training,” she hissed.

“Amber, I don’t need the training.” I glanced around to make certain no one seemed to be listening to me. “I’ll blast a hole through a wall if I need to. And I can take out any cameras with no issues. He hurts you, and he’ll be an ash smear when I’m done with him.”

I think the viciousness in my tone surprised her as much as it did me.

“You can’t do that. They’ll know, then.”

“No, they won’t,” I replied with a dainty sniff at Amber’s lack of faith.

“And how will you stop them from finding out?”

“Fire witch,” I said, pointing at her. “Ash is from fire.”

“You mean officially, I’ll have done it?” Amber’s brows furrowed. “Frying people isn’t how I operate.”

“We all make mistakes when we panic.”

“I don’t normally panic.”

“Shit happens.” I took a sip of water, pretending to concentrate on the menu while keeping an eye on our target. “Looks like he’s settling down to wait.”

“He’ll probably find some way to approach us and ask one—or both—of us out for an evening of fun,” Amber replied, setting her menu down. “Are you sure about this?”

“He’s dangerous,” I replied.

“That’s why I’m asking if you’re sure about this.”

“Already bought the shoes and purse,” I pointed out. When the waiter came, we ordered. Amber nodded her acceptance, and we talked about harmless things, like her car and my work, while I studied our target.

~Prey,~ the book whispered. I nudged my messenger bag with my toe. ~Kill the monster.~

The book and I agreed on that much, at least: monsters needed to be hunted. If I had to buy a frilly dress to kill the man stalking and raping women, I decided it was worth the price—even if Richard’s bank account paid for it.

Even if it meant I had to become a monster myself in the process.

~You’re not like that thing,~ the book informed me. ~You protect your pack. Alpha. It hunts prey, not to protect, but to devour.~

But I wasn’t a Fenerec and I didn’t have a pack. It didn’t change the fact if I had a chance at him, I’d take it. While I watched him under the guise of fiddling with the dessert menu, he spent his time observing the women nearby, his eyes those of a predator. I clenched my teeth, my anger rising. He wouldn’t hurt anyone else, not me, and definitely not Amber.

There wouldn’t be any more victims.

Just like that, I understood the Inquisition. They hunted those who preyed on those who couldn’t defend themselves. In some cases, like mine, they went further than normal, equipping me to defend myself. But unlike the other women he preyed on, I had power. If I wanted to, with all of the electricity around me, I could kill the killer. My power waited for me to unleash it on the monster seated near the statues. I could end our hunt within moments, but I didn’t.

If I did, the Inquisition would hunt me as I hunted him, and its lethal gaze would turn on Amber.

So I waited.
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Our prey stalked us from Caesar’s Palace to the Bellagio, where we both bought dresses for a night on the town. I picked mine to cover my scars. Amber picked hers to show off her lithe figure.

Both of them had slits up the sides so we could strap guns to our legs. I couldn’t help but giggle at the thought of posing for pictures in the dress, showing off my legs and my Beretta at the same time.

If Richard wanted a photograph in exchange for the dress, I would oblige.

“You’re in a good mood,” Amber said as we waited in line to catch a cab back to the Venetian. “What’s up?”

“Does your phone have a timer for the pictures?”

“What?” She glanced at me, baffled.

“Action poses.”

She was still laughing when it was our turn to get a cab. “The Venetian,” I told the employee organizing the line for the taxis. He blew his whistle and when the next cab pulled up, he opened the door for us while the driver popped his trunk for our things.

Like everything else, we paid with Richard’s card. When we arrived, we hurried to the elevator, making sure our stalker didn’t follow us into the hotel. I grinned at Amber as the door shut, leaving us alone. “Evasion successful.”

“Except he knows which hotel we’re staying at now,” Amber grumbled.

“I thought that was a good thing. He might show up tonight.” I pressed the button for our floor, whistling a little tune to myself. We went up silence, dragging our bags to the room.

“He might, but I don’t like hunting him so close to home base,” Amber grumbled.

“I like it, gives me time to set up.” Without knowing what tricks the serial killer had in his arsenal, I wanted time to prepare for him. If we lured him to the penthouse suite, I suspected I could have a few surprises waiting for him.

~I can help,~ the book said cheerfully.

“I was counting on it,” I mumbled to the book as I dropped my messenger bag on the table.

“Did you say something?” Amber looked up from sorting through our shopping bags.

“Do you think the Inquisition wants this guy alive?” I asked.

Amber shook her head. “No. If they wanted him alive, they would have sent a team to retrieve him. And anyway, it’d be cruel not to kill him. The Inquisition would torture him to find out what he was up to and why.”

“So he doesn’t even get a trial?”

“No trial, not jury, just a judge and executioner—in this case, me. It bothers me. I don’t even know what he is and I won’t find out.”

“There’s nothing normal about what he’s done. I mean, take a look at women’s faces,” I replied with a shrug. “There’s nothing normal about that.”

Amber grimaced, shaking her head. “There’s has to be something more to it than that. Too simple. Who kills so many women without a reason? He had to have a reason for it. Could he be a Normal and we’re just assuming he’s not?”

I pulled the book out of my bag, as well as my stones and debens, setting them aside before unloading my Beretta. “One or two I could believe, but eight or nine of them? All with that same expression? I don’t think so. Did the files mention anything about drugs? Drugs could do that, I guess.”

“They were clean,” Amber replied.

I considered using the book to do as I had done for Scott, but shuddered at the thought of experiencing another death. Maybe I could learn what the killer had done to the women, but I couldn’t bring myself to actually do it. It was one thing to speculate and another to experience.

I didn’t want to remember what it felt like to die again.

“He knows this is our hotel. We play the high stakes here tonight, and we lure him here. Then we deal with him, if he proves to be our killer.”

“He is,” Amber said, her voice full of conviction.

“How do you know?”

“I’m a fire witch, Nicole. Some of us deal with heat and flame. Others see souls.” She shuddered, hugging herself.

“What did you see?”

“Darkness and lots of it. Evil. That’s all I can think of. He was pure evil.”

“A monster, then. Does it matter if he’s a Normal or supernatural?” I picked up my rhodonite, rolling it between my hands. The gypsy believed it would bring luck, but in my hands, it would bring nothing but death. Would my calculated murder of a murderer make me a monster, too?

~No. You’re protecting the weak.~

I ignored the book’s opinion, continuing to roll the stone from hand to hand. The moonstone and citrine were pretty, but there was something warm and soothing about the rhodonite. Did I favor it or did it favor me?

Setting aside the mottled sphere, I picked up the moonstone. It chilled in my hands, as if it reached the conclusion it didn’t like me. I couldn’t blame it. Soon enough, I would have blood on my hands, even if I wasn’t the one to pull the trigger. I didn’t know or care what the moonstone represented, but I got the feeling death wasn’t its domain.

~A healing stone,~ the book agreed. ~Put it on my cover. I’ll talk to it.~

Startled, I obeyed the book, setting the sphere on its stand and placing it on the blue leather.

Healing was what I needed; a cure, a hope for the Fenerec, something to make up for my inability to save Scott, and something to atone for the sin I would commit when I murdered the serial killer at Amber’s side.

No wonder it didn’t like me. Maybe I wasn’t a monster yet, but would that change when I killed another human being?

Even if that ‘human’ was a murdering rapist.

“What do you want to set up?” Amber asked, watching me.

Electricity was my domain, and I still remembered the jolting agony of being tased. I picked up the rhodonite and the citrine, carrying them to the smaller bedroom. Without knowing what our prey would do, I needed to make certain I set traps everywhere. I doubted I’d be able to charge the stones with enough power to kill someone, but if all else failed, maybe I could immobilize him long enough to execute him. I shivered at the unpleasant thought.

If my stones fired, it meant we were too close to being victims, just like the women from the photographs.

I halted at the threshold, staring at the bed. “Hey, Amber?”

“What is it?”

“You’re the trial, judge, and jury, aren’t you?”

The witch sighed, joining me in the hallway. “Sometimes. By the time the Inquisition sends me out, all I am is an executioner. They don’t send a fire witch after someone when they aren’t sure of their mark. We can see the truth, usually. Sometimes the Inquisition is wrong, but it’s rare. But that’s why they send us. To make sure they get the right person. Sometimes I’m grateful I can see what I see. I can go to bed knowing I helped people.”

“But it doesn’t change anything, does it? You’ve still killed someone.”

“It’ll change you, as it did me. But you decide how you change, Nicole. Will you walk away broken, or will you be able to accept what you’ve done and why you did it? That’s all on you. You’ve seen the photos of what he’s done. You’ve seen the purposeful way he’s stalking for targets. He means to kill again. Us, if he has his way. If it helps, don’t think about him as a human anymore. To me, he’s a rabid animal needing to be put down before he hurts someone. What will he be to you?”

I didn’t have an answer, so I stepped into the bedroom and placed the citrine on the nightstand next to the bed. “Come touch this.”

Amber joined me, setting her fingertips on the stone. “What are you doing?”

“Ever been tased?” I asked.

Her wince told me she had, so instead of waiting for her answer, I channeled some of the electricity I’d harvested into the stone into her. She jerked away with a yelp.

“Ouch.” She rubbed her hands together. “That’s not going to stop anyone.”

“Touch it again, I won’t hurt you. I’m going to turn this into a taser,” I explained, adjusting how I held the stone. While hesitant, Amber rested her fingertips on the top of the sphere. “I don’t want it to hit you, so you need to be here so the stone recognizes you.”

“You act like it’s sentient.”

I smiled a little. “Who says it isn’t?”

“What do I need to do?”

“Just keep touching the stone.” I sat on the bed without letting go of the rhodonite. Then I closed my eyes and focused on the electricity around me. Ever since I had witnessed Scott’s death, gathering energy had ceased being automatic. It felt strange purposefully drawing the energy from the hotel into me so I could channel it into the rhodonite. With the same hunger of a cell phone, the stone ate all of the energy I fed it. I didn’t use a spell to communicate my desire to the rhodonite, I remembered the debilitating agony of electricity coursing through me, robbing me of my ability to move or thing, quelling me with pain. I also poured all of my hopes and worries into it.

The stone warmed and while it couldn’t speak, I felt its satisfaction, as if it understood it was meant to protect us—even if it meant hurting another to do it.

I directed energy into the rhodonite until I doubted it could contain any more. Opening my eyes, I let out my breath in a sigh.

The rhodonite glowed with a faint rosy light and Amber was staring at the rock with wide eyes. “It’s alive,” she whispered.

“Is it?” I couldn’t help myself; I smiled and patted the stone affectionately. “This one likes me. The next one doesn’t. Hopefully it’ll agree to cooperate.”

~It will,~ the book announced. ~I took the liberty of showing it your memories of what this monster has done. It hates him more than it hates you.~

“Why not?”

I shrugged. “You’d have to ask it. I’m a wizard. Maybe that’s why.”

~It is,~ the book confirmed. ~You are not the first wizard it has met.~

“I never thought stones could have feelings,” she said, her tone a little awed. “I never even thought to look. They’re rocks. I mean, sure, we use them to store energy, but they’ve never felt anything like this.”

“That rock is far, far older than you and I will ever be. Old things have power.” I stared at Amber, amazed she wasn’t aware of that simple fact.

~You are a wizard. She is not. You do not see the world with the same eyes. You are a hunter. She is forced to hunt. It is not her nature. It is yours.~

Considering my version of hunting involved the fridge, I ignored the book’s words as nonsense.

“You’d think a witch would have noticed by now. We use focal crystals all of the time.”

I shrugged. “It’s a tool to you, nothing more. Maybe that’s why you couldn’t see it, or feel it. Why look for something you don’t believe is there? It’s a stone. It doesn’t breathe or move. Science says they’re non-living matter. Have you ever tried looking?”

“No, I haven’t,” Amber admitted.

“I don’t see anything either,” I confessed, heading to the sitting room to retrieve the moonstone. While it still felt hostile, it warmed in my hand a little, as if willing to bend to my will—this time. Amber followed me. I considered the opalescent sphere. Of all of the stones, it was likely the most powerful. But where to put it? The citrine needed to be close to be effective. That left the large sitting room, where the moonstone’s influence could reach as much of the penthouse suite as possible. “I feel them.”

“You feel them? How?”

I stared into the depths of the moonstone. “In my hand it feels warm. In my head it’s angry. But I’m always aware its emotions aren’t mine.”

“But why would it hate you? Is it blind? Give me that!” Amber snatched the moonstone out of my hand and stared at it. “Listen up, you piece of rock. She’s got enough troubles without you adding to them. Play nice. She’s doing this because I need her help. And when I’m done, I’m helping her find a cure for the plague, so her family doesn’t die. I’ll shatter you if you even think of doing anything stupid, got it? She needs your help and so do I, unless you’re no better than that thing killing women.”

My mouth dropped open at Amber’s burst of temper. When she returned the moonstone, it’s hostility had dimmed to something else—curiosity? Annoyance? I couldn’t tell.

“I can’t believe you did that.”

“Someone had to. It was obvious you were going to let it walk all over you.”

“Isn’t that going too far?” I said, glaring at the witch.

“It’s the truth.” Amber tapped her temple. “I see things better than you do.”

“Witches,” I muttered. I think the moonstone agreed. 

Maybe it was the book or maybe it was Amber, but it didn’t give me any problems when I charged it with electricity—and trusted it with our lives.


Chapter Eighteen
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The Venetian didn’t have a large casino, which surprised me. To my horror, Amber pulled out several thousand in cash, shoved half of it at me, and took me down the street to Casino Royale. There, she taught me the basics of gambling. Two hours later, with my head spinning, we went back to our hotel to hunt our prey.

“The Venetian’s casino is one of the smallest on the Strip,” Amber said, linking arms with me as she guided me to one of the tables. “We’ll start at the regular tables. We’ll do Gai Pow first. My information says that’s where he initiates contact. He should then talk us into some high stakes games.”

I nodded.

It didn’t take long for our target to make an appearance. He was dressed in a clean-cut suit in classic black, which gave him the appearance of subtle wealth. With a Rolex on his left wrist and golden cuff links, he played the part of a sophisticate well. With a Hollywood-worthy smile, I understood why so many women had fallen prey to him.

On the surface, he played the part of a good-looking gentleman quite well. If I hadn’t been aware of his murderous ways, I might’ve fallen prey to him, too. The thought chilled me. When he approached us, I ducked my head a little, staring at the cards in my hand, deciding how best to play them. On an impulse, I bet high, placed my cards on the table, and watched the dealer.

I lost. I laughed and prepared to lose more of Richard’s money. Amber won, and as the dealer gathered the cards to deal the next hand, our target took the open seat next to Amber. He sat, nodded to the dealer, and exchanged cash for chips. Ten thousand dollars later, he settled in to play, ignoring us—for now.

The casual way he threw his money away indicated wealth, another trap for the rich, single women he favored.

We played several hands, most of which I won. Amber’s luck waned, but she grinned at me—and at our prey when his luck proved no better than hers.

“One of these days, I’ll get the hang of this game,” the man muttered as the dealer claimed his chips yet again. “I guessed I used up all of my luck finding a seat at a table with two very lovely ladies.”

I smiled at the compliment despite wanting to snort at the cliché. 

Amber also smiled, but she turned a little towards him. “I’m Amber.”

“Jason.”

“Pleased to meet you, Jason. At least the house can’t win all of the time, right?” While Amber played our prey, I glared at my cards.

“Thank God for small blessings,” Jason replied. He bet the maximum. To my disgust, he won. So did I, although I hadn’t been brave enough to play the table’s limit.

Amber lost and she chuckled as the dealer claimed her chips. “Well, one of us got lucky at least.”

Amber and Jason settled into light chit chat and I marveled how the witch could effortlessly hold a conversation with someone we intended to kill. I wondered what she saw when she looked at him. If the witch could see the nature of someone’s soul, what did a monster’s look like?

A nudge from Amber woke me from the steady rhythm of placing bets and playing hands. “Hey, want to go get a drink after this hand?”

“Sure.”

“Who is your friend, Amber? Do introduce us,” Jason said, leaning back in his seat a little to stare at me.

I flashed him my best Hollywood smile, hating myself as I thrust my hand out. “Nicole Thomas.”

Instead of shaking my hand, he brought it to his lips and kissed it. A tingling sensation spread from where he touched me and I suppressed the urge to yank my hand away from him. “I’m charmed. Do let me buy you both drinks, ladies. It’d be my honor.”

“Why thank you, Jason.” Amber rose from her seat, and to my relief, Jason let me go.

I let Amber and Jason lead the way, unable to take my eyes off our prey. The tingling sensation remained. I shook my head and tried to ignore it.

~Magic,~ the book whispered to me. Swallowing back my squeak of surprise, I couldn’t help but stare in the direction of the elevators leading to the penthouse suite. Unable to say anything in reply, I hurried to catch up with Amber, linking my arm with hers. ~Sorcerer.~

I fought my alarm; if he used magic on me, just from the brief time he had kissed the back of my hand, what was he doing to Amber? She held his hand as we made our way across the casino to the Canal Shoppes, where he guided us to one of the many Venice-themed cafes.

~Nothing good,~ the book warned me. ~She may turn against you without realizing it.~

Without any practical knowledge on what a sorcerer did, I accepted the book’s words as fact. I couldn’t deny the sensation creeping up my arm, though I didn’t know what I could do about it. If the book was right, however, dealing with Jason would fall to me. I hoped the compact revolver strapped to my thigh would be enough to stop whatever Jason planned to do with Amber.

~She’s a witch. The sorcerer will steal her power and strength and make it his own. He’s a thief. To him, you are a nuisance rather than a meal.~ Heat from the book’s anger seared through my head. ~He can’t sense what you are yet. But Amber—he steals her will and her desire to fight back against him.~

I shuddered at how happy Amber looked.

If the book was right, and I had no reason to doubt it, the joyful expressions of the women murdered made sense. Under his control, they wanted him to do with them as he pleased. Maybe I jumped to conclusions, but Amber’s smile reminded me of them, far too much for my comfort. But how could I put an end to Jason’s influence without having Amber turn on me?

Bitterness swept through me. Amber was supposed to be the heroine and I was supposed to be the bait. With the roles reversed, I didn’t know what to do. Continuing with the plan seemed unwise. The stones wouldn’t target Amber if she targeted me. They’d subdue Jason and Jason alone, which left me facing off with Amber if his control held onto her despite his unconsciousness. While I could draw electricity from the hotel, the Inquisition might notice, which would get me killed and might not save Amber in the process.

If I had to fight Amber, I didn’t know who would win.

~She’s weakened by his touch. Taking her magic. Thief. Easy prey. Sorcerer stronger. Kill.~

“You’re quiet, Nicole. Is something bothering you?” Jason stared at me, still holding hands with Amber. My seat, directly across from him, kept him from touching me. Amber had opted for the seat beside him.

“Oh, it’s nothing, Jason,” I replied, once again using my best smile on him. “It’s nice having a few days off work.”

“What do you do?”

“I’m an actress,” I replied, grinning a little at his startled expression. “In a few days, I go back to Hollywood to sign a contract. I took advantage of the time off to come have some fun here with Amber.”

“Well, Vegas is definitely the right place for that,” Jason replied, taking a sip of his coffee. Like him, I’d chosen a non-alcoholic beverage. Amber’s cocktail was mostly gone and a flush painted her cheeks red. I wasn’t sure if it was from the alcohol or whatever Jason was doing to her.

“Amber?” It took me reaching across the table and touching her arm to catch her attention. “Once we’re done here, I need to go to our room to pick something up. Come with me?”

I didn’t like her glazed expression and I wasn’t sure she knew what she was agreeing to when she nodded her consent. Jason looked troubled.

“You’re welcome to tag along,” I offered along with a I-couldn’t-care-less shrug. “It won’t take me but a minute.”

The moonstone was my main hope. I hoped my trust wasn’t misguided and it really did hate monsters like Jason more than wizards like me.

“How does a trip to the high stakes table after sound to you ladies?”

“I don’t mind,” I replied.

Amber made a sound, which meant consent to Jason, judging from his smile. If she’d spoken a word, it’d been lost in semi-incoherent mumblings.

As promised, Jason picked up the bill for our drinks. Guiding him to the elevator, I hit the button for the top floor, which startled our prey—no, my prey—a little. I wanted to snort my disgust at him, but I pretended I didn’t notice. I slipped the room’s card key out of Amber’s pocket, and hurried down the hall, pausing at the double doors to wait for Jason and Amber to catch up.

“Home sweet home,” I murmured, throwing open the door. Wary of leaving Jason at my back, I hurried across the room, snatching up the moonstone as I went. Its warmth flooded me, erasing the numbness from Jason’s touch. When I turned to face the doorway, Jason closed the door with his foot before helping Amber to the nearest armchair. The witch slumped down, her eyes closed

Fear waged war against my rage. Had my retrieving the stone been long enough for him to kill her?

~Kill him!~ The book’s anger ignited something within me and it bolstered me. The revolver against my thigh didn’t feel big enough to for my fury.

I was supposed to be the bait. I was the one who was supposed to have been hurt—not Amber.

“Oh, my. I forgot she’s such a lightweight,” I lied, clucking my tongue a little at Amber. A possessive part of me declared Amber was my witch, though I didn’t know why. It unsettled me. Amber wasn’t mine, though I didn’t want anything bad to happen to her.

“It happens,” Jason said in a soothing voice, circling the armchair to come closer. “While we wait for her to sleep it off, why don’t we get to know each other a little better?”

Divide and conquer; his strategy was sound, I had to give him that much credit. But I wasn’t about to fall prey to him—and that meant not letting him touch me. “Sit, please. Is there anything I can get you to drink? A cup of tea? Water? I can call room service, if you’d like.”

“Water would be lovely, thank you.” To my relief, Jason sat down on the couch close to Amber, leaving me plenty of space to avoid him without acting like I was wary of his touch. I brought him back a glass of water, setting it on the coffee table, hiding the moonstone clutched in my other hand behind my back.

~Kill!~ the book shrieked in my head.

The moonstone warmed, and to my surprise, I sensed agreement. It didn’t speak, but jolting surges of power lanced up my arm.

“Tell me something, Jason,” I murmured, circling the armchair to drape my arms around Amber. Stroking her throat with my fingers, I applied pressure until I felt her pulse. Relief flooded me. Asleep, then. Not dead.

I hadn’t failed her.

“A question at last! What do you want to know, Nicole?”

“Why did you kill those women?”

Jason sucked in a breath, his eyes widening from surprise. After a stunned moment, he surged to his feet, his handsome expression twisting into something bestial. He lunged for me. Lurching backwards, I thrust out my hand and the moonstone at him. As I panicked, I dropped the sphere.

The moonstone hovered in the air, its rainbow hues reflecting the light in the room. Sparks of blue energy skittered over the surface, while red and blue flames burst into existence. Jason froze in place, his gaze locked on the jewel.

“One chance, Jason. Talk.”

~Kill him!~ the book shrieked again. All I felt from the moonstone was its approval.

“I…I was hired,” Jason stammered, the color draining from his face. “I must harvest their life force and return to him.”

“Why? For what price?”

“Not my business to ask. Probably planning on a big spell he needs energy for. He paid me twenty million up front.” The words escaped his lips, as if he struggled against his need to answer me. “In cash. Took more from the girls.”

“How much did you steal from them?”

Jason trembled, and when he spoke, his voice was a cracked whisper. “A million.”

“How many women have you killed?”

“Twenty.”

I sucked in a breath. That was a much higher number than I expected—what had happened to the bodies of the other women? Uncertain of how long I could hold him, I asked, “Who hired you?”

“Don’t know his name.”

“Where can I find him?”

Jason’s skin took on a ghastly green tone. “He’ll kill me.”

“If you don’t answer me, I’m going to kill you,” I snarled.

“You can find him in Los Angeles, there’s a cafe. Popular among the elite.”

“That only describes half of the cafes in town.” I narrowed my eyes, staring at my prey. “Surely you can offer me something better than that. You could mean a chain coffee shop for all I know.”

“I’m sworn, I can’t. I can’t!” Jason’s eyes bulged as the moonstone floated closer to him. I hadn’t asked it to, but I wasn’t about to stop it, either.

“What did you do to Amber?”

“Nothing! I didn’t do anything to her. It was the alcohol.”

“You’re a liar, sorcerer.” I straightened, resting my hands on Amber’s shoulders. I could feel something lurking in her, something dark and cold and smothering, suppressing all of Ambers’s fire. The moonstone’s glow brightened and it crackled with electricity. “I feel it writhing within her.”

~Kill,~ the book pleaded. ~Kill while we can.~

~Yes,~ a new voice, neither feminine or masculine, agreed. I recognized the presence as the moonstone’s, cold and unyielding.

“A street name, Jason. What street is the cafe on?”

Jason shuddered, his gaze still fixed on the floating moonstone. “East 7th.”

Amber made a pained noise and my temper flared. With it, the fire from the moonstone flashed and I could feel the stone drawing power out of me to fuel its magic. Jason surged to his feet, lunging at me with outstretched hands. Before I could react, blinding light flashed from the moonstone. My vision darkened as the stone stole more energy from me. Jason jerked and twitched, falling over the coffee table. He burned and the heat washed over me, sapping my strength. I slumped against the armchair and slid down to the floor, struggling to draw a breath.

I heard Jason cry out before everything went still and silent.
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Someone shook me, holding onto my shoulders while my head rolled side to side. It hurt, but I couldn’t find the strength to stop them. Something important nagged at me, but I couldn’t remember exactly what. Something needed my attention; something urgent enough to make me panic as I struggled to make sense of what was going on around me.

I remembered Amber, Jason, and the moonstone’s rather dramatic display. I lurched upright, and my forehead collided with something hard.

Amber made a pained noise. My head throbbed in rhythm with my heart and I lifted my arm enough to wave an apology. I tried to say something, but all I managed was a groan.

“What happened?” she asked, sitting next to me. Our backs rested against the armchair. “And what happened to him? Why can’t I remember anything?”

I sucked in a breath and the memory of the moonstone stealing power from me returned. I clawed my way upright with the help of the chair, twisting around to stare at the coffee table and couch.

A fine white powder dusted everything. I swallowed several times. The moonstone had rolled under the coffee table, its colors dull. Staggering over to it, I knelt down to scoop it up. While faint, I felt its warmth.

~Gone,~ the book murmured to me. Its voice, my voice, sounded tired. ~Dust.~

I shuddered at the realization that I knelt in what had once been a person.

A person I had murdered.

“Nicole?”

“He’s dead,” I whispered, starting to shake as the impact of what I had done sank in.

“Oh my god. What did you do? Or did I do it? Oh god, what happened, Nicole? Nicole? Where’s the body?” If Amber panicked, I feared I’d fall apart, so I quieted her with a wave of my hand, gesturing at the powder littering the couch, table, and floor. 

Sickened, I whispered, “There’s not a whole lot of him left to clean up.”

“What did you do?” Amber gasped, grabbing my arm and jerking me back from the coffee table.

“He did something to you. I—he was coming at me. I didn’t do anything to him, I swear.”

“The trap. The moonstone reacted, didn’t it? I thought it was supposed to stun him, not…”

I shuddered. “Not cremate him?”

Amber sat me down, picked up the hotel’s phone, and made a call. She briskly grabbed a towel from the bathroom and rubbed it over the carpet, couch, and table. While her efforts got rid of most of the evidence, the few lasting smears reminded me I had killed someone.

“Fire witches can do that when desperate,” Amber said, patting my shoulder.

Within ten minutes, there was a knock at the door. Amber let in three men wearing suits and judging from the slight bulge under their coats, they were carrying concealed guns. My hand slipped to my revolver and I slid it out of my thigh holster. I shoved the moonstone under me.

“What happened?” One of the men, middle-aged with a tired look in his eyes, circled my armchair to examine the coffee table and the couch. He spared a glance at me, took notice of my little revolver, and dipped his head in a cordial nod. Then he turned his attention fully on Amber. “Let me guess. You got cornered and lost control.”

Amber sat in silence, her lips parted slightly. I squirmed a bit and when I drew a deep, calming breath, I smelled cinnamon. I remembered what Amber had said about Fenerec being able to detect lies.

“There’s no helping it. It’s fortunate you managed to do so without setting off the fire alarms. No harm done,” the man declared. “Get this place cleaned up. You’re expected to report.”

If Amber reported, they’d catch her in her lies. “She doesn’t know what happened,” I said in a firm tone. “We… thought he might try something, so we set up some traps in the room. He set one off. It worked better than we anticipated. Neither one of us touched him.”

Every eye in the room focused on me, and I stared down at the floor. “I guess he thought she was the bigger risk, so he… did something to her. I don’t know what, but she fell over and wouldn’t wake up. I was supposed to be the bait so Amber could deal with him, but it didn’t work out that way.”

“We were informed Amber was playing bodyguard for a Normal,” the man conceded. Inquisitor, I guessed. “Takes guts to get involved with our business, miss. What did he do to her?”

I shrugged. “I don’t know. After he knocked her out,  he went for me, and I guess that set off the trap. It…” I let my voice trail off and sniffled a little. “It did that to him.”

“I trust the traps are long gone now, Amber?”

She swallowed. “I’m not sure. The main one has been, but…”

“Think you can repeat that trick?” the Inquisitor asked.

“I didn’t think it would do that,” Amber whispered. “It was supposed to buy me enough time to deal with him, not kill him.”

“I’ll let Mr. O’Reilly know. Still, you’ll need to report in. Ladies, we’ll send someone up to finish the cleanup within the next few hours. Please call us if anything comes up. If anyone asks, I suggest you say you spilled something harmless—like powdered sugar.” With that, the three swept out of the suite, closing the door behind them.

“That’s it?” I asked, staring at the door in shock.

“Why did you do that?” Amber hissed at me. “I could have handled them.”

“One of them was a Fenerec.”

Her eyes widened. “I didn’t… how did you know?”

I tapped the tip of my nose. “I thought you could recognize them on sight.” When Amber didn’t reply, I frowned. “Anyway, ever since Scott’s death, my nose has been a little more sensitive than normal. One of them smelled like cinnamon.”

“Normally, I can. I’m more than a little worn out right now. As for the Fenerec, cinnamon?”

“Cinnamon. Fenerec smell like spice. Cinnamon and something else. I couldn’t tell which one of them was the werewolf, though. I was afraid he’d catch you if you lied.”

Amber sighed and she smiled at me. “You did well.”

“The sorcerer said his contact goes to a cafe on East 7th.” Getting to my feet, I checked the other spheres. Like the moonstone, they were dulled and inert. Neither one of them tried to speak to me as the moonstone had done. Shivering, I packed them away. “I need to go back to Los Angeles.”

Even if I went back home, how was I going to find the right cafe? For all I knew, there could be hundreds of them on 7th.

“We need to go back to Los Angeles,” Amber corrected.

“He said he had killed twenty women and was harvesting their life force for someone who could be found at a cafe on East 7th. It’s not just some random guy killing random women…” I frowned, trying to figure out how a sorcerer harvested life from someone—and what sort of magic could be fueled with such foul power.

“Well, he’s not going to be making that meeting now. Leave it be, Nicole. We can’t chase after the buyer. I’ll text the information to my boss. We have more important things to worry about, like the plague. If whoever-he-is hires another sorcerer, the Inquisition will find him. They haven’t found a cure for the plague yet. And frankly, I think you’re our best and only hope to do it. It’s not easy walking away, but we don’t have a choice. We… were very lucky they didn’t force us to answer a lot more questions. Let’s get away while we can.”

Why had the Inquisitors left, satisfied with my response? It didn’t make sense to me; someone was dead, turned to ash, and they accepted the feeble excuse of a trap for his murder?

I deserved far worse than a few questions for taking someone’s life.

~He would have killed you and Amber,~ the book whispered.

I wanted to tell it to shut up, but I remained silent.

~You did well. Perhaps… you might ask the moonstone about the plague. It’s a stone of healing, after all. And it’s very, very old. And you might ask your witch for help. She sees things in a different way.~

I blinked, reaching down to retrieve the gemstone sphere. “Amber, I have a question.”

“What?”

“If I told you I could talk to inanimate objects, would you believe me?”

The witch laughed. “You demonstrated stones have souls of sorts, so why not? It’s a little unsettling, I’ll admit. But I would believe you.”

“You won’t think I’m crazy?”

“Nicole, you’re a wizard. Of course you’re crazy.”

I glared at Amber and she grinned back at me, unrepentant. 

“Something told me the moonstone might know something about the plague, because it’s a healing stone, and it’s very old. But… it thinks I might want to ask you for your help. You, apparently, see things differently.” I watched Amber for her reaction.

With a thoughtful expression, Amber paced around the room. “Well, I am a fire witch. We see auras. Life has colors that… radiate from someone.”

“What do you mean?”

“How do you explain what the color blue looks like to someone who is blind?” Amber asked, shrugging helplessly. “I don’t know how to explain it. I just see things. How people are. How they could be. Mostly, though, I get a feel for the type of person they have been and are likely to be in the near future.”

“That’s rather vague.” I rubbed my temples, considering the moonstone and what good Amber’s vision could do to help with the plague. Without any other options, I held out the moonstone to her. “So, how do you describe the color blue to someone who is blind?”

With a faint smile, Amber took the moonstone from me, and as I had done so many times before, she rolled it between her hands. “I tell them it is the color of the cold.”

While the moonstone reflected the colors of the rainbow, its blue showed through more than any other hue. I watched the sphere as it rolled and decided Amber was right. “Cold, huh?”

“It’s the closest I’ve ever gotten to an answer. Fire witches are supposed to be lights in the dark, but we can’t help the blind.” She turned to face the window, lifting the moonstone so she could peer into its depths. “I don’t know what you think I’m supposed to see, Nicole. There’s something about it, but stones were never my strength. Until I met you, I never thought they could be anything more than pretty rocks.”

When she handed me the moonstone back, I felt something from it, and it took me a moment to recognize the emotion as regret. “Nothing at all?”

“It feels strange. Not bad, but different. I’ve never seen anything like it before.”

I cupped the sphere in my hands and its warmth seeped into me. “I just wish I knew what to do, Amber.”

“Don’t we all. We’ll figure something out, one way or another. I do know one thing, though. If we’re going to hunt for a cure to the plague, we need someone to experiment on and that means returning to Los Angeles. We can’t do anything else here. Let’s pack up and hit the road.”

I set the moonstone on the coffee table, and without a word, headed to the bedroom to get changed.


Chapter Nineteen
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While Richard had taken my original notes about the plague with him, the Fenerec Alpha had left behind a slim folder containing photocopies. I shoved it and a notepad into my messenger bag, along with the book, the debens, and my gemstones. I packed my silver mirror in my suitcase.

Hopefully by the time we made it back to Los Angeles, I’d have a plan—one better than running around the city hunting for a sick Fenerec to experiment on. While Alex was the perfect candidate, neither one of us wanted to face his brother if anything went wrong. Amber waited by the door, tapping her foot as I double checked my things.

“Have your California permit?” she asked as I shrugged on my shoulder holster.

“Arizona’s and California’s are in my wallet.”

She nodded in approval. “Can we go then?”

“I guess we don’t need to check out, do we?” After checking the room for the third time to make certain I left nothing behind, I dragged my luggage to the door.

“Not our room, not our problem. Ready? Oh, Richard texted me that your two dogs will be with your agent this evening. We can pick them up tomorrow.”

I nodded and tried to imagine the two dogs fitting in Amber’s sports car. I followed the witch down to the parking garage. There wasn’t much of a trunk, so my luggage and messenger bag were stowed on the backseat for the trip. She kept the top of the convertible closed, giving me a chance to sort through the file Richard had left behind.

No matter how many times I flipped through the pages, I didn’t find anything new or some spark of inspiration to help me figure out how to cure the plague.

“Where are we going to find a volunteer to experiment on?” I asked, pulling out my notepad and pen. Without anything to write, I ended up chewing on the cap while waiting for Amber to reply.

She took her time, driving to the outskirts of Las Vegas before glancing at me. “The volunteer won’t know you’re experimenting on him or her. Fenerec do not take kindly to that sort of thing. I have a few ideas, though.”

“That’s entirely unhelpful, Amber.”

“It is what it is. You can’t let anyone else know what you are. Richard and Alex are safe enough, but others? They’ll turn you into the Inquisition to garner good favor. The Los Angeles pack is beholden to the Inquisition. That makes you a top rated enemy. They can’t know. You’ll hide behind me while I do witchy things.”

“Witchy things,” I echoed weakly.

“Yes. An Inquisitor doing witchy things to help the Fenerec survive is permissible. Many of them know me, too. They won’t have any reason to question you, who is with me.”

“I knew this wasn’t going to be easy, but you are making this even more difficult than it needs to be,” I muttered. “I try to avoid using any magic where someone might notice. Are you sure you’ll be able to hide what I’m doing?”

“Well, do you know of a Fenerec who would cooperate without spilling your secrets?”

“I wish we could ask Alex,” I grumbled, chomping on the pen cap in frustration.

Amber snorted. “Richard would kill us if our experimentations killed his brother.”

The truth hurt, but I said it anyway, “He’s already dying.”

“I know,” the witch whispered, “but that doesn’t mean Richard will allow us to experiment on him in the slim chance we can learn something.”

“So how do we find a volunteer?”

“We could ask one of the young Fenerec. They’re at most risk and have everything to lose and gain by helping me search for a cure. They know they’re dying. Those three pups proved it. They all underwent the ritual on the same night.” Amber drew a long breath and sighed. “They were really good friends.”

“There were four boys in the photo of them. Who was the fourth?” I asked.

Amber shook her head and didn’t speak for a long time. When she did, her voice trembled. “Our volunteer. Six months after they became Fenerec, Aiden was brought into the pack. He was on my watch list, although a lower priority than the other three. He’s not a bad kid. He’s about as submissive as Fenerec get. I’m worried about him.”

“You know him, don’t you?”

“I do.”

When she didn’t elaborate, I kept my mouth shut and stared out of the window at the desert. Even with a volunteer, what could I do to stop the disease killing the Fenerec? My science knowledge began and ended with high school biology and tinkering with cells underneath a microscope. I had skipped chemistry in favor of environmental sciences. My wizardry wasn’t much better; the book knew everything, and I did what it suggested more often than not.

While I managed to survive, I wasn’t skilled. Not in the way I needed to be in order to save an entire species from extinction. I felt helpless not knowing what to do or how to go about doing it. My goal was obvious, but I was blind in terms on how to get there.

Time wasn’t on my side. It wasn’t on Richard’s or Alex’s side either, and it wasn’t on my family’s side. But time wasn’t variable, and for all I was a wizard, it was an absolute I could not change. The taboo of experiencing the past was as close as I could ever get to changing the future.

I considered my father’s thoughts regarding the Winter Wolf. I suspected the Winter Wolf’s miraculous cure had happened far before my time—long before modern medicine and science.

That left magic. But how had he done it? Why?

Maybe we weren’t very different. Desperation could make people find their boundaries or surpass them. Before I had learned my family was dying from the plague, I never would have ventured into a nest of Inquisitors. I never would have partnered up with Amber.

I never would have called my father, either.

Without knowing anything concrete about the Winter Wolf, I couldn’t scry into the past and learn how he had done it. Calling my father again wouldn’t do me any good; if he had known anything, he would’ve told me—at least, I thought he would. Too much relied on his knowledge for him to withhold information.

“You’re going to hurt yourself if you keep thinking that hard,” Amber said, her tone amused.

I glared at the witch. “I was trying to figure out what drove the Winter Wolf into finding a cure for the Fenerec. Was he a Fenerec trying to save himself? A True-born? Was he even a wolf at all?”

“Following in the footsteps of the past?”

“I guess. My father said it’s been done before, but how? I understand the why.”

“He probably was watching his friends, family, and pack die.”

“Just like us,” I said, unable to keep the bitterness out of my voice.

“Just like us.”

“That doesn’t help me at all,” I muttered. “If the Winter Wolf lived long before modern medicine, why hasn’t the Inquisition been able to use science to find a cure?”

Amber made a rude noise. “The Inquisition isn’t exactly crawling with doctors, Nicole. I don’t think they dare bring in the true experts. It’s too much of an exposure risk. The Inquisition doesn’t really make many allowances for medical facilities. Witches don’t get sick often, Fenerec rarely do—at least until now—and they’re too busy trying to kill rogues, not save them. The Inquisition is of no use. We’re on our own. And if we don’t play by their rules, we’re as dead as the Fenerec. Taking our volunteer is going to be risky enough without bringing a Normal on board.”

“Who said we needed to let him know why we’re asking questions?” I chuckled a little at the idea forming in my head. “We’re young. We could claim we’re considering being disease research doctors. So we ask what is involved, the type of things we need to learn, and prerequisites for that level of education. We then find out what we need to know. We could say we’re interested in African diseases in particular.”

Amber looked puzzled for a moment, glancing at me as she adjusted her rear view mirror. “You mean ebola.”

“Exactly. Richard’s notes said the disease was very similar in styling to Ebola. If we can access information on that disease, we might find a cure for ours.”

“But there is no cure for ebola.”

“There isn’t a vaccine either, though I’ve heard there are some in developmental stages.” I looked through the notes Richard had left for me. “If that’s so, maybe we can steal it for the Fenerec.”

“That’s insane. If anyone found out we stole it, we’d be screwed. By the Normals and by the Inquisition.”

I snorted. “Isn’t the first time I’ve stolen something.”

“Nicole!”

“What? You don’t think debens grow on trees, do you? I stole them from a museum. They had extra.”

“You stole them from a museum.”

I bit my lip so I wouldn’t grin. “There was a museum in D.C. that had a lovely exhibit of life in Ancient Egypt. They had spares.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

“What? I needed them! They were just showing them off under a display case with others just like them.” I giggled. “It was fun watching the security people try to figure out how the museum had been robbed. For some reason, their cameras didn’t see a thing.”

“I hope for the sake of the world that you decide against pursuing bank robbery as a viable career choice.”

Snorting from laughter, I settled into the leather seat, stretching out my legs as much as I could in the car. “I like earning what I make, thank you very much.”

Robbing banks hadn’t occurred to me, but Amber did have a point. With my powers, I doubted the electronics of a bank would pose a problem for me. The museum had been easy enough to rob. “And anyway, I left them a hundred thousand in cash for the debens.”

“You what?”

“I gave them money for the debens.”

“You’re unbelievable.”

“But Amber, you’ve said that already.” I slapped the folder against the dashboard. “Not that my ill-gotten gains are doing us any good right now. Unless I find someone related to the Winter Wolf, I can’t figure out how he did it. Blood works best.”

“How would you figure out how he did it?”

I shivered a little, fighting to ignore the memories of Scott’s death. “The past, Amber. I’d visit the past for a little while.”

“But you can’t do that, Nicole! It can’t be done. It’s impossible. No one…” Amber paled several shades. “It’s suicide.”

“It’s unpleasant.” I twisted around to glower at my bag in the back seat. The book kept quiet. “Why do you think it’s suicide?”

“It’s never been done!”

“I’m pretty sure being a wizard lets me break the rules. And anyway, I’ve already done it once, so it can be done. But I need blood. I don’t think I can manage it any other way. So it pretty much is impossible.” Tapping the folder against the dash a few more times, I stared out the window and tried to think of what I could do—what we could do—to save the Fenerec. “And if it meant a chance at saving them, I would do it if I could.”

“I didn’t have you pegged as the family type. No pictures in your apartment, nothing indicating that you even have a family.”

“Nicole Thomas doesn’t have a family,” I replied with a shrug. “Nicolina Desmond, however, does. And she won’t, unless we do something.”

“Desperate times call for desperate measures?”

“I might not get along with them, and they may not be a good family, but they’re mine. I’m not going to just let them die, not without trying to do something about it.”

Amber made a pleased sound. “I knew there was something I liked about you.”

“What is that supposed to mean?”

She didn’t answer me.
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Amber took me to her condo on the outskirts of Hollywood. I whistled at the marble floors and gold leafing of the lobby. “They must pay you really well.”

“Richard takes care of those who help him,” was all the witch said as she guided me to the elevators. It shouldn’t have surprised me, but it did. Just how wealthy were the Murphy brothers? I understood they had to be rich enough to afford a place like the Venetian, but how much were they paying Amber, giving her enough wealth to live in such a nice condominium complex? Instead of asking, I kept my mouth shut and followed quietly along.

Her condo wasn’t large, but comfortable. Reds, yellows, and oranges dominated her decor, from the couch to the rug spread out over the cherry floors. At her welcoming gesture, I flopped down on the couch and wiggled in its luxurious embrace. “I might have to steal your couch, Amber.”

“You may visit my couch, but you may not take it with you,” Amber said, grinning at me. “I lugged that thing through four different moves. I’m not giving it up!”

“So what’s our next move?” I asked, emptying my messenger bag out on the table.

“I need to talk to Aiden. He’ll help us—probably. That leaves figuring out how real doctors approach finding cures for diseases, or a vaccination. Something.” Amber rubbed her temples. “I have a laptop if you want to start looking into that.”

“I should call Dominic. My phone’s busted. He’s probably fuming by now.”

Amber nodded and went into her kitchen, where she opened a drawer. A few moments later, she returned with a cell phone in hand. “This is my spare. It’s a secure phone. It belongs to the Inquisition and they record everything, so watch what you say. Feel free to use it until yours is replaced.”

“Not really secure if they’re recording everything,” I muttered, accepting the phone.

“At least you know who is listening, right?”

“Small comfort.” I dialed Dominic’s number and braced myself for a conversation I wouldn’t enjoy.

“Dominic speaking,” my agent said, sounding tired.

“Hey, it’s Nicole. I just got back in town. My cell broke. I’m sorry I didn’t call you earlier. There was a family emergency, and then I went out with a friend for a few days.” I waited, but Dominic didn’t say anything. “Have I missed anything important?”

“No,” my agent replied, and then I heard him sigh. “We’re still negotiating the contract, which has been delayed because of the rebuild of the set. I should have something for you soon. Is everything okay?”

“A little stressful, but otherwise fine. I’ll be staying at my friend’s place for a few days before heading home. Did someone bring the dogs over? I hope you don’t mind watching them for the night?”

“They’ll be here in about half an hour. One of my security guards agreed keep an eye on them. When they aren’t penned in my yard, they’ll be at his place. He is better with dogs than I am.”

I chuckled. Dominic, like many of the well-to-do, had a fiendishly expensive home, which was fenced with a fifteen foot stone wall. While it wouldn’t surprise me if Rocky or Silver could jump that high if they wanted to, I gave my agent credit; they’d have to be determined to get out of his yard. “Can I pick them up tomorrow, then?”

“I could pen you in for dinner, if that’s okay with you.”

“If I’m paying this time, you’re getting fast food and you’ll like it,” I warned. “Five?”

“Sounds good. Do you need me to pick you up?”

“I’ll have my friend drop me off at your place,” I replied.

“At five, then.” Dominic hung up. I frowned at the phone.

“Did you agent just ask you on a date?” Amber asked, incredulous.

“A date? With Dominic? Hah, I don’t think so. He’s usually so busy that he’ll take clients out to a meal to talk. He’s the workaholic type. He probably wants to talk about the contract negotiations, knowing him. You don’t mind dropping me off, do you?”

“I don’t mind. Make yourself at home, and I’ll go see if I can convince Aiden to come join us for a bit. Feel free to poke around the condo, though I’m afraid the fridge is pretty barren.”

After setting me up with her laptop, Amber left. I went to work, wondering if what I’d be able to learn on the internet would give me some clue on how to cure the Fenerec.
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After two hours of searching the internet, I learned one important thing: if I wanted to cure the Fenerec, I needed to find a survivor. Only a survivor would have the antibodies to battle against the illness. The reason behind it didn’t matter too much to me; I’d find out soon enough if a wizard’s reputation lived up to the hype.

It also explained why the Inquisition’s doctors were at a loss. Without antibodies, the Fenerec couldn’t fight the disease. It left me with another option: there were Fenerec immune to the illness, although no one knew why.

I almost wished the Fenerec did suffer from ebolavirus zaire. It had a treatment. People survived.

The Fenerec either never got sick, or they died. But even if I found out why some were immune, I’d have to figure out a way to make use of that knowledge. Had these Fenerec somehow been born with antibodies while their brethren fell to the illness? Where could I begin finding out?

I pushed Amber’s laptop across the coffee table so I wouldn’t slam the case closed in frustration. Without knowledge, power was useless—worse than useless.

~You can see,~ the book said and I heard hesitancy in its voice.

“I can see what?” I demanded, reaching into my bag to pull the book out. I set it next to the laptop. “Do you have an idea?”

~You can see the disease, if you choose. So could Amber, if she realized she could. Any powerful fire witch can do so.~

“Need I remind you that I am not a fire witch?”

~You’re a wizard. You can do everything a witch can and more. Unlike them, however, your sight does not come with instinct, but with learning and practice. Scrying into the past uses the same skills. You’re just looking for something else. You already sense the flow of electricity in things, do you not?~

The book knew I did, so I kept quiet, staring at the blue leather. When it didn’t speak, I asked, “So what does that have to do with anything?”

~All living things have auras. Signatures. Those are what fire witches sense. In a way, you’re not so different from them. You sense electricity with ease, don’t you? If you can learn to sense people in the same way you do electricity, then you can begin to sense smaller things. Very tiny things.~

“Like the disease?”

~Like the disease. If you get good enough at it, you can see what is different in someone who is sick versus someone who is not. Which is what you want, is it not?~

“It can’t be that easy,” I muttered, pulling Amber’s laptop back to me so I could once again continue my search. Vaccinations in humans often gave antibodies to those who did not have them, so that illnesses couldn’t thrive. “I’m pretty sure once someone is sick that you can’t vaccinate them.”

~Perhaps the Winter Wolf could see these things and found a cure using what he learned.~

“Is that possible?” I frowned, considered all of the information I had read, and shook my head. “Seeing is different from making a disease just disappear.”

~Winter is the season of change,~ the book said. It hesitated, and I waited for it in silence. ~Wizards are the embodiment of change.~

“If I don’t like the rules, change them?” My voice was bitter.

~Desperation is a dangerous weapon in the hands of a wizard. If you believe you can, you will.~

The book’s words hurt, but I couldn’t refute them. It was right. I didn’t believe I could do anything. How could I? All I saw when I thought of the Fenerec and the plague was death. Wizards weren’t the embodiment of change, unless change meant charbroiled, fried, or electrocuted. I was growing confident in my ability to destroy things—Jason had been reduced to a pile of ash because of me and my work with the moonstone.

“I know.” Acknowledging the book pained me almost as much as the realization of the truth.

~Think about it and remember this: you are not the first. If someone else can do it, so can you. You are equal to the challenge and the Winter Wolf, no matter what you might believe.~

I wrinkled my nose and leveled a glare at the leather tome. “And how would you know that?”

~I chose you. Of course you’re his equal.~

The book’s confidence stunned me into silence.
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When Amber returned, she was alone. I looked up from the laptop, weary from hours of staring at the screen. With a heavy sigh, she flopped onto the couch beside me.

“Aiden died yesterday, along with four others,” she said in a dull, tired voice.

I drew a deep breath. “I’m sorry.”

“So am I. I spoke with the L.A. Alpha, and… he believes most of his pack will die during the next full moon. They’re too weak to resist the need to change.” Amber choked up. Tears burned in my eyes.

“When is the next full moon?”

“Four days from now. In two days, the youngest with weakest control will start joining with their wolves. The oldest might last until the moon rises.” I heard the tears in Amber’s voice, so I kept my eyes closed. I wasn’t ready to cry—not yet—but my throat tightened as realization settled in.

In two days, my sister would die—if she wasn’t dead already. In four days, my entire family would be gone.

We weren’t running out of time, it was already gone.

I didn’t have to look for a Fenerec survivor. I knew one. If I wanted to stop the virus, I needed to face him in person, to hell with the consequences. I didn’t know if Richard had lived through the plague before, and if Alex verged on death, the Alpha would be volatile at best. “I need to call my father,” I said, sitting up straight. I picked up Amber’s cell and dialed.

“The Desmond residence,” my father said.

“We need to meet.”

“It’s a little late for that, Ms. Thomas.”

“If you want your daughter to live, you’ll come to Los Angeles.” The easiest way to avoid arguing with my father was to hang up, so I did.

I turned to Amber. She wiped the tears off of her cheek and lifted her chin, as though she challenged me to mock her for crying.

“I haven’t learned a lot, but I might have a few ideas,” I said, turning my attention to Amber’s laptop and pulling up the notes I had typed up. I turned the computer so she could see the screen. “From my understanding, Fenerec don’t get colds normally, right?”

Amber nodded. “Not unless they have the plague.”

“Colds are extremely virulent and they mutate easily. That’s why there are new vaccinations each year for common cold and influenza strains. ebolavirus zaire is typically hard to catch. It’s great at killing, not so great at spreading. If the plague was like abola, it’d be easy to contain. But it’s more like a cold.”

“I follow. What’s your point?”

“When I stopped trying to look for ideas for a cure, I started looking at the types of diseases and viruses out there. There’s a lot. The really lethal ones are difficult to spread. Bites, contact with fluids, things like that. The ones easily spread are usually not lethal, unless you’re really young, really old, or already sick. A smart virus doesn’t kill its host, not without having time to spread first.”

“Like what has happened with the Fenerec.”

I nodded. “Exactly. So, I started to look at viruses that take over other cells, like AIDS.”

“I don’t see how that’s helpful, Nicole.”

I drew a breath, wondering if my logic was sound, and if my idea could possibly work. With such limited knowledge, the theory was just that—a theory. A gamble. A dim hope. But if the book thought wizards could change things, maybe I could. “What if I can make a cold that kills the plague instead of the Fenerec? The infected Fenerec can catch colds, right?”

Amber stared at me like I had somehow grown a second head. “That’s it?”

Swallowing to ease the tightness in my throat, I stared down at her coffee table and nodded. “That’s the best I have.”

“But it’s such a simple idea.”

“I thought ‘Keep it simple, stupid!’ was the point,” I mumbled.

“So why did you make that phone call? If you have this idea, why do you need outside help?”

“He’s immune, Amber.”

“You called a True Fenerec.”

“If he’s immune, he’s somehow able to fight off the virus. If I can find out how, and tie it with a common cold…”

“You want to cure the Fenerec with the equivalent of biological warfare.” Amber laughed, but it was a sad sound. “You know something like this has never been done before, right?”

“Do you have a better idea?” I whispered.

“No. Okay, what do you need to do this?”

“I need my father, a cold, and a lot of electricity,” I replied, hoping I could hash together a more solid plan before we ran out of time.

“If you need virulent colds, well, the best place to find those is at the Children’s hospital. There are always sick kids in there, and surely one of them has the latest strain of the cold.”

“A hospital?” I shuddered at the thought of going into a place with so many machines meant to keep people—children—alive.

“I know someone who can help. She’s in the Inquisition and she owes me a couple of favors. Her job is to save kids with weak immune systems from colds. If there’s anyone who can help us, it’s her.”

I hesitated at the thought of putting children at risk, but I nodded. “See if you can get us a date with her, then.”

“What about your date with your agent?”

“I have more important things to worry about.” Dominic could wait—and he would. He wouldn’t like it, but that would be his problem.

“But what about your career?”

I gaped at Amber for a long moment. “What?”

“Your career, Nicole. Aren’t you worried you’ll lose your job?”

Anger stole my breath for several long moments. I forced it back, glaring at the witch until I could speak without my voice cracking worse than it usually did. “Are you implying I’d let a bunch of Fenerec die because I’m worried about my job?”

“I’ve seen your apartment. You’re not rich.” Amber met my gaze. Her expression and bland tone revealed nothing.

“I am going to pretend you didn’t say that. I’m also going to sleep on this couch and you’re going to leave me alone until tomorrow.” I was proud of the way I kept my voice calm. “We’re going to forget this discussion ever happened.”

Amber hesitated before fleeing to a different room in her condo. I turned my attention back to the laptop, so I could make better plans—and charge my crystals.

Unless a miracle happened, I was going to need them.


Chapter Twenty
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At six in the morning, I was bleary-eyed and stifling yawns. Amber dragged me into a small children’s hospital on the outskirts of the city. We were met by a young woman wearing a doctor’s white overcoat.

“Amber, it’s nice to see you again, although I wish it were under better circumstances.” The dark-haired doctor didn’t smile, but offered her hand. Amber didn’t smile either. As the two women shook, their eyes narrowed in challenge. A shiver went up my spine.

If the two were friends, their relationship was volatile at best. I made an effort not to stare at them as they faced off.

“Dr. Cerimino, this is my friend, Nicole. She’s trying to develop a treatment for the Fenerec.” Amber reached out, grabbed hold of my arm, and pulled me forward a few steps. “Can you help us?”

“You said you needed samples? I can help, if you think it’ll make a difference. You look young for a doctor, Nicole.”

“Nicole’s not exactly a doctor. She’s a special case,” Amber said, her tone as guarded as her expression. “What sort of viruses do you have?”

“You’ll like this. Please, come with me. You’ll need scrubs and protective gear.”

My eyes widened from alarm. “What sort of virus are we going to look at?”

Dr. Cermino smiled, but there was nothing pleasant about her expression. “Several. The first is relatively harmless. It’s the most common strain of the common cold—influenza, more accurately. The second is more dangerous and it’s what is killing our friends.”

I winced at the emphasis on friends and the cold way she spoke. “You must be among those who would rather see the Fenerec be wiped out, then,” I stated, my tone as frigid as hers. Amber’s grip on my arm tightened and I shook her off.

The woman sighed. “It would solve some problems, but no. I apologize for coming across that way. I’m no friend of the Fenerec, that’s true, but I’m not their enemy either. No one deserves to die like they are. That’s why I agreed to help.”

“This is an Inquisition hospital, Nicole. Earth witches, like Dr. Cermino, both serve as caretakers of the grounds and as our medical staff. This is where we’ve been taking the deceased Fenerec,” Amber explained.

“I’m the only one on staff today, which is why I’m able to get you two in. I hope you have better ideas than we do, because we’re at a loss on how to treat it, if it can be treated.”

“It can,” I said with confidence, although I still hadn’t figured out how the Winter Wolf had cured the plague.

“Good. There’s been enough death.”

Unless I did something about it, there would be many more by the time the full moon rose. I lifted my chin, met Dr. Cermino’s gaze, and waited. 

She nodded, spun on a heel, and strode towards the main doors. “I’ll have you wear scrubs and protective gear for the sake of the children. We have a few in residence with autoimmune disorders. It’s cold season, and while you may not feel sick, that doesn’t mean you don’t have something they could catch from you. I’d rather not take any chances with them. A simple cold could kill them. Unfortunately, we have to pass through their ward to get to the elevators leading downstairs. Whoever designed this place was a damned fool and an idiot.”

“Better safe than sorry,” I agreed.

“Exactly. It’s been quite the challenge bringing our Fenerec patients in without the Normals being aware of it, especially in their current state. Fortunately, their illness can’t be transmitted to Normals or I wouldn’t have let them in here at all.”

“Has anyone figured out why Normals are immune?” I asked.

“That’s a good question, and one we’ve been looking at, but we don’t have any conclusive results yet. My personal opinion, of course, is that their biological makeup is slightly different than a Normal’s. Witches don’t seem to be able to contract the virus either, fortunately—and no, I don’t know why that is. In Fenerec, there are variations in blood types, organ tissue, and bone marrow. Of course, we don’t get to study Fenerec often, and the cadavers we have are difficult to work with at best.” Dr. Cerimino led us through a twisting maze of hallways and wards until we reached a locker room.

Under her supervision, we changed into scrubs, donning face masks and latex gloves. She changed as well, exchanging her white coat for a clean one, as well as wearing the same protective gear we did. She herded us through another ward, making efforts to steer us clear of the curious children in the halls, who were supervised by tired-looking nurses.

Once in the safety of the elevator, I wasn’t the only one who breathed a sigh of relief.

“I’m not taking the bodies out of the freezer. It was bad enough the first time,” Dr. Cerimino warned.

I shuddered. “I’ve seen a Fenerec die from the disease before.”

The woman stared at me, her eyes narrowing a little. “Have you?”

“We were both there when Scott died,” Amber said in a subdued voice.

“Oh. Oh. His was particularly bad, wasn’t it? I don’t envy those doing the autopsies. I just handle the blood work. And it’s interesting. Are you aware Fenerec do not normally fall victim to the colds Normals suffer from?”

I nodded, as did Amber. The elevator dinged before opening to a narrow, whitewashed hallway. At the end was a glass door. We entered a room with rows upon rows of steel doors. I’d never been in a morgue, but I recognized the compartments from television shows.

“Well, when the Fenerec are infected with the virus, they catch them all—several of the victims had multiple strains at the same time. It took a bit of work, but I’ve identified all of the known strains from the bodies we have. Fortunately for you, I had already cultured samples of each of the viruses. I also have a supply of the vaccines used for each of them. Here’s something interesting, though: some of the cold viruses are strains I’ve never seen before. That’s why we’re taking the precautions we are. I have no idea if these strains can infect Normals or not.”

Dr. Cerimino led us to a refrigerator tucked into a corner. She opened it up and started to fill a cooler with sealed petri dishes. We watched in silence.

“Each one of these is marked with the strain, the date it was known to be prevalent, and numbered to match the corresponding vaccination. You’ll want to keep these samples at four degrees Celsius. The main virus infecting the Fenerec should live about fifty days at that temperature in the culture. If you want the viruses to survive longer, keep them as cold as you can.”

“Thank you, Dr. Cerimino. Is there anything else you can tell us? Anything at all?” I asked while Amber took charge of the cooler.

“I don’t know, I’m sorry. All I can say is good luck, you two. Hopefully magic can solve what medical sciences cannot. More of the Fenerec are dying every day. They’re bringing in five new ones who died over night after dark. I can’t imagine it’ll get any better. It’s an endemic virus and it’s only going to get worse before it gets better. If it gets better. May God watch over us all if this mutates and infects Normals.”

Amber shuddered.

“From my understanding, the virus is very similar to ebolavirus zaire, isn’t it? That has a seventy percent death rate, right?” I asked.

“Ebolavirus zaire is a far kinder illness. On the surface, it looks and behaves like ebola, but in actuality, it’s more like rabies. Without treatment, you die. Unlike rabies, we just don’t have a treatment. Once infected, death is an absolute.” Anger darkened Dr. Cerimino’s expression. “I became a doctor to save people, and we haven’t been able to save anyone—not a single damned one of them. We shouldn’t have to rely on magic to find a cure.”

“But you’re a witch,” I said, unable to keep my voice from cracking. “Does it matter if it a cure is found by science or magic?”

“I was a doctor first,” Dr. Cerimino replied, her voice bitter. “You are seeing someone about your throat, aren’t you? Your voice is really hoarse.”

“Don’t worry,” I muttered, struggling not to snap at the woman who went out of her way to help us. “It’s not contagious.”

“Laryngitis?”

“Or so my physician tells me.”

“Well, if you don’t see any improvement soon, come see me. I may not be the best in my field, but I know my way around ear, sinus, and throat problems.” Dr. Cerimino forced her smile; I could tell by the way her dark eyes remained hard and cold. “Now, I have a job to do, and so do you. I just hope your magic can do something that my science can’t.”
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I held the cooler with its precious samples on my lap the entire drive back to Amber’s condo. Would I be able to see anything once we started experimenting? Could I work with the viruses like I did with electronics?

If I focused hard enough, I could manipulate computers, cell phones, and other devices. Once, I even managed to browse the internet without using my keyboard or mouse. It had left me with a blinding headache, but I had managed it. I hadn’t tried again, since it was faster to type, but I could do it.

If I could see the virus, was it possible for me to manipulate it?

I wished for the book would start talking again. Maybe it could help. But then again, maybe it wouldn’t. While it had been particularly helpful as of late, I wasn’t sure what it could do to assist me.

I needed to accept I was on my own, with one small caveat: Amber could help me and what I needed was a fire witch’s ability to see the unseen.

After stashing the cooler in the refrigerator, I got out my folder of notes and started to read. Amber sat down on the couch while I worked at her kitchen counter.

“What’s the plan?” she asked.

I could feel her eyes on me. I didn’t look up, however, numbering lines on the paper so I could match them to the samples. “You’re going to teach me how to see things.”

“What?”

“You heard me. You said fire witches are good at seeing things, right?”

“We are,” she confirmed.

“I can’t see people or animals,” I said, leaning against the counter while twirling the pen between my fingers. “I might have an idea, but I don’t know if it’ll work. Not without the type of sight you seem to have.”

“I’m listening.”

“I can sense electric currents. I guess in a way I ‘see’ them, though it’s more like standing in a breeze than anything else. But when I can feel those currents, I can also manipulate things using those currents. I can turn on televisions and change the channels. I’m wondering if I might be able to manipulate the virus like I do a computer or cell phone.”

“If you can, what are you planning to do? I mean, how does that help the Fenerec?”

“If an infected Fenerec can catch a cold, why can’t a cold kill the other virus? That’s what AIDS does. It targets white blood cells. So if the cold kills the plague, won’t that cure them?” I stared down at the sheet of paper in front of me and wondered if my idea sounded as stupid as I thought it did.

“But how do you make a cold kill the plague virus?”

I shook my head. “I haven’t figured that out yet. I’m hoping my father can help, though.”

“That’s why you called him?”

“He’s immune to the plague. If I can learn to see the virus and colds, maybe I can figure out why he’s immune to the plague.”

“And then use that to cure the Fenerec who aren’t immune?”

“Yeah, that’s what I was thinking.”

“Well, it’s the best idea we have. It’s hard to describe how I see things. I’ll do my best, though.”

“That’s all we can do at this point, isn’t it?” I asked in a whisper.

“It’s better than nothing.”
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Amber wanted to shower before we settled down for serious work, so while she was occupied, I made use of her phone. I called my father’s travel number. For a few tense moments, I didn’t think he was going to answer.

“Desmond,” my father said in a breathless voice.

“Are you coming?” I rummaged through the fridge, pulling out one of the three plague samples Dr. Cerimino had given us.

“I’ll be on Flight 6628, arriving at four.”

Stifling a groan at the conflict of time with my appointment with Dominic, I made a thoughtful noise. Losing the job would hurt my bottom line—and likely ruin any future work with Dominic, but I’d figure out something to do with myself after I saved my family. “I’ll be there,” I promised.

“Don’t be late,” my father ordered before hanging up on me.

Wrinkling my nose at his commanding tone, I glowered at the phone before setting it on the counter next to the plague sample. My father hadn’t asked for my description. Would he be surprised when he learned I was no longer the mirror image of my sister? Would he see my scars and determine me marred and worthless as a result?

My scars and voice were the proof I wasn’t perfect and never could be.

All I had left to do before I could focus all of my attention on the plague was telling Dominic I couldn’t meet him. Grinding my teeth at the unwanted chore, I dialed his number.

“Dominic speaking,” my agent answered.

“Hey, it’s Nicole. I’m not going to be able to come this afternoon. I have to pick someone up at the airport.”

“More family troubles?” he asked in a concerned tone.

“Unfortunately.”

“I hope everything works out. Any chance you could swing by my place at noon or so? I have some papers you must sign, and they can’t wait.”

“Let me call you back, okay? I don’t think noon will work, but I’ll see if I can swing by on my way to the airport.”

“When will you know? It’s important.”

“Within an hour or two? I’ll call you back as soon as I find out. Will the change cause problems with your other clients?”

“No. Just make sure you come by today. It’s a must.”

I furrowed my brows at his insistence. “I’ll see what I can do.”

“Call me,” he ordered before hanging up.

My cheek twitched at his demanding tone. My father I understood; dominant Fenerec needed to control everything. Had Dominic always acted that way or was I only now noticing his behavior?

“Who were you talking to?” Amber asked.

I twisted around to see Amber standing in the doorway of her kitchen toweling her hair. “Dominic. He seems determined to have me meet up with him to sign some papers, although I told him I can’t. My father should arrive at the airport at four. He’ll be on Flight 6628.”

“Why don’t I drop you off at your agent’s office before I go to the airport, pick up your father, and come get you when I’m done? It’s not like both of us need to go to the airport.”

“You don’t mind?”

“It’s not like we can work on your sight while headed to the airport. I… I was wrong to act like you shouldn’t care about your job last night.” Amber hesitated and I waited for her to continue. “You have been through so much. Maybe a little normality and not having to worry about your job will help you focus during the next few days, no matter what happens.”

Relief washed over me. I smiled at Amber. “You don’t have to apologize to me, but I appreciate it. Thank you. But you were right from the start: saving the Fenerec is more important. But if I can go to Dominic’s before you head to the airport and get picked up when you’re done…”

“Where does he live?”

“He lives near Griffith Park.”

“That’s about ten minutes from here. I’d guess about an hour and a half to the airport from there with traffic. If we leave here at two, it’ll work. We can spare twenty minutes. Why don’t you call your agent and then we’ll get to work?”

I nodded my agreement, picked up Amber’s phone and called Dominic.

“Dominic speaking,” he answered.

“It’s Nicole again. I can be there a little after two; my friend is going to go to the airport for me. Is that okay with you?”

“I’ll make it work. I’ve got a client with me, so I can’t talk. See you then!” He hung up.

I set the phone back on the counter. “So where to do we begin?”

“Sit on the couch. It’s easier if you’re comfortable. First, you’re going to close your eyes and tell me what you see when you focus on the electricity around you. Since electricity is your primary element, we’ll start there. Most witches see first before learning how to control their element. You can already sense your element, just not in the same way a witch does.”

Once seated, I closed my eyes. Sensing all of the electronics in Amber’s condo comforted me. There was a third cell phone stashed somewhere in the kitchen, and in one of the other rooms was not one, but three different computers. The laptop’s battery was fully charged, tempting me to siphon energy from it.

But despite my awareness of the devices, I didn’t see anything at all.

“I’m going to hold objects in front of your face. Tell me if you sense anything at all,” she instructed.

I waited and nothing happened. When she picked up her cell phone, I felt the hungry battery calling to me. “You’re holding your phone but I don’t see anything.”

“Are you aware of its location?”

I reached out with a hand and touched her phone with the tips of my fingers. “I feel it.”

“What does it feel like?”

“I don’t know? I just know it’s there.”

“So my phone is like an extension of yourself?”

“I guess? I mean, I know I have a nose although I don’t really see it.” I made a frustrated noise, keeping my eyes firmly closed. “I don’t sense you at all. As far your phone is concerned, it is floating in front of me all on its own.”

Amber made a thoughtful sound. “I see colors and ghostly images with my eyes closed. I see you as a bluish white, with the brightest colors in the center of your chest and your head. You know those heat detectors? Like that.”

“What did that sorcerer look like to you?”

“Black with a halo of dark purple. Oily. He’s difficult to see with my eyes closed. When I looked at him, his aura roiled around him, like thick smoke.”

“That sounds unpleasant,” I said with a shudder.

“He was. Keep your eyes closed. I’m going to get a lot of little items and see just what you can and can’t sense.”

“Okay.” I settled back on the couch to wait while Amber retrieved the items for our test, aware of what the costs would be if I failed to learn a witch’s magic.


Chapter Twenty-One
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Several hours and a headache later, I was no closer to seeing auras like Amber could. I wanted to scream from frustration. Instead, I dutifully reported what I could and couldn’t sense, my eyes still closed. After hundreds of tests with no progress, I felt like a failure.

“Well, that’s the last of it,” the witch said, sounding as tired as I felt. “If you’re not able to see anything after all of that, I don’t think you’re going to be able to. We’ll have to find another way.”

I slumped back, draping my arm over my eyes. “That was a waste of time, wasn’t it?”

“Not exactly. I made piles of what you can sense and what you can’t. Take a look. I’m glad I didn’t tell you what I was holding in front of you, as it did result in some interesting observations.”

I lowered my arm and cracked open an eye. Clutter was piled on the coffee table and floor. To my right was a pile of electronics. The other side was dominated by clothing, books, bottles, glasses, dishes, and an odd assortment of possessions.

“Electronics. I can’t say I’m surprised.”

Amber pointed at the floor at the end of the couch. A basket full of crystals sat next to a bag of apples, an orange, and a bottle of soda. “You also sensed those.”

“I sensed a Coke? And fruit?” I asked in disbelief.

“Don’t ask me, I checked those five times to make sure it wasn’t a mistake.” Amber laughed and shook her head. “It’s not all bad.”

“I wouldn’t say our situation is good either. If I can’t see, my idea is blown. I don’t know what else to do.”

“You didn’t see anything, that’s true, but that doesn’t mean it’s over. While I was going through the items, I tested the samples we got from the hospital.” Amber stood, went to the kitchen, and pulled out the cooler from the fridge, which she set on the counter. “And like the soda, I checked them all multiple times. You were able to sense them. All of them. You honed in like they were electronics. Maybe you can’t see them, but you are capable of sensing them.”

“Really?” I got up from the couch, staggering as my legs tingled from having been seated for so long.

“Really. Some of the cold samples you didn’t seem quite as confident in, but I labeled those so we know. It’s a start.” Amber pulled out one of the Petri dishes from the cooler before returning the rest to the fridge. “Your reaction was strongest to this one.”

“What is it?”

“The plague.”

I halted, eyes widening as the implications of what Amber told me settled in. “I sensed the plague?”

“With the same accuracy as electronics. Your idea might be sound after all, if you can figure out how to meddle with it like you can computers. Don’t ask me how; I still haven’t figured out how you can sense the plague sample and not me. People seem to be completely off your radar. You also didn’t seem inclined to notice my pet fish, either.”

“You have a pet fish?”

“He’s a fighting fish. He lives in my bedroom. When I’m not home, one of the other witches takes care of him. I’ll introduce you later, once he’s forgiven me for bringing his bowl out here and waving him around in front of your face.”

“What time is it?” I rubbed my temples in the hope of willing my headache away.

“We need to be out of here in ten minutes, so get what you need. We’ll straighten the place up when we’re back from the airport.”

I grabbed my messenger bag, shoved my book and crystals inside, and slung it over my shoulder. “I’m ready.”

“You’re not going to brush your hair? It’s starting to look like a rat’s nest.”

“I probably have bags under my eyes too.” Mumbling a few curses to myself, I dug out my brush from my suitcase and went to the bathroom to make myself as presentable as I could. I blinked a few times at my reflection. Without one of my sweaters on, the scars on my neck and shoulder stood out against my pink tank top.

Once I got the worst of the tangles out of my hair, I abandoned my efforts and waited for Amber. I called Dominic to tell him I was on my way, confirmed he was at his home office instead of the one in Hollywood proper, and tried not to think too much about meeting my father for the first time in years.
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Twenty minutes later, Amber dropped me off a block away from Dominic’s house. As I got out of her car, she held out her phone. “Take this. If you need me for anything, call the third number from the top of the contact list. That’s my other phone. I’ll have it with me. You have the devil’s luck. Because I’ll worry unless I tell you this, if you get into any trouble at all, use the emergency auto dial or break the phone.”

“Break it?” I asked, taking her phone and tucking it into my pocket. The emergency auto-dial feature I understood—but breaking the phone if I got into trouble sounded counterintuitive.

“Break it. Most kidnappers will often break their victim’s phone to prevent them from calling out. This was the Inquisition’s solution to that problem. If something happens to that phone, the Inquisition will track the phone to where it last pinged the GPS satellite. It’ll also notify my phone that something happened. Throwing it against a wall or smashing it on the ground will work. Just dropping it shouldn’t trigger the failsafe, but it happens sometimes. There’s an emergency button built into the software as well.”

“The Inquisition sure does take its cell phones seriously,” I muttered.

“Better safe than sorry. I’ll be calling my boss to tell him you have that phone. You shouldn’t need it, but with everything going on…”

“Better to take precautions? Thanks, Amber. I appreciate it.”

“Good luck with your work stuff. I’ll see you in a couple of hours.”

Amber pulled a u-turn and drove away. Shrugging my bag over my shoulder, I walked to the gate to Dominic’s house, pressing the button for the intercom.

“Who is it?” a male voice asked.

“Nicole Thomas. I have a meeting with Dominic.”

“Wait please,” was the reply. “He’s ready to see you in his office, Miss Thomas.” A few moments later, the gate buzzed and swung open. I took my time strolling towards the mansion, admiring the immaculate yard and its wealth of grass and palm trees. Flowerbeds circled a fountain in front of the home’s entry. Dominic’s office was located in the adjoined guest house, so I followed the gravel path to its front door and knocked.

Dominic opened the door after my second knock. “Nicole, I’m so glad you could make it. Come on in. I’m sorry to drag you away from your family business, but we need to get this finalized as soon as possible.”

“I understand.”

“How’s your arm feeling?”

“It’s doing well. I had a doctor take a look at it while I was in Vegas. It’s healing.”

“You got a little overenthusiastic with the bandaging, didn’t you?” Dominic pointed at my wrapped hand.

“Oh, my hand.” How was I supposed to explain to Dominic what had happened? I didn’t want to, so I shrugged. “I’ve been clumsy the past few days. Managed to cut my hand up a little. It’s all right, but since I had to wrap my arm anyway…”

“You need to take better care of yourself. Come on, let’s get the paperwork finished, shall we?”

“I’m surprised you don’t have other clients right now,” I said as my agent led me through the entry to his main office.

“My next client comes over at six. That’ll give us plenty of time to go over the details. I’m hoping this won’t take long, but it depends on what questions you have.”

“Of course.”

Dominic pulled out one of the chairs for me before he sat down behind his desk. “Their initial offer was $500,000,” he said, plucking a file from the stack next to him and opening it up. “Considering the scope of the film and that they aren’t with SAG, that was far too low. I’ve managed to negotiate a better rate of pay.”

I felt my eyebrows rise. The opening offer was more than I had made since I’d met Dominic years ago. When I could speak without betraying my shock at such a high number I asked, “How much better?”

“You’ll receive $500,000 for signing and receive a five percent royalty on all movie sales. You’ll also receive a percentage for other merchandising. They wanted to limit royalties for a ten year period, but I suggested an unlimited royalties period in exchange for a one percent adjustment to your royalties.” Dominic slid a stack of papers across the table to me. “My commission is the same as usual. If you’re okay with the terms, all you need to do is sign.”

The initial payment alone was enough to keep me situated for a couple of years. The deal was a good one—better than good. I picked up the papers and started to read them. While Dominic’s job was to get me the best contract possible, I read the fine print anyway.

Dominic patiently waited while I sifted through the paperwork.

“Pen,” I ordered when I finished, holding out my hand. For someone as wealthy as Dominic, it never ceased to amaze me that he used cheap pens. It took several test scribbles to get the ink flowing before I could sign my name. “This is a really good deal, Dominic.”

“I thought you’d like it,” he replied, grinning at me as he accepted the papers back. He handed me another stack, which was an identical copy of the contract. “The director wants to resume filming next month if possible—depends on when the set is finished. This’ll at least lock us into the deal. There is a provision for adjustments to the timing if there are further issues with the studio.”

I scanned the pages to make certain they were duplicates, signed them, and handed them back. “I’m really impressed, Dominic.”

He put the papers back into the folder and set them aside. “Once I send these over to the director for confirmation, I’ll give you your copy.”

“Great. Is there anything else we need to do?”

Dominic smiled a bit. “I have some things for you in storage. The director had a prop of the rifle made for you, so you can get used to handling it prior to filming. It’s non-functional and orange-tipped.” Rising to his feet, he headed for the door. “If you’ll come with me, I’ll give it to you now.”

A little baffled over why the director would want me to play with a prop gun when he had stated I’d be using real weapons loaded with blanks, I rose and followed my agent. He led me through this office and into the covered walkway leading to the main house. The first door he opened revealed a set of stairs leading down.

“You have a basement?” I asked, puzzled. “Aren’t you worried about earthquakes? You’re the first homeowner I’ve met here who actually has one.”

Dominic chuckled. “It’s small and only a part of it is directly under the house. Great place for storage without cluttering my garage. It’s built really well.”

An unfinished storage basement was what I expected, but the staircase opened up into a den, complete with a fireplace and plush armchairs. A dark-haired man reclined, feet resting on an ottoman.

I halted, staring at Dominic in confusion. “I thought you didn’t have any clients over?”

“Oh, he’s not a client. Nicole, meet Patrick. Patrick, this is Nicole, one of my clients.”

Patrick rose, closing the distance between us in two long strides. Reaching out, he took hold of my hand and kissed it. “It is an honor and pleasure, ma’am.”

An unpleasant shiver raced up my arm. “It’s a pleasure to meet you as well, Patrick,” I murmured with forced politeness, pulling my hand free. It took every bit of willpower not to rub my hand against my jeans in the hopes of making the sensation go away.

“If I had known you had invited such a beautiful woman over, Dom, I would have come up to say hello.” Patrick’s smile was more of a smirk. There was something about him that made my skin crawl, though I couldn’t quite figure out what.

“Of course you would have, and we wouldn’t have been able to get any work done for your flirting,” my agent retorted. “Why don’t you keep Patrick company while I dig out the prop, Nicole?”

The last thing I wanted to do was stay in the room with Patrick, but I forced a smile and nodded. “Sure.”

“I won’t be long,” he said, crossing the room. A wall hanging masked a door, which he pushed aside disappeared behind.

Patrick reclaimed my hand, pulling me towards the chairs. “Why don’t you tell me more about yourself while we wait, Nicole?”

I tried to free my hand, but he tightened his grip. Sinking down on one of the chairs, I considered the best way to make my escape without coming across as rude to my agent’s friend. I distracted him with shallow murmurings about my past movies, all of which had been arranged by Dominic, in the hopes of boring him. When that didn’t work, I floundered.

Patrick hung to my every word, smiled, and didn’t give me a single chance to liberate my hand—not without having to aggressively yank away from him. As the minutes stretched on, I stared at the concealed door. “I wonder what’s taking him so long?”

“Don’t you worry your pretty head about him, m’dear,” Patrick cooed to me, giving my hand a squeeze. The sweet tone of his voice sickened me.

I swallowed back the bile rising in my throat. “It just seems like he’s taking a long time.”

“Oh, you know Dominic. He’s probably giving us plenty of time to become acquainted.” He gave my hand a squeeze, and the tingling sensation amplified. I covered my mouth as a yawn slipped out.

“Excuse me. It’s been a long few days.”

“Dom had mentioned you were having family troubles. You do look a little tired. Maybe you should get some rest? No one will mind.”

“My friend is going to pick me up in not too long,” I replied, shaking my head. “I’ll have plenty of chances to rest tonight. But thank you for your concern. I’m fine.” I wanted to tell him to go jump off the nearest cliff, but I smiled instead. “Why don’t you tell me a little about yourself?”

I watched the door, awaiting Dominic’s return, only half listening to what Patrick said, praying my opportunity to escape would come sooner rather than later.
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It felt like an eternity before Dominic returned. The sound of the door opening startled Patrick enough I managed to free my hand. My fingers tingled, asleep from my effort to keep as still as possible. I wanted to shake my arm to restore circulation, but I clasped my hands on my lap, determined to be polite to my agent’s creepy friend.

“I could have sworn I had put it in there,” Dominic mumbled, crossing his arms over his chest to glare at the door behind the tapestry. “I’m sorry for making you wait, Nicole.”

“Do you need help looking for it?” I asked, eager to do something other than listen to Patrick’s blathering.

“We can help,” Patrick said, jumping to his feet. He held out his hand to me.

Uncomfortable at the idea of letting him touch me again, I smiled at him and stood up without his help. Before he could grab my hand again, I weaved my fingers together in front of me and hurried across the room to Dominic. “It won’t take long if we’re all looking, right?”

Dominic hesitated. There was something melancholy about his smile, but before I could ask him what was wrong, he held aside the tapestry and motioned to Patrick. “Yes, this won’t take long at all, will it, Pat?”

“Shouldn’t,” my agent’s friend agreed before stepping through the opening.

“Ladies first,” Dominic said.

Patrick chuckled in the other room. “Are you calling me a lady, Dom?”

I slipped by Dominic into the room beyond. I sneezed as the scent of spices assaulted my nose. I sneezed several more times before I managed to get my itchy nose under control. My eyes watered, blurring my vision. “What were you doing in here? Burning incense or something?”

Dominic stared at me like I had lost my mind. “What?”

I sniffled, rubbing at my nose. Whatever the smell was, it was far stronger than a Fenerec’s cinnamon-dominated scent. When I blinked enough to see the room, I was taken aback by the vast amount of clutter. Boxes stacked to the low ceiling threatened to fall over and block the trail twisting through the room. “Must be dust. Don’t you ever clean in here, Dominic?”

“Well, basements are meant for storage,” my agent replied.

“I never took you as the type to store dust.” I laughed a little, shaking my head. “No wonder you’re having trouble finding it. Why would you put it in a box down here when you knew I’d be coming by soon enough for the contract signing?”

“Stupidity,” my agent replied wryly. “Foolishness. I figured I’d put it in the box nearest the door so it would be easy to find. But then I needed to dig something else out of here…”

“And you lost the box nearest the door?” I asked, eying the haphazard piles. “Divide and conquer, then. How large is this toy?”

Dominic held his hands out in the approximate length of an assault rifle.

“So we eliminate any box too small and find a place to stack those.” I lifted the cardboard flap of the box nearest to me to find neatly folded clothes. “I hope you had the sense to invest in mothballs at least.”

“Yes, Mother.” Dominic laughed. “Thanks for being a good sport about this, Nicole. I’ll start over here. Why don’t you start on the other side with Patrick?”

I didn’t want to, but I eased my way through the maze of boxes. Patrick was bent over one of the boxes, rummaging through a collection of stuffed animals.

“Hey, Dom? What’s the deal with the teddy bears?” Patrick threw one of the animals over my head to my agent.

“My girlfriend likes them. I was going to give them to her as a gift, if you must know. Be careful with those, they’re expensive.” Dominic sighed. “Let’s just find the rifle, okay?”

Dominic had a girlfriend? I leaned around a pile to watch my agent. While he was often quiet about his personal life, I had never imagined him to be in a relationship of any sort. He was married to his work, and while that made him a great agent, I doubted it would make him a good boyfriend.

“You’re going to need to hire a good cleaner to save them,” I said, pointing at the box of stuffed animals. “You should take those upstairs before they’re ruined.”

“Want to bring them over, Pat?” Dominic replied.

I shuffled out of Patrick’s way, sliding by him to take the space he vacated. I went to work opening boxes, marveling at the eclectic collection of men’s and women’s clothes, more shoes than I owned, and children’s toys.

It was like someone had packed up a house belonging to a family and shoved it in the storage space. The only things missing were photographs to show whose life was stashed away in Dominic’s basement.

As I worked my way along the path, I saw a partially obscured door. “Hey, Dominic? Is it possible it’s in the next room?”

Dominic emerged from the piles, covered in a layer of dust. “It’s possible. Let’s check just to be sure.” 

I wrinkled my nose, sneezing a few more times at the dust I stirred up. Patrick and Dominic joined me. I turned the knob and pushed open the door.

Cool air blasted me in the face and I recoiled back a step. The scent of spice intensified. Before I could try to figure out the cause of the smell, Dominic stumbled and fell against me.

“Hey!” I protested, stumbling as I tripped over one of the boxes. I fell onto my hands and knees in the dark room, wincing as the impact sent stabs of pain jolting up my arm. “Be careful.”

“Are you all right?” Patrick asked, grabbing my arm to pull me to my feet.

My body tingled and went numb. With a shock of horror, I recognized the sensation as the same I’d felt when the sorcerer in Las Vegas had touched me. I tried to pull free, but Patrick’s grip tightened.

“I’m fine,” I said through clenched teeth, pulling harder. “Dominic, where are the lights in here?”

Something growled in the darkness. I froze, sucking in a breath. The growl continued, so low in tone I wondered if my imagination was playing tricks on me. Why would anything be growling in Dominic’s basement?

The question led me to another, which chilled me. Did Dominic have a Fenerec in his basement? The scent, while carrying undertones of cinnamon, wasn’t the same as Richard’s or Alex’s. It was spicier—and soured by an odor similar to rotting eggs.

“Dominic?” My already hoarse voice cracked.

“Looks like it’s just you and me, girl,” Patrick whispered in my ear.

“Let me go, Patrick.”

Instead of listening to my request, he pulled me close to him, slipping an arm around my waist. “Why don’t we get to know each other a little better?”

I reached for my gun before I realized I had left it in my messenger bag. Cursing at myself for my stupidity, I tried to think of what I could possibly use as a weapon. The only thing I had on me was Amber’s cell phone, which I had stashed in my back pocket. I grabbed it and smashed it against the side of Patrick’s head. He staggered back with a curse, releasing me. I tried to sense the phone’s electronics, but to my horror, I couldn’t feel anything.

If I couldn’t use my wizardry on the phone, I’d make sure I hit it hard enough it’d break.

“You bitch!” Patrick roared.

I wound up and threw the phone as hard as I could in the direction of Patrick’s voice. I heard it smash against something, followed by the clatter of metal hitting metal.

“Dominic!” I shrieked.

An arm slipped down my shoulders and around my throat, cutting off my breath. I made a choked gasping noise, instinctively reaching up with my hands to free myself.

The lights flickered on. To my horror, it was Dominic’s arm wrapped around my throat, and he didn’t loosen his grip enough for me to speak.

“I thought you said you would have her wrapped around your finger within minutes,” Dominic snarled.

“It’s not my fault she’s stubborn,” Patrick snapped.

“Just cooperate, Nicole. It’ll be a lot easier if you do.” Dominic’s arm flexed. With my lungs burning with the need for air, I clawed at him. When that didn’t work, I clasped my fist with my other hand and rammed my elbow as hard as I could into his stomach.

His grip loosened and I dropped to the floor. I rolled as Amber had taught me, ending up in a low crouch. I squinted to help my eyes adjust to the light.

The room was far larger than I thought, almost as large as the entirety of Dominic’s office. It was barren except for a single worktable and a cage placed against the far wall.

Within was a wolf far larger than anything else I had ever seen. Its fur was dark and matted, and its teeth were bared. It growled, hackles raised. Silver chains decorated the bars along with dried leaves.

“Don’t be like this, Nicole,” Dominic said.

Cursing myself for being stupid enough to leave my gun where it did me no good, I sprinted the distance to the table and skidded around it to keep it between me, my agent, and Patrick. I snarled, pointing at Patrick, realization making me sick, “I trusted you.” If Patrick was a sorcerer, then the man ultimately responsible for the deaths of the women in Las Vegas was likely right in front of me. “That thing is a sorcerer, isn’t he?”

Dominic froze, his eyes widening. “What do you know about that?”

“It seems your little actress isn’t as foolish and blind as you thought,” Patrick said, clucking his tongue. “We only need her body.”

I once again tried to reach out with my senses, but my awareness of electricity had been snuffed out—probably by whatever Patrick had done to me with his sorcery. Snorting my disgust at my foolishness, I tried to figure out how to outsmart two men bigger and stronger than me without my gun.

Amber hadn’t had time to teach me unarmed combat.

“Why do you have a Fenerec caged up in here?” I asked, hoping to buy myself a little time to think up a way to escape. Without my powers, I couldn’t fry either one of them even if I wanted to. While I had charged my stones, they were with my gun.

I had to hold on long enough for the Inquisition to respond to the destruction of Amber’s phone—if they’d come at all.

“She is my beloved,” Dominic snapped, glaring at me. “Don’t you speak of her. I only chose you because of your looks. She will have a human body, and only yours is close enough to her natural beauty. With you out of the way, we can live together again.”

“You’re insane,” I whispered, struggling to believe my agent was the madman in front of me. “You were the one who had so many women in Las Vegas murdered? But why?”

Patrick smiled. “You have been paying attention to the supernatural world, haven’t you? An unusual and dangerous hobby for a Normal such as yourself.”

“That doesn’t answer my question.” I remained tense, waiting to move if either one of the men came at me. As Dominic and Patrick had anticipated a fight, the table was devoid of anything I could possibly use as a weapon. “You disgust me, Dominic. Murdering women so you could have a dog for a girlfriend.”

The Fenerec behind me snarled at my comment. If I survived whatever Dominic and Patrick planned for me, I’d apologize to her… assuming she didn’t kill me for insulting her kind.

Dominic’s expression twisted and rage burned in his eyes. “You bitch. How dare you speak of her like that?”

I didn’t dare turn to see how the Fenerec had reacted. With luck, maybe she’d become so furious she’d break out of her silver-gilded cage. With the chaos of a loose Fenerec, maybe I could make my escape before she killed me.

Infuriating the wolf was my best and only option. “You haven’t been taking very good care of her at all, have you? Looks like a mangy mutt rather than a Fenerec. Are you sure this is really one of them? Scrawny, unhealthy, and I bet she has fleas.” I curled my lip up in as snootily of a fashion I could. “I never once suspected you were into bestiality, Dominic.”

“I’m going to kill you,” Dominic whispered with hatred in his soft words.

I believed him, but I lifted my chin and stared at him, hoping he could see the loathing in my eyes.

“Killing her would defeat your purpose,” Patrick said, holding his arm out in front of Dominic. “We didn’t go through so much to be undone by a few childish insults.”

Dominic stiffened, straightened, and nodded in agreement. “You’re right. You can’t win, Nicole. You will help me. If you cooperate, you’ll live.” With a smile, he looked past me to the caged Fenerec. “You’ll be our family dog, unfortunately, but at least you’ll be alive. I owe you that much for your resemblance to my beloved. The least I can do is give you a body.”

Patrick cleared his throat. “You’re assuming a lot, Dominic. I warned you it was a risky proposition at best. I can guarantee the life of one, not both.”

“Well, thanks for your honesty, Patrick,” I muttered.

The Fenerec barked, and I jumped, whirling around to face her. With her teeth bared, the wolf slammed her shoulder against the cage and its silver chains. A crackling sizzle drowned out Dominic’s startled cry. The stench of burning fur assaulted my nose. 

The clatter of metal on metal drew my attention to a black iron lock near where the Fenerec had charged the bars. 

The key, large and ornate, was still inside.

The Fenerec slammed against the cage one more time before backing away, tail tucked between her legs. She growled, her golden eyes blazing as she stared at me. Then she looked at Dominic and charged the bars again.

“Stop that!” my agent shouted. I twisted in time to see Dominic lunge towards me. With the choice of being used as a part of Dominic’s experiments or death by enraged Fenerec, I dove to the cage. I grabbed the lock and I managed to get a firm hold on the key before Dominic crashed into me from behind, shoving me against the bars.

With the breath driven out of my lungs, I used the last of my strength to unlock the cage and set the Fenerec free.
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The cage’s door slammed into me as the Fenerec charged against it. The wolf’s weight shoved me aside as though I weighed nothing. I was crushed between the cage and door, the air whooshing out of my lungs. Dominic staggered backwards, retreating across the room.

There was nothing sickly about the Fenerec as she skidded to a halt, her fangs bared as she tried to decide which one of us she was going to finish off first. I slumped against the cage as I caught my breath.

Both Dominic and Patrick recoiled to the door.

“I thought she was your beloved.” I coughed and tasted blood. I lifted my hand to my mouth and cringed at the sharp stab where my teeth had cut into my gums. A sharp stab of pain lanced from my chest and up my throat. “I hope she eats you.”

Dominic’s eyes narrowed. “You bitch.”

“Which one of us?” My shoulders heaved as I still fought to catch my breath. The Fenerec jumped up on the table, snarling and snapping her teeth.

“You stupid, little bitch. She’ll kill us all,” Patrick hissed at me.

“Some of us deserve it more than others.” It was a stupid comeback, but I meant it. Maybe the Fenerec would turn on me, but the risk was worth it if she killed those responsible for the Las Vegas murders.

I didn’t need any other reason to hate Dominic or his creepy sorcerer friend. So long as the Fenerec killed one or both of them before turning on me, I’d be satisfied.

The longer she managed to distract them, the higher the chance I could escape—or that Amber might come to my rescue. I doubted she’d arrive in time, even if she abandoned the plan to pick up my father from the airport, but the thought of rescue gave me a little hope.

The Fenerec stayed on the table, her head ducked low as she snarled. Clumps of her fur drifted to the floor, revealing a crisscrossing of black burns.

“Switch them,” Dominic snapped. “Do it before it’s too late!”

“Can you keep her from killing us for five minutes?” Patrick asked.

Dominic ducked out of the room, reappearing with a gun. I didn’t recognize the model; it was larger than my Beretta, and to my horror, he handled it with confidence.

“I hope that’s not loaded with silver,” the sorcerer said.

“Of course not, you idiot. I want to knock her out not kill her. She doesn’t know what she’s doing.”

The Fenerec made a sound between a yip and a bark. To my amazement, I understood what it meant: danger. 

But who was the warning for? For me or for the two men? Beneath the tattered fur, I could see the wolf’s muscles ripple.

“Five minutes,” Patrick repeated, making a gesture with his left hand.

The temperature in the room dropped and my breath emerged in white clouds. The scent of cinnamon strengthened. I sniffed and caught a whiff of something else in the air. I shuddered when I realized what I was smelling.

The Fenerec was infected with the plague. She smelled the same as Scott had when he had died. I shuddered, shaking my head in the futile hope of driving away the memory of his mangled body.

“She’s infected, isn’t she,” I managed to gasp out.

Dominic jerked and pointed the gun at me. “Shut up. You know nothing. All I ever needed from you was your body so she can live. Do you understand?”

I stared at him, my mouth hanging open. I pressed my back against the cage, the links of the silver chains biting into me. “You locked her in that cage so she couldn’t transform, didn’t you? You knew the Fenerec were dying. Are dying. You knew it!”

“Will you shut up?” Dominic snarled.

“I hope she kills you slowly,” I snarled back. “Do you know what happened to those women in Vegas?”

“I don’t care about them.” Dominic’s cold tone shocked me into silence.

“You had them raped and murdered, you son of a bitch!” I shrieked.

The Fenerec remained poised like a cat on the table though she didn’t move. Her growls, however, quieted to the silence of a hunting wolf. To my horror, Dominic met my gaze and shrugged.

“I did what needed to be done to save her. I am not sorry for that.”

My anger surged, but was quickly smothered under the strength of my self-disgust. I’d been right all along to suspect Dominic’s motivations for helping me, a scarred actress with a ruined voice. Weren’t there other women without my flaws who would serve as a better host for his Fenerec? Why me? I remembered the accident at the movie studio and wondered just how deep his treachery went. “Was it you who rigged the collapse at the studio?” I whispered.

“Why would I do something like that? You are stupid, aren’t you? I need you alive.”

I clenched my teeth. Without a watch, I had no way of knowing how far Patrick was into the magic he was using—and I had no idea what interrupting him would do. I grabbed hold of the cage and pulled myself to my feet.

The Fenerec remained on the table, one ear pricked forward while the other was cocked back, as though listening to our conversation and deciding who was the larger threat. She made no move to attack either man—or me.

If Dominic needed me alive so Patrick could evict me from my own body, there were two ways I could put an end to it. I could interrupt Patrick or I could make my body unsuitable for the Fenerec to take over.

If Dominic shot me, he could render me even more defenseless than I already was. If he shot the Fenerec and Patrick somehow forced me into the wolf body, I’d likely die anyway. If Patrick succeeded, I’d die because he could only keep one of us alive.

I couldn’t see a scenario where I lived. My best hope was lasting long enough for Amber to find me, but I suspected she’d find someone else in my body by the time she arrived.

“How do you know the plague won’t just infect my body once she’s in it?” I whispered.

Dominic flinched.

“You have no idea? You’re going to kill me on the chance—”

The concussive bang of the gun cut me off and a spray of shrapnel burst from the floor near my feet. A gouge in the concrete marked where the bullet had struck.

Twisting around, the Fenerec lunged from the table and slammed into me, her paws bearing down on my shoulders. Her fangs snapped at my throat. Instead of growling, she barked once. I froze. The Fenerec pressed her muzzle against me. Instead of the cold, wet sensation I expected, her nose was hot and dry.

I expected her to bite me, but when she shifted her weight, she lifted a paw and pressed it down on my throat. Her weight settled on my windpipe, cutting off my breath. The pressure intensified until spots appeared in my vision.

I lifted my arm enough to grab hold of her leg, but there was no strength left in my fingers. When I touched her, the Fenerec made a low groaning noise, her nose brushing against my cheek.

“What are you doing?” Dominic cried out. “Stop that! Get away from her, I need you both—”

The pressure on my throat strengthened. The last thing I heard was the Fenerec’s heartbroken whine.
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Pain woke me and despair anchored me to consciousness. I hurt, and because of that, I knew the Fenerec had failed in her attempt to kill me. I tried to open my eyes, but my lids felt glued together. When moving didn’t work either, I focused on what hurt. I couldn’t tell what was wrong with me—my entire body throbbed in a slow beat and I was feverishly hot.

How had I lived?

My next thought chilled me. Was I a woman or a wolf?

I couldn’t tell and that frightened me more than anything else. Had the Fenerec somehow stopped whatever the sorcerer had been doing? I could remember her trying to kill me. Why she hadn’t ripped out my throat with her fangs? It would’ve been over in a short, bloody moment.

The simplest answer hurt; the Fenerec likely wanted to live as a human unfettered by the plague killing her. I couldn’t blame her for agreeing with Dominic’s plan.

She had a single choice: do or die.

I couldn’t blame her for what Dominic had done with Patrick’s help.

Since I hadn’t been able to stop Patrick, nor had I been able to do anything about the Fenerec, I was likely trapped in the Fenerec’s body. At least that theory explained why I was in so much pain.

I didn’t know how long it took me, but I forced my eyes open. Darkness greeted me, broken by a sliver of light in the distance. My eyes adjusted quicker than I expected, revealing the outline of a door across the room and the legs of the worktable.

The bars of the cage surrounded me. I sniffed, and my nose was filled with the cinnamon scent of a Fenerec, blood, and of sickness. With a sinking feeling, I dredged up the courage to look down.

Instead of a hand, I had a mangy paw with more bare skin visible than fur. Some tufts of tattered fur remained, while the pale hairs of new growth protruded from my skin. I flexed the paw with unsettling ease, scraping my claws against the concrete. The cage was locked and the key had once again been left in the lock.

I lurched upright, legs braced as I tried to adapt to standing on four paws instead of two feet. When I could move without falling over, I approached the bars with caution, remembering Richard’s aversion to my silver mirror. I felt nothing as I prodded one of the chains with my nose. The metal was soothingly cold. I leaned against the cage to lessen the heat of fever.

When I no longer felt like I was going to burn alive, I turned my attention to the lock and key. I tried forcing a paw through the tangle of chains and bars, but it didn’t fit. Huffing in frustration, I took several steps back, ducked my head low, and rammed my shoulder against the cage.

The lock held.

I glared at the lock. Either the stories about a Fenerec’s strength had been played up or the Fenerec’s body had been weakened by the plague. I hadn’t done any damage to the cage despite throwing all of my weight against it. If brute strength wasn’t going to work, I needed to find another way out.

Once I escaped, I’d try to get my body back, if the plague in the Fenerec’s body didn’t kill me first. I shuddered at the thought. Would I prove to be immune to the plague’s lethal consequences because I wasn’t a Fenerec? As far as I knew, the plague didn’t kill until a Fenerec transformed—something I was incapable of doing.

Maybe I wouldn’t die, but I’d be trapped in a wolf’s body with no hope of becoming human again.

I sat on my haunches and considered my predicament. I didn’t feel like a wolf, not that I had any idea what a wolf was supposed to feel like. I felt like me, a me stuck in a hot, aching body that didn’t move quite right. I wasn’t like Richard or Alex, who reacted with instincts more attuned to their canine selves than their human ones.

There was something comforting about the fact I didn’t have any unusual urges, including a desire to howl at the moon. It meant I was still a human, albeit one in a wolf’s body. Did that mean the Fenerec was a wolf trapped in a human body? I didn’t know enough about the relationship between a Fenerec’s human and wolf forms to know whether or not the being occupying my body was human, wolf, or some strange mixture of both.

No matter what, I needed to get my body back.

Getting my body back was important, but I wouldn’t stoop to Dominic’s level. I’d get my body back—but I’d cure the plague so the Fenerec had a body to return to.

It wasn’t her fault. She had been kept in a cage until her fur fell out and disease brought her to the brink of death. Unless I did something about it, that fate would be mine. I sat straighter, forced myself to ignore my weakness, and concentrated on the lock.

Relief washed over me as I was able to detect faint surges of electricity. I whipped my head in the direction of the source.

Amber’s cell phone lay broken against the wall. With my wolf-enhanced vision, I could see I had managed to shatter the screen and bend the frame. The battery, however, was still intact. It had a lot of charge left, and the phone was so damaged it wasn’t draining any of the power anymore.

I stared at it, and with ruthless delight, drained the device dry. As the electricity surged into me, I became aware of more sources of power waiting for me to tap into them. I stood, leaned my shoulder against the cage’s door, and stared at the lock and key intently. It was like when I had unlocked the gate to the dog park, but all I had to do was manipulate what was already there.

I concentrated, reached out with my powers, and used my magic to turn the key in the lock. I shoved open the door, grimacing at the grind of metal on concrete. I froze, watching the door on the other side of the room.

I couldn’t hear anything, so I eased my way out of the cage and padded my way over to the door. I didn’t appreciate just how large the Fenerec was until I realized my eyes were higher than the knob. When I had first saw her, I hadn’t thought she was quite so gargantuan. Tapping into the basement’s wiring for the lights, I siphoned enough energy to manipulate the knob. It rattled as I tried to open it.

Locked.

I lowered my head, peering at the knob for the keyhole. When I found it, I stepped back a little and solidified the air to form a key.

Instead of the normal, invisible force of power I was accustomed to, ice burst into existence around the lock, cold shards striking my nose as it cracked away from the metal. It took the shape of a skeleton key jammed into the lock. The cool air wafting from the door soothed the heat rampaging through my body and I basked in the chill before willing the key to turn.

The door clicked and the ice melted away to puddle on the floor. Grabbing the knob in my teeth, I pulled. Many of the boxes in the storage room had been knocked over, blocking my way to the den beyond. I settled back on my hind legs, gathered myself, and plowed through the obstacles. Many of the piles crashed down, showering me in an avalanche of old clothes and junk. I shook myself and kept going, using the Fenerec’s bulk to make a path.

I halted at the door leading into the den, cocking my head to the side. I heard nothing. Once again my magic manifested as ice. When the lock clicked open, I grabbed the knob in my teeth and pulled.

Beyond, the tapestry waved a little and warm air gusted into the storage area from the next room. Flattening myself to the floor, I poked my head underneath the heavy material. The den was empty, lit by a lamp near the stairwell. Someone had lit a fire, leaving it to smolder unattended. I crept across the room, listening at the bottom of the stairs for any noises above. All was quiet.

Wincing at the creaking of the steps, I climbed up to the ground level. Unlike the previous doors, it was unlocked and creaked open when I pawed at it. The hall was quiet. Making my way to the door leading outside to the guest house and Dominic’s office, I lifted my head enough to look out the window. It was dark outside and the covered walkway was unlit. I closed my eyes and concentrated, reaching out with my wizard senses for the electronics nearby. I counted at least six security cameras between the main house and the office.

With savage delight, I fried them all, drawing all of the electricity they had to myself. I followed the power to where it was concentrated, surging electricity through the protectors to wreck mayhem on his security system.

When an alarm blared somewhere behind me, I silenced it with another jolt of power. Pressing my nose to the nearest electric socket, I channeled all of the electricity I could from the breaker into me, absorbing so much of it my fur crackled and stood on end. Ice formed around my paws. Creating a key, I opened the door and headed outside. I nosed the door closed and relocked it. Breaking into a lope, I crossed the distance to Dominic’s office, pausing long enough to check for any electronics. When I didn’t sense any, I opened the door and slipped inside. Making my way to Dominic’s office, I found my bag where I had left it leaning against his desk. 

I shoved my nose inside and pulled out the book. ~Free!~ the book cried out in delight. A fierce joy flared up within me. When the sensation faded, the book crumbled apart in my jaws. I spat out decaying bits of leather. I wasn’t sure whether to be alarmed by the book’s disintegration or not. Part of me was relieved. I didn’t need the book for what I wanted to do first.

All I needed was my gun.

Grabbing the weapon, which was still in its shoulder holster, I worked the straps over my head so it dangled around my neck like a collar. Anticipation filled me.

~Hunt!~ For a moment, I thought it was the book; the voice was my own, but there was something different about its presence. Instead of knowledge and cunning, she wanted nothing but violence and blood—blood for the sins committed against us. I snarled and flattened my ears back.

Dipping my muzzle back into the bag, I pulled out the moonstone. It pulsated in my mouth, spreading cooling relief through me. I heard it whisper to me, though I couldn’t most of what it said. I did, however, recognize one word.

Fenerec.
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I made it outside in time to hear doors crash open as more than a few security guards burst out of Dominic’s mansion. Taking shelter among the carefully cultivated bushes skirting the house, I waited for the excitement to settle down. While I had intended to destroy the security system to prevent anyone from seeing who—or what—prowled through Dominic’s office, I hadn’t thought it’d stir so many people.

I waited for an opportunity to hunt down Dominic and his pet sorcerer. My gun was a comforting weight around my neck. With so much electricity at my disposal, I’d have no trouble using my magic to manipulate the weapon without the use of hands.

While I lingered, the first waves of fever heat washed over me, making me pant. I shuddered. I tried to ignore the truth, but fear forced me to acknowledge it. Along with the Fenerec’s wolf body, I had inherited the plague. The scent of sickness clung to me.

At least whatever had been blocking my wizardry and stifling it no longer hampered me. If anything, my new body craved the power and channeled it far better than my true form.

~Hunt!~ the wolf within me howled. She wanted blood. She cared nothing for justice or human sin, but I remembered. The faces of innocent women haunted my memory, chaining me to my goal. First, I would deal with the sorcerer and force his secrets out of him. Then I would turn on Dominic, who was ultimately responsible for the murder of so many innocents.

I could feel the wolf considering my thoughts. Her presence was icy in my head. She drove away the heat of fever and frost formed over my fur. As the air cooled around me, the plague’s grip eased.

~Hunt,~ the wolf urged, though her need for violence was far more controlled than before. She was eager but didn’t demand action from me yet.

I silenced her with a low growl. The ice on my fur broke off in a shower of shimmering crystals as I shook myself. I froze as I heard footfalls draw close to my hiding place. The wolf urged me to flatten to the ground and be still. I obeyed, ears back and teeth bared.

I felt the wolf’s apprehension and desire for silence. I heeded her, and as I did, I understood her desire: a hunting wolf made no noise.

Several people passed by and I drew a deep breath the catch their scents. The wolf disregarded two as human, unfamiliar, and thus unimportant. One reeked of the cinnamon and spice of a Fenerec partnered with the sickly sweet stench of plague. I concentrated on the Fenerec and its—his, the wolf informed me—illness.

I felt the virus eating away at him like the prickling of thousands needles. With insatiable need, it fed on the Fenerec. In my excitement at having finally found the plague, I delved deeper. The Fenerec’s heart beat erratically. Pain lanced through his stomach as the plague feasted on his organs. As fast as the Fenerec healed the damage, the virus resumed its meal, relentless in its hunger.

I delved deeper while the wolf within urged me on. The plague wasn’t the only illness infecting the Fenerec. Like an angler fish, the plague lured other viruses to it, sickening its host so that fever created the ideal breeding ground. I felt the Fenerec’s body trying to fight the viruses off, only to have the plague kill what little defenses his immune system could muster. I shuddered and broke contact.

The moonstone pulsed in my mouth, and I once again felt it in my head. Instead of words, I understood its meaning in pictures and emotion. I stiffened as I realized it, like the wolf, saw what I did—and unlike me, it knew the plague.

The stone had existed when the plague had killed before. It was a stone of healing and life, and it named me Fenerec.

But the plague wasn’t just an illness. It was a predator with primitive, lethal intelligence, slaughtering without remorse. The moonstone’s anger became my own.

It couldn’t heal victims of the plague because it couldn’t hunt the hunter. I could. Because of that, it would help me.

The moonstone’s fury joined with the wolf’s and they demanded I fight with them and for them. Their desire for the power I possessed bolstered me.

If it couldn’t heal, the stone would help me destroy the plague until it could once again fulfill its purpose. Energy flooded through me, manifesting as a bone-deep chill. But with the chill came a relief from the aches and pains the wolf body suffered. The wolf’s anticipation of the hunt washed through me.

I dropped the moonstone out of my mouth and willed it to hover in front of me. A faint golden glow radiated from it.

~Freeze it,~ the stone ordered.

Fire and lightning were my strengths, but the cold came at my call, defying the Californian heat. If the plague liked the warmth so much, I would do as the stone commanded, preying on the plague with the cold as it preyed upon the Fenerec with fever. Then I’d purge the body hosting me of illness so I could take back what was rightfully mine.

The sick Fenerec and the two humans accompanying him departed. I felt the wolf’s disgust, though I couldn’t tell what upset the wolf within. Had it been because he had strayed so close to our hiding spot without noting our presence?

Her confirmation came strong and swift.

After thinking about it, I decided the sorcerer and Dominic needed to be dealt with first. The Fenerec woman in my body would have to survive until I eliminated the threat. Then I would worry about ensuring she had a body healthy enough to return to.

With reluctance, both the wolf and the stone agreed.

When all fell quiet, I emerged from my hiding place and hunted for the men who had turned me into a beast.
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I prowled the outside of the mansion, peering in through the windows until I found my prey. Dominic stood in his living room, waving his arms while talking to the woman possessing my body.

She did not look happy. A red mark marred her cheek and hand-shaped bruises discolored her face. Dominic hissed something to her, and when she denied him, I could smell his anger from my hiding place. One of the suited men was the same Fenerec I had smelled before. I identified him by his scent, the gray cast to his skin, and his slumped posture.

Whenever Dominic drew close to the woman, she shifted away from him, keeping her chin ducked and her throat covered. After he stalked her around the living room several times, she sat on one of the couches, arms crossed over her chest.

Three men in suits stood guard, guns holstered at their sides. They watched the windows, but they didn’t notice me lurking in the shadows, head lifted enough to peer over the sill.

~Hunt,~ the wolf demanded.

The wolf within and the moonstone urged me to take action, but I ignored them. All of my attention focused on the woman and her behavior. She sat rigid and tense, and she shook. It was hard for me to identify the body as mine. She looked like me, but when she spoke, there no sign of hoarseness. There was anger and grief in her voice—in the voice I had possessed before I had become a wizard.

Her tone intrigued me, as did the lack of hoarseness. Perhaps the book’s destruction had reversed the book’s influence on my body. Maybe the fact she wasn’t a wizard allowed her to use my lost voice. Either way, she sounded as I once had so many years ago.

Jealousy froze me in place. She had my body and my voice. I swallowed my urge to howl at the injustice.

She said something in a clipped tone, and Dominic whipped around to face her, his hand lashing out. As I watched in shocked silence, he struck the woman across the cheek so hard her head snapped to the side.

Had Dominic always been so aggressive? Had he always been this violent person beneath his well-dressed exterior? Had he been the one to bruise her face? The fact there were bruises made me wonder how long I had been unconscious—and when he had started beating her. The thought of Dominic hitting anyone repulsed me.

Everything he had done had been an act to fool me, to capture me in his trap… and it had worked.

But I took some satisfaction in the woman’s defiant refusal to cooperate with him. She hadn’t wanted to kill me, and she hadn’t wanted my body either. I don’t know where my confidence in my realization came from, but the moonstone and wolf agreed with me.

We were both victims.

I bared my fangs as the sorcerer emerged from the hallway. He crossed his arms over his chest, talking in low, calm tones. With a glare of disgust at the woman on the couch, he made a gesture at Dominic.

They glared at each other, arguing while making brisk gestures with their hands, but I couldn’t hear what they were fighting about. When they finished speaking, Patrick stood at Dominic’s side in silence.

I abandoned the thought of interrogating either one of them. After I rid the world of the both of them, I’d find a way to undo what they had done to us.

The suited men looked the other way, focusing their attention on something—anything—other than the man lifting his hand to once again strike the woman he had forced into my body.

Rage from the moonstone and wolf smothered me. The wolf wanted to crash through the window and tear out Dominic’s throat. The moonstone wanted to call down the power of lightning and fire and burn him as it had torched the sorcerer in Las Vegas.

All I wanted was my gun. I wouldn’t waste so much precious power on him when a bullet would suffice.

It frightened me how easily I used my magic to pull the weapon from the holster around my throat. A ghostly hand gripped the weapon, shimmering as frost formed in the air. I lifted the gun, taking aim as Amber had taught me. Part of me wanted to shoot Dominic over and over and let him suffer as he bled to death.

Wolves, however, didn’t toy with their prey. They hunted to kill. And like it or not, I was a wolf. I needed to take him out in one swift, lethal strike. He deserved a lot worse of a death than the one I was about to give them both.

My anger at his betrayal of me and the Fenerec woman steadied me. It frightened me how easy it was for me to smother my apprehension.

It was too easy to discard the years of false friendship under the strain of raped, slain women and the theft of my body.

I picked my target and waited until Dominic straightened. The woman lay sprawled on the couch. She didn’t rise, but she clutched at the cushion, her body shaking from either pain or rage—probably both. Using my magic as an extension of myself, I felt the weight and heft of the gun as though I held it in a human hand, familiar after so many times of firing it at the Inquisition’s compound. I curled an intangible finger around the trigger, confirmed my aim, and fired.

Dominic’s body jerked. I didn’t watch him fall. I shifted my aim to Patrick and fired again. My second shot didn’t hit true, striking the sorcerer in the shoulder. I shot a final time, catching him in the chin as he staggered.

The three suited figures reached for their weapons, shouting in shock. Holstering my gun with a thought, I pelted away from the broken window. I paused long enough at the corner of the building to obliterate my trail with a blast of ice and wind.

I hoped the woman had the wits to free herself, because I wasn’t going to wait for her. We would meet again soon enough, when I reclaimed my body.

First I needed to rid my new form of the plague and find a way to cure the rest of the Fenerec. The woman could remain a caretaker of my body until I came to take it back.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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An overabundance of electronics warned me something was going on beyond the wall of Dominic’s property. I skidded to a halt, ears back as I eyed the stone blocking my way to freedom. The wolf wanted to jump it and I felt her anticipation of the challenge.

While I had mastered walking and running on four legs with frightening ease, jumping over a spike-tipped wall was another matter entirely. If I missed, I’d either ram my head into the stones or gut myself. Keeping close to the wall, I circled the property to the front gate. Under the cover of dusk, I approached it.

No matter what, I needed to get as far away from Dominic’s house as possible—preferably to Amber and my father. Stuck as a wolf, I needed the help of someone with hands if I wanted to make things right and return to my true form.

If anyone could figure out what to do with a human trapped in a wolf’s body, it was them. Maybe they would know a way to undo what the sorcerer had done. Since Amber hadn’t come charging to the rescue, I’d have to find her one way or another. Considering how late it was, the witch probably knew something was wrong. I hoped nothing had happened to Amber after I missed our rendezvous.

I cautiously peered through the wrought iron bars, ears pinned back. Far more cars than usual were parked on the street. A group of people gathered not far away, and I backed away until I hid in the shadow of a cluster of palm trees. I closed my eyes long enough to hone in on the mechanism controlling the gate. I sent electricity pouring into the device and activated it. There were several clicks before the entry swung open. I sent a surge of power through the line to the breaker to ensure it would stay open.

Startled cries came from the street. I pressed low to the ground until I was better hidden in the shadows. Several figures walked through the gate, guns held at the ready.

Relief flooded through me when I saw Amber. I considered how to approach her without getting shot—and how to tell her who I was. I tried to think of how a dog would behave, and settled on a wagging tail, drooped head, and ears perked forward.

The wolf within was disgusted. I ignored her. All I felt from the moonstone was amusement. I brought the stone closer to me, using magic to adhere it to the hostler slung around my neck.

I made a yipping noise before trotting forward while whipping my tail side to side, hoping the universal sign of a happy dog would keep them from shooting me.

Multiple weapons jerked to point at me and I ducked my head lower, whining as I belly crawled to Amber’s feet. She halted, mouth hanging open as she stared down at me. For a moment, I thought she was going to shoot me, but she lifted a hand. The people with her lowered their weapons.

“I don’t know you,” she said in a puzzled tone.

I could smell her fear.

“Ma’am?” One of the men stepped closer. Unlike the others, he kept his gun trained on me. I cocked an ear back. The wolf wanted to bare her fangs, but I restrained her and kept still. She growled in frustration, which was echoed by the moonstone.

I wasn’t a Fenerec. If he shot me, I wouldn’t get up again.

When I didn’t move, Amber turned her attention to those with her. “Secure the place. I’ll take care of the Fenerec.”

“Roger.”

If my guess was correct, those accompanying the witch were also Inquisitors. They hurried towards the house, spreading out as they drew closer to the building. Amber scratched at her brow, eying me warily.

“Is there a problem, Miss Amber? What is the delay now?”

My father’s voice startled a whine out of me. I backed away, slithering on my belly while keeping my head low. I wanted to roll over and expose my throat and belly, but I managed to control myself.

It was his frown that unsettled me; nothing good ever happened when my father frowned. Old fears smothered me. I retreated farther and his unwavering gaze fell on me.

“I smell silver, blood, and gunpowder,” he said, his tone colder than ice. “You told me this place belonged to a Normal, Miss Amber. Why are we finding a Fenerec in this condition here? I do not recognize such a beast. She looks like she hasn’t been fed in days. Most of her fur is gone.”

“I’m as surprised as you are, sir,” Amber replied and I could hear the worry in her voice. “Someone opened the gate to let her out. Do you think they hoped to set a mad Fenerec on us?”

“If that is the case, they seem to have misjudged her control.”

Amber’s phone ringing ended the conversation. Pulling out her cell, she pressed a button and answered, “What is it?”

“There are three bodies here, ma’am. A Fenerec who has died from the plague and two men.”

My father grabbed the phone. “Who was the Fenerec?”

Someone retched in the background. “I’m afraid he is beyond casual identification, sir.”

“A male?”

“It appears so, sir.”

“What killed the humans?” My father asked, gesturing towards the house. When I didn’t move, he stopped to glower at me. I stared at the house and the realization of what I had done hit me. The sorcerer’s death didn’t bother me as much as the fact I that had pulled the trigger and killed Dominic without hesitation. If I went back into his house, I would have to look at his body. I shook, backing away. My father’s eyes followed me.

“They were shot, sir. One was taken down with a single shot to the head. The other was shot twice; one hit in the shoulder near the chest and the other in the face.”

“Figure out who they were.” My father hung up and tossed Amber’s phone back to her. “As for you…”

My courage shattered under my father’s scrutiny. With my heartbeat throbbing in my throat, I turned tail and ran out of the gate. Terror and guilt whipped me to speeds a human could never hope to match.

“Stop her!” my father bellowed.

The concussive blast of gunfire rang out. Sparks and a spray of gravel burst from the asphalt next to me. I recoiled into the lights of an oncoming car. When I froze, the wolf took over. I felt my muscles bunch up and tense as she launched us into the air. When my paws hit the hood of the car, her control faded. I rolled over the windshield, claws screeching over the metal as I fought for purchase.

The car slammed on its brakes and I managed to leap off of the vehicle, twisting around to hit the sidewalk.

“You idiot!” Amber shrieked.

People surrounded me, far too many people for the curving road skirting the fringe of Griffith park. Most of them stared, but a few ran towards me. I jerked my head side to side trying to figure out where to run.

A weight landed on me from behind and an arm wrapped around my throat. My attacker threw me to the ground, pinning me down with a knee pressed against my shoulder and stomach. A hand clamped over the top of my nose and shoved down hard. I made a sound reminiscent of a dying animal and thrashed.

“Careful, she might have been shot!” Amber shouted.

I struggled, whining as I was kept pinned in place.

“Stay back,” a masculine voice said over my head. “Are you trying to frighten her to death?”

When I couldn’t escape, I fell limp, whimpering with each breath. The cinnamon scent of a Fenerec filled my nose. I shuddered.

“You idiot,” Amber repeated, her tone surly. “Were you trying to make her run, acting like that?”

“It seems I underestimated the impact of my presence on her,” my father said, unapologetic.

My captor snorted. “You, sir, are the equivalent of a nuclear blast for those who do not know you.”

I sucked in a breath as I recognized the voice. Richard?

I tried to lift my head, but the hand pressed down on my muzzle kept me from moving. “Take it easy before you do even more harm to yourself. What happened? Someone ripped out all of her fur. She reeks of silver.”

“It seems there’s something very wrong at this so-called agent’s property,” my father snarled. The wolf within cringed at the viciousness of his tone. “What I do not understand is why we did not go in earlier.”

Richard sighed. “Mr. Desmond, without any proof, we simply can’t charge onto a Normal’s property with guns blazing. For all we know, she broke her phone again.”

“If you thought that, you wouldn’t have come out all of this way, Mr. Murphy,” my father replied.

“You’re right, I don’t believe it. But we didn’t have approval to break in. You know as well as I do what the consequences are if we went in firing rounds. I don’t like it any more than you do, damn it!” Richard adjusted his weight on me, reaching down to touch my neck. “What’s this? She’s been collared.”

There was an undertone of rage in my father’s voice as he replied, “Collared? Someone collared a Fenerec?”

“Hold still, Lady Wolf,” Richard said respectfully, pulling at the holster around my neck. He found the buckle and removed it. “What’s this? It’s not a…”

Amber appeared beside me, reaching out and snatching the holster from Richard’s grasp. With brisk efficiency, she checked the ammo, unloaded the clip, and flipped the gun over to look at the base of the grip. “This is Nicole’s.”

Richard tensed. “What? How do you know that? And why would this Fenerec have her gun?”

“The serial number, Richard. How else? There are three rounds missing.”

“Are you saying my daughter killed two men?”

Loading my gun again, Amber returned it to the holster and gave it to Richard. “Hold onto that.” When she turned to my father, there was a sharp, bitter undertone to his scent. The wolf within identified it as anger. “Sir, with all due respect, given a year or two, your daughter will be a better shot than I am. If she had reason to pull the trigger, I have no doubt she killed her target. That’s what I taught her to do. A better question is why did she shoot? And if she didn’t, who did? Why give the gun to this Fenerec after shooting? We only heard the shots fired a few minutes ago.”

My father grunted. “We better get inside and find out what happened before the police arrive.” I lifted my head in time to watch my father spin around, hurrying back towards Dominic’s house. 

Amber sighed and threw her arms in the air. “This is supposed to be my operation, Mr. Desmond! I’ve already notified my contact with the LAPD. Richard, deal with that Fenerec.” Spitting curses, Amber ran after my father. “Mr. Desmond!”

Shaking his head, Richard watched them go. “They’re both idiots,” he informed me, lightening his grip on me. “She’s too worried to use her sight and he’s too proud and stubborn to use his nose.”

Richard rose and stepped away from me. I staggered upright, ducked my head low, and shook myself off. Tufts of fur shed off me, drifting to the ground. Did he realize it was me? That I was Nicole?

Amber hadn’t.

“Alex!” Richard boomed. Within moments, the younger Murphy brother approached, his hands in his pockets. He trembled and the stench of the plague wafted from him.

Jerking my head in alarm at the strength of the smell, I focused all of my attention on Alex. Fever heat burned away in him and the virus thrived.

The wolf’s grief smothered me. For a moment, she wrested control from me. Before she could voice her howl, I reasserted control. A whine emerged despite my intervention.

Her pain woke me to the truth. She knew. She understood what would happen when Alex answered the call of the moon. Richard’s brother was dying.

Alex still fought, but in his weakened state, he wouldn’t last much longer.

“What is it?” The Fenerec sound very tired.

“Can I trust you with her?” Richard asked softly. “Someone needs to control Desmond before he kills someone.”

Alex’s gaze met mine and his eyes widened. “Nicole? She’s Nicole? I mean, she smells like Nicole, but…” A shudder rippled through the younger Murphy brother. 

“She smells like Lisa too.”

I stiffened in alarm. Lisa? How could they tell I, Nicole, smelled different from Lisa? How did they know what Lisa smelled like?

My sister wasn’t here.

Or was she? I shuddered, my eyes widening. Was my twin the one in my body?

Impossible. I shook my head in denial. There was no way my sister could know Dominic. Last I had known, she still lived in San Francisco with our father, not in Los Angeles with me.

“Well, they are sisters,” Alex whispered, kneeling in front of me. He reached out and ran his hands down my neck. Fur clung to his hands. “Her coat’s coming in really pale. Lisa’s is dark, almost black.”

“If you’ll excuse me,” Richard said, straightening and turning towards Dominic’s house. His breaths came fast and heavy. His cinnamon scent surged. A pale, golden light shone in his eyes. “I’m going to kill whoever did this to her.”

“Richard, let me come with you,” Alex whispered. I smelled something the wolf identified as anxiety. It strengthened when Richard didn’t reply.

I remembered Scott’s anxiety before his death and feared for Alex. The cure wasn’t within my grasp yet. If I didn’t stop him, he’d transform as Scott had done when under stress.

And like Scott, Alex would die.

“No.” The firmness in Richard’s reply made his brother flinch. “I only trust you to stay with her.”

“But, Richard—”

“No, Alex. You can’t. Stay here, calm yourself down, and wait with her. You can’t. You’re too sick.”

I smelled Richard’s fear and I thought Alex did too, because he shut his mouth and stayed with me as his brother stormed towards Dominic’s house.

Richard was right. Alex was sick—too sick. The wolf within me despaired, the strength of her growing with each passing moment. Even the moonstone grieved, as if it too had bowed to the inevitable.

Nothing Richard could do would save Alex. Only I could do something.

But what?

I shoved my nose against Alex’s neck, cringing at the heat radiating from him. I breathed deep, closing my eyes so I could sense the illness. Underneath the hungering virus, I could feel Alex’s body, like the Fenerec within Dominic’s house, struggling to heal the damage being done to it.

Bit by bit, he was failing.

I thought about it. When the fever had been raging through me, I had cooled it with ice. I couldn’t tell if it had died, but I’d felt relief. Maybe I couldn’t cure the plague completely, but could I summon the cold again and buy him time that way?

The wolf within feared for Alex and her desperation clawed at me. I feared for Alex, too—and not just for Richard’s sake.

All I could do was try. I drew electricity from the street lights, tapping into the main power lines. Static crackled over my fur. I shivered at the chill of ice spreading from my paws. I heard it crackle, sweeping up my chest until my breath froze in my lungs. Alex’s heat burned my frigid nose. He tried to pull away, but I opened my mouth and touched my fangs to his throat.

“W-what are you d-doing?” Alex’s teeth chattered.

The wolf within panicked and I silenced both her and Alex with a low rumbling growl.

Alex’s skin writhed and shifted beneath my teeth. I bit harder, tasting blood on my tongue. He froze, but I could feel him struggling not to join with the wolf hidden inside of him. If Alex transformed, he would die. I couldn’t let him.

Richard had left him with me. Richard couldn’t protect his brother. The task of protecting Alex belonged to me.

I focused on the fever. If I could lower his temperature and restrain the plague, maybe he had a chance. Maybe I could chill the virus enough for him to transform without dying. I needed to buy him enough time for me to discover a real cure for the plague.

Heat burned through me, entering my mouth and searing down into my stomach. I shuddered from the pain, drawing more of the cold to me. I meant to shift my weight, but I couldn’t move. Ice encased me and its chill reached out to embrace Alex as well.

I stole more of the fever-heat from Alex. As I absorbed the energy, the temperature dropped around me. Someone cried out in alarm. It wasn’t Alex; while he trembled against me, he didn’t make a sound.

It felt like an eternity, but Alex’s temperature lowered. While the plague was still within him, it fell into torpor. I could sense the other illnesses within him, but the plague no longer controlled them.

The wolf within observed through me and her relief became my own.

I opened my eyes to the falling of glittering snow. It swirled down, melting as it struck the ground. Ice clung to my fur; what hadn’t fallen out bleached to a bluish white. I flexed my paws and a shower of frost broke away fell to the ground. I released Alex’s neck, sat back, and stared up at him. With wide eyes, he lifted a hand to his throat, touching where I had bitten him. The puncture marks closed, leaving behind a few bloodied smears.

“What have you done?” he whispered, reaching out to touch my neck. I leaned away from him. Along my shoulder, a coat of white fur replaced the patches mange and abuse had rubbed away.

I turned my ears back, annoyed with my inability to communicate with him. When Alex didn’t move, I lifted my paw and pointed at Dominic’s house.

“I can’t. I’ve been given my orders,” was his bitter reply.

I shook myself off, sending another cascade of snow and ice flying off my coat. Snow continued to fall, although I wasn’t trying to influence the temperature any longer. The street lights dimmed and flickered. I lurched towards the front gate, turning to stare at Alex.

“You’re going to get me in trouble.”

That didn’t stop him from following me. A cop car with its lights flashing screeched to a halt at the gate. With a shocked start, I recognized Detective Harding as he got out of the car..

“Who’s in charge?” Harding bellowed.

Alex muttered a few curses, checked the street for other cars, and ran over to the police car. I followed, wondering why the detective had come. Was Dominic’s house even in his jurisdiction?

Harding caught sight of me and his eyes widened.

“I guess that’s me,” Alex said as he came to a halt in front of Detective Harding. He held out his hand. “I’m Alex Murphy.”

“You’re a Fenerec,” Harding said, though his eyes never left me and his stance remained tensed.

“I’m the Second of the Yellowknife Pack, sir. Who might you be?”

“Detective Harding. An Inquisitor called me about some bodies?”

I gawked at the detective in shock. Harding knew about the Inquisition?  Did that mean Harding was an Inquisitor? I shuddered. How close had I come to capture when Scott had died? Had the man suspected me of being anything other than a Normal?

Alex made a thoughtful noise. “From my understanding, there are at least two dead from gunshot wounds and one other.”

“One other?” Harding’s gaze flickered from me to Alex. “More Fenerec business?”

“I’m sorry, Detective Harding. I haven’t been to the scene yet.” Alex pulled out his phone and dialed a number. “Richard? What’s going on? There’s a cop out here asking questions.”

While faint, the wolf’s keen hearing could make out Richard’s voice on the other end of the line. “One of the Inquisition’s?”

“I believe so.” Alex covered the cell’s microphone with his hand. “Which division are you with?”

“Police or Inquisition?” Harding asked.

“Inquisition.”

“Los Angeles’s Main Headquarters.”

Alex dutifully informed his brother of Harding’s affiliation.

“Send him in. Warn him it’s bad,” Richard snarled, and I heard more wolf than man in the Fenerec’s voice. Alex relayed Richard’s message.

“Who was that?”

Hanging up , Alex gestured towards the opened gate. “Richard Murphy is the Alpha of my pack, Detective Harding. He is with Mr. Desmond and Ms. Arlington, an Inquisition witch. I better come with you. He says I should warn you that it’s pretty bad in there.” Alex smelled of fear. He looked down at me. “You better come too. If Richard finds out I let you out of my sight for even a minute…”

At a loss of how to tell Alex I wasn’t amused by his submission to Richard or the idea of going back to Dominic’s house, I settled on a glower. The snow fell harder.

“I know who Amber is. She’s the one who called me. What are you doing here, anyway? I wasn’t aware we had Canadians in our territory.”

“I’m not sure how much I can tell you,” Alex admitted, heading towards the gate. “Mr. Desmond’s daughter was here when her Inquisition phone was broken.”

Harding hissed, “Wait, Mr. Desmond? The Fenerec?”

I put my ears back. Did everyone know who my father was? What was so special about my father? Richard respected him, but I hadn’t gotten the feeling he was a well-known person.

“Yes, that Mr. Desmond. Richard’s with him, so hopefully more heads won’t roll.” Alex nudged me with his knee, shaking his head a little. Puzzled, I sat next to him and tried to figure out what the Fenerec was trying to tell me.

“So the emergency signal triggered?”

“Yes. The phone registered two different blows, so whoever broke it did intentionally. The phone continued transmitting a signal for a while. It hadn’t changed positions up until the point the signal was lost.” Alex hesitated, sighed, and shrugged. “Miss Desmond was aware of the phone’s properties and how to trigger them. She was supposed to be picked up from here at six, but when Mr. Desmond arrived, no one was answering the gate and the house looked quiet. Without a warrant or permission, we couldn’t enter private property of a Normal. It stayed that way until we heard gunfire.”

“And Miss Desmond was not one of the victims?”

“No.”

“So there’s several bodies and a missing woman. Is there anything else I should know?”

“From my understanding, the Normal wasn’t supposed to have any known relationships with any paranormals or the Fenerec.” Alex led the way to the gate. I considered hiding, but sighed and thought better of it. I had no way of knowing how long I had suppressed the plague for. If I wanted to protect him, I had to stay near him. “When the gate opened, we took that to be an invitation to enter.”

“Gunfire gave you just cause to go in,” Harding assured Alex.

I listened to their conversation apprehensively. It’d only be a matter of time before my guilt was made known. I had killed two men. They deserved it. With chilling horror, I realized I would do it again if necessary.

Guilt smothered me; not only had I killed two men, I didn’t want to face what I had done.

I felt the wolf’s approval and couldn’t sense anything from the moonstone.

When Alex and Detective Harding passed through the gates, I followed in their wake.
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Someone I didn’t know met us halfway down the driveway. He reeked of fear. As far as I could tell, he wasn’t a Fenerec. He cleared his throat. “Which one of you is the cop?”

Detective Harding looked down at his uniform and then glared at the man. “That would be me.”

“They’re inside, sir.” The man hiccuped, covered his mouth, and headed for the gate. He only made it a few feet before he bent over retching.

“Another one of those,” Detective Harding muttered. “Let’s get this over with.”

The double doors leading into Dominic’s house were open. Every light in the house was on. Someone had set up several spotlights in the front yard, not far from where I had shot Dominic and Patrick. Amber met us as we drew closer to the house, and she stared at Alex with her mouth gaping open. “You came?”

“Richard sounded like he might need me.”

“That’s an understatement,” Amber muttered. “I left before the fur started flying. You’re our LAPD chap? I’m Amber.” She held out her hand to Detective Harding.

“Pleased to meet you, ma’am,” Harding replied, shaking Amber’s hand. “What’s the situation?”

“One Fenerec is dead from plague, the owner of the house is dead from a gunshot wound, along with one other. Judging from his personal effects and the statement of a witness, he was an unregistered sorcerer.”

“There’s a witness?”

“Three of them, though I’m afraid two of them aren’t fit to talk right now.” Shuddering, Amber pointed over her shoulder with her thumb. “It’s complicated, but two men were thrown through windows when they got a little too aggressive with a Fenerec. I think they’ll live, but they’ll need an ambulance.”

“I’ll call Headquarters for a dispatch. Who is the owner of the house?”

“Dominic Calveno. He was an—”

“Agent for movie stars,” Detective Harding interrupted, crossing his arms over his chest. “We’ve met. We’ve spoken several times regarding one of his clients, one Nicole Thomas.”

Amber coughed, glancing over her shoulder. “Mr. Desmond is Miss Thomas’s father, Detective Harding.”

Detective Harding made a strangled noise. “Pardon?”

I put my ears back. Alex reached down and tugged at my fur. I wondered what he was trying to tell me.

“I’m Nicole’s witch and she’s Mr. Desmond’s daughter.” Amber straightened, hands on her hips in a defiant posture.

Amber was my witch? What did she mean by that? I knew she was a witch, but I hadn’t put any sort of claim on her. I hadn’t hired her, either—that had been Richard’s doing.

Clearing his throat, Alex caught Amber by the shoulders, spun her around, and gave her a gentle push. “Why don’t you take us to my brother, Amber.”

“What are you doing here? Richard told you—”

“Just take us to my brother. Please.”

“He’s going to kill you first. When he’s done, he’s going to kill me. I hope this makes you happy, Alex.” Amber stomped down the hall. I waited for Detective Harding and Alex to follow her before trailing behind them. As we drew closer, the metallic stench of blood froze me in my tracks. I shook at the memory of pulling the trigger.

I halted, ducking my head low.

Alex noticed my hesitation first, and he joined me, kneeling at my side. He ran his fingers through the new fur around my neck, pulling out a few dark tufts.

“What’s wrong with the Fenerec?” Detective Harding asked warily.

“It’s probably the smell,” Alex replied, scratching at the scruff of my neck. “Between the blood and the disease, it’s enough to turn any Fenerec’s stomach.”

“I can smell the blood,” Detective Harding admitted in a low voice.

“It’s much stronger for us. Much, much stronger. Come on, Lady. Let’s get this over with.” Alex rose, bowing and gesturing for me to continue down the hall.

I shuddered again but forced myself into motion. The wolf helped a little. While she didn’t blame me for my reaction, I got the feeling she thought I was being foolish.

Amber hurried ahead. “Mr. Desmond, the detective is here.”

“Alex?” Richard appeared at the end of the hallway, sounding alarmed. “You—”

Instead of replying, Alex hid behind me. I twisted around, bared my teeth, and growled a little that he used me as a shield. The fur on the back of my neck went up. Snarling and snapping my teeth, I stood between the two Murphy brothers, back arched while I stood as tall as I could.

Amber broke the standoff by clearing her throat and nudging me with her shoe. “You’re not a cat.”

“I think she can be whatever she wants,” Alex muttered. “Sorry, Richard. I thought it was wisest if I came just in case.”

Richard closed the distance between us and his nostrils flared. I realized he was trying to catch his brother’s scent. Lines creased his brow. “Stay human,” he ordered.

“I will. What’s the situation?”

“Two pit vipers are having a spitting contest,” the Alpha grumbled.

“Do pit vipers spit? I thought that was cobras,” Amber replied, tilting her head as she considered Richard. “Mr. Desmond and who? Not you?”

“You’re going to have to see this to believe it. Now, as for you,” Richard said, turning to me. He knelt, lowering himself to my eye level. “Hanging in there?”

“Be careful, Richard. You’re asking to get bit.” Alex slid his leg between me and Richard. “Let her take the lead, please. I’ve already been bitten once.”

“She bit you?” was the incredulous reply.

“I was losing control,” Alex admitted in a whisper, soft enough I doubted anyone other than Richard or I could hear.

“So she bit you. I’ll have to thank her later, then. You’re fine now?” The concern in Richard’s voice was painful.

“I’m feeling much better now.”

“You’re looking better too,” Amber said. “You’re not nearly as pale now. But, anyway, Mr. Desmond is waiting. You two can help resolve this issue once and for all.”

“Me? Who else? What issue? What’s going on?”

Richard coughed. “Let’s just say it’s a very good thing that Mr. Calveno is already among the deceased.”

“Will someone please tell me what exactly is going on?” Detective Harding pleaded in a strained voice.

“Richard?” my father called from down the hall.

The Alpha winced. “We’re coming.”

Amber led the way and neither Alex nor Richard moved until I followed after the witch. I eyed my holster and gun, which Richard wore looped through his belt.

“Not for you,” Alex chided, giving me a light kick as we walked down the hall.

“What’s not for her?” Detective Harding asked.

“Don’t worry, Detective. Fenerec business.” Alex leaned his leg against me. I put my ears back and bared my teeth.

“No biting,” Richard ordered, glaring at me.

I felt something at the command, kin to the surge of power in a thunderstorm. Shaking the sensation off, I growled a little, leaning back against Alex, making him stagger.

“I’m not the one giving the orders,” the younger of the Murphy brothers protested, raising his hands defensively.

“Brace yourselves. It’s rather bad. We haven’t touched the bodies, and we didn’t want to cover them in case you needed to see them, Detective.” Richard paused at the threshold to the living room. “Alex, if she doesn’t want to come in, stay with her.”

“Of course.”

 My relief at his offer didn’t last long. Remaining in the hallway with Alex would only delay the inevitable. I didn’t want to face what waited for us, but unless I ran away again, I’d have to. Despite my fear and anxiety over what I’d witness in the next room, I stepped forward to face my father and the consequences of what I had done to save the woman in my body.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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I didn’t make it into the room before the stench of death, blood, and disease overwhelmed my nose. The wolf within tried to filter out the smell, but she also recoiled at the intensity of the odors.

“I don’t suppose we can take pictures and be done with this, can we?” Amber asked in a weak voice, breathing through her mouth.

Detective Harding pulled out a slender camera from a pocket. “I’m planning on taking photographs of the scene. Once the dead Fenerec is taken care of and the site cleaned, I can deal with the human bodies in a more traditional fashion.”

“How long until you can get witches in here to clean up?” Richard asked.

“Depends on how many witches I’ll need. Won’t know until I see the Fenerec’s body.”

When Detective Harding lifted his chin and strode forward, I trailed after him. The wolf wasn’t happy about going closer to the source of the smell. I wasn’t happy about going closer either.

We made it to the end of the hallway when my father and the woman in my body joined us. My father was pinching the bridge of his nose. Without his scowl, he looked tired and worn out.

“Mr. Desmond?” Amber brushed by me, coming to a halt in front of my father. “This is the detective.”

“Harding,” the cop supplied, holding out his hand to my father. “A pleasure to meet you, sir.”

“Detective.” My father stared at Detective Harding’s hand for a long moment before shaking with the Inquisitor. “If it’s all the same to you, we’ll wait here while you take a look at the bodies.”

The woman in my body stared at me, mouth partially open. While I could still recognize my own face, there were differences—noticeable ones, which alarmed me. My body looked older and the scars on my neck were more faded than I remembered.

“I won’t be long.” Harding stepped around my father and vanished into the room beyond. The detective’s cursing was punctuated by the snap of a camera.

We waited in silence.

When Detective Harding returned, he looked nauseated. “I’ll call for cleanup. It’ll probably be a few hours, considering the state of the Ferenec’s body.”

“Let’s head outside.” My father marched down the hallway and everyone else followed after him. The woman in my body waited for the others to go first.

“Thank you,” she whispered before sweeping by me.

So absorbed with their desire to get away, no one noticed that I didn’t follow. Once they were out of sight, I gathered my courage and stepped into the room.

A shudder rippled through me. There was something almost merciful about the fact there wasn’t much of left of the Fenerec. Dominic and Patrick’s bodies lay where they had fallen near the couch.

The feelings of guilt and terror I had expected didn’t come. Alarmed at my lack of emotions, I stepped closer. In death, Dominic wore an expression of annoyance and anger, matching the moment he had struck the woman for her defiance of him. Patrick looked surprised and alarmed.

“What are you doing?” Richard asked from behind me. “Come on, we’ve things to discuss.”

I twisted around, pinning my ears back. My wolf’s amusement silenced my urge to growl at the Alpha Fenerec. I turned back to Dominic, sighed, and shuffled to Richard’s side. Without another word, he herded me outside to where the others waited.

“It seems she wanted to have a look,” Richard said when we were close enough he didn’t have to shout to be heard. “Amber, is there anything you can tell us?”

“I can speculate, but I can’t tell you fact,” she replied.

“I can tell you what happened,” the woman in my body said, her voice soft but confident. “It started a few years ago when I first met Dominic. He liked me and didn’t take my refusal seriously. He didn’t believe I was married, the stupid fool. He wasn’t the type to take no for an answer. A year ago, I ran into him in the city and he invited me to see a movie. He made it seem like it was a group of friends going to see the same film. That wasn’t the case.”

Huffing her disgust, the woman gestured to the house. “He caught me off guard and I ended up becoming a guest in his basement. By that point, I was already sick and it got worse with each transformation. Six months ago, I joined with my wolf and stayed that way. I don’t remember much more after that until she came.”

“You mean Nicole,” Richard said.

“Nicolina,” the woman corrected. “Like me, she was taken by surprise. At first, he had taken her as a charity case because she looked so much like me. But that changed when Dominic realized how sick I was. He wanted to find a way to cure me, but the plague has no cure. He didn’t believe me, so he hired a sorcerer. If he couldn’t cure my body, he meant to give me a new one. Nicolina was perfect for what he needed. He didn’t know how right he was.”

“He hired several sorcerers.” Amber shook her head. “Nicole killed one in Vegas. I was given orders to take him down, but she ended up being the one to finish him off.”

“Nicole killed the one in Vegas?” Richard’s tone deepened with annoyance. “You didn’t tell me that, Amber.”

“You were busy at the time.”

“Not too busy for something like that!”

My father cleared his throat. “Enough, both of you. How did Nicole do this?”

Amber’s cheek twitched and judging from the way her jawline paled, she had clenched her teeth. When she refused to speak, my father growled.

“It’s not important how she did it,” Richard said. “If Amber says Nicole did it, Nicole did it. The how isn’t important right now. What is important is figuring out how to get them back into their own bodies.”

“I’m not sure it’s possible,” Amber whispered.

Richard paled and his scent soured with anxiety. “What? What do you mean, Amber?”

“Lisa looks fine, but… but Nicole doesn’t. Her aura is a mess. It’s tattered. I don’t know what the sorcerer did to her, but to my sight, it looks like she’s been poked full of holes.” Amber’s voice broke. “I don’t know how to fix it.”

Lisa? I stared at the woman in my body, then at my father, then back at the woman. If Dominic had chosen me because of my similarity to her, and her name was Lisa, did that mean this Lisa was my twin? I hadn’t believed my initial suspicion—it was too unlikely, too coincidental. But it explained why no one had seen Lisa for so long—she’d been a prisoner under my agent’s house the entire time. Had the fact we were twins saved my life when I otherwise would have died to the sorcerer’s magic?

I wanted to howl from frustration as I tried to piece together what had happened to us—and why we couldn’t swap back.

“She did not look that way before?” My father asked with surprise.

I whipped my head around to face him. What did he mean by that?

“Of course not! I mean, her aura has always been different, but she was definitely never full of holes.” The offense in Amber’s voice mollified me a little. “Really, Mr. Desmond. How rude.”

My father’s eyebrows rose. “Pardon?”

Lisa cleared her throat. “Please. This is not helping us solve the problem. She’s in my body and I’m in hers. How do we fix it?”

“Without the sorcerer who did it in the first place, I’m not sure we can. And even if we could, with her aura in that condition, I’m not sure she’d survive it.” Amber bowed her head.

“What does her aura have to do with anything?” Richard asked in a terse voice.

“Auras are a reflection of someone’s life, Richard. Whatever the sorcerer did to them almost killed her.” Amber made an angry sound. “I’d kill him myself if he weren’t already dead.”

Richard crossed his arms over his chest. “So one of those men was a sorcerer?”

“The one who was shot twice,” Lisa said, gesturing to her chin and shoulder. “His name was Patrick. No loss there. He was a womanizing…”

“Rapist?” Amber suggested.

“I’d believe that.”

“Sorcerers typically are,” my father rumbled. “That’s how they get the most power from someone, and that’s why the Inquisition hunts them down. Normally, however, they do not stay on the loose this long.”

Detective Harding shrugged. “You know as well as I do that we send people after them whenever we identify them, Mr. Desmond. The smart ones elude us. It happens sometimes. I don’t like it, but it happens.”

“She’s human,” my sister hissed through clenched teeth. “What’s going to happen to her now?”

An awkward silence fell over the group. I chafed under my inability to communicate with them.

“Use your nose, Lisa,” Richard suggested.

“My nose?” Lisa blinked a few times, but obeyed, her nostrils flaring. “I smell Fenerec, the disease, and blood.”

“Do you smell a human here?” Richard pointed at Detective Harding. “Even he stinks of witch.”

“I don’t,” my twin replied in a puzzled voice. “But she’s stuck in my body. Wouldn’t she smell like a Fenerec because of that?”

“If that were the case, you would smell like a human, Lisa. You smell like a Fenerec.” Richard ran a hand through his hair. “Desmond has the strongest scent. No surprise there. Amber and Detective Harding smell like witches. You, Miss Desmond, smell like a Fenerec—one who recently transformed back to a human. Nicole didn’t smell like a Fenerec before. Her scent was different. My nose doesn’t lie. You’re still a Fenerec, even though you’re not in your body.”

“He’s right,” Amber said, squinting a little as she stared at my twin. “You’re a Fenerec; there’s no doubt about it.”

“But what about her?” Lisa asked, pointing at me. “She’s a dog now!”

The wolf within was so offended that she took over long enough to voice a very menacing growl. I relinquished control and savored the wildness she radiated as she put our ears back, bared our fangs, and raised our hackles. Our muscles tensed as she considered the best way to reprimand the Fenerec for the insult.

The rap of knuckles on the top of my head broke the wolf’s hold on me. I twisted around, snapping my teeth. Richard tugged at one of my ears. “Behave.”

I bristled at the command in his tone.

“If she’s a dog, you’re an ill-bred mutt,” Amber spat.

“Amber!” Richard boomed.

“Enough, Enough. Stop antagonizing them, Lisa. She’s not a dog. She is a rather large and angry wolf,” my father said, stepping towards me. I hunkered down, backing away at his approach. “Stop that. I’m not going to hurt you, foolish girl. Someone has to teach you how to change back.”

“Mr. Desmond, with all due respect, that’s not your job.” Amber trembled, but she met my father’s gaze with a lifted chin.

“And it’s yours?” he challenged.

“It’s like watching a group of high schoolers on TV,” Alex muttered. “Now is not the time or the place for a territory dispute. Amber claimed status as her witch, making it her responsibility. What claim do you declare you have over her?”

Richard opened his mouth, and Alex stomped his heel down on his brother’s foot. “Not you,” he said.

Richard’s teeth clacked together. Both Lisa and my father glowered but said nothing. I cocked my head to the side, first at Alex before turning my attention to Amber.

“I’m not trying anything until she has time to rest and recover. Unless you’re trying to kill her,” Amber said, sniffling.

My father frowned. “How long?”

“However long it takes and not a moment sooner. Once she’s ready, I’ll take care of the rest.”

“Amber can take care of Nicole,” Richard announced. “And as Amber is under my hire, it’s my responsibility to ensure nothing awry happens to either one of them in the interim.”

“It’s not a contest, damn it!” Alex looked like he wanted to stomp on his brother’s foot again. “Have none of you thought to ask her what she wants?”

I wasn’t the only one to blink at Alex. What did I want?

“Perhaps we should discuss this elsewhere,” my father suggested, making a sweeping motion at Dominic’s house. “This doesn’t seem like the most conducive place for such a talk.”

“That’s my cue to get my end of things handled,” Detective Harding announced, pulling a phone out of his pocket. “Considering what I’ve heard, I’m going to suggest to my superiors that this incident be filed as a homicide/suicide.”

“You’re not going to hunt the killer?” Alex asked in surprise.

“Mr. Murphy, I’ve been a cop for a long time. Someone with Mr. Calveno’s wealth would have bought himself out of any crime we could have stuck to him. At best, if someone had found a Fenerec in his basement, he’d be charged with unlawful handling of an exotic animal. That’s it. We know better, but the law wasn’t written for Fenerec or Inquisitors. It was written for Normals.” Detective Harding shook his head. “I’ve see abuse victims before. It’s very obvious someone struck you across the face several times, Miss Desmond. I view it this way: whoever shot those two men spared them from a far less merciful death at the hands of your pack.”

My father’s expression turned stony, but he said nothing. Lisa pursed her lips and likewise remained silent.

With a low, dry chuckle, Richard flicked one of my ears. “Suicide by angry Fenerec, then?”

“There are few dumber things I can think of than raising a hand to a Fenerec female,” Harding said. “If she doesn’t rip your face off, one of her pack will. If one of you did happen to pull the trigger, it might be wise to ensure the gun is properly melted down so it doesn’t resurface. It wouldn’t do the Inquisition—or you—any good if a Normal poked around and happened to discover the murder weapon. I have power to twist some things, but those bullets will remain as evidence. The ‘murder weapon’ will be registered and put in storage, where it is lost in some clerical error. It happens sometimes.”

“Thanks, Detective,” Alex said. “We’ll make sure the weapon disappears permanently.”

“Once you find it, of course,” Harding said, arching an eyebrow.

“Of course,” Alex said.

“Get out of here. This is a crime scene, and I won’t have any of you making more of a mess of it than you already have,” Harding ordered, pointing at the gate. “If you do happen to find the weapon… I don’t want to know about it.”

I stared at Harding in amazement, and it wasn’t until Richard shoved me with his knee that I realized the others were waiting for me. Huffing, I followed the others to the street.

“Let’s go to my place. I’ll take the Desmonds. I don’t think Nicole will fit in my car,” Amber said.

“It’ll be a tight fit in mine, but we’ll manage. I’ll need directions,” Richard replied.

After arrangements were made, Richard took me to his car, bowing to me after he opened the back door. “Ladies first.”

I managed to scramble inside without shredding the leather upholstery.




[image: Image]




By the time we reached Amber’s condo, I shook with exhaustion. I only made it several feet into the sitting room before flopping over with no intention of moving. Richard stared down at me, nudging me with his sock-covered toe.

“You’re going to be in the way if you stay there,” he said.

“So step over her,” Amber said from where she sat on her couch. “I took the liberty of ordering pizza. I’m in no condition to cook right now.”

“Why do you have a cooler in your refrigerator anyway?” Lisa asked from the kitchen.

“They’re samples of the plague and various cold viruses. I recommend leaving them alone.”

“You have the plague in your fridge?” my twin asked incredulously.

“I certainly can’t keep them on the counter. Where else would I put them?”

“Why do you have plague samples?” my father asked.

With a sigh, Amber lurched upright and gathered things from her coffee table, ferrying them to one of the adjacent rooms. “We were doing tests trying to work out a cure for the plague. Can’t work on a cure without samples of the plague, now can we?”

My father went into the kitchen and pulled out the cooler, carrying it back to the couch to set it on the coffee table. Dish by dish, he emptied the cooler, reading the labels. “I see. Did you make any progress, then?”

“Some. Unfortunately, our efforts were cut short.”

“So they were. I was hoping for something more concrete. With the full moon on the rise, a lot of Fenerec will die if something isn’t done soon.” My father held up one of the dishes, frowning at it. “It seems switching bodies bought my daughter some time at least.”

“Alex is looking better too,” Amber pointed out. “Why?”

The younger Murphy brother pointed at me. “You’d have to ask her.”

“Which we can’t do until she’s able to return to human form.” Amber crossed her arms over her chest. “I was serious. You can’t try to force her until she has a chance to rest and heal. You’ll kill her.”

“What did she do, Alex?” Richard asked, sitting down on the floor next to me. Drawing a deep breath to catch his scent, I considered whether or not I wanted him so close. With so many Fenerec nearby, it was hard to tell which one of the cinnamon scents belonged to him. While I tried to puzzle out what my nose was telling me, he made himself comfortable.

“I’m not sure. After you left, I… was having trouble controlling my wolf. When she noticed, she bit me. That’s when the temperature dropped.”

“It got cold when Dominic and Patrick were shot too,” Lisa said.

“Dr. Cerimino said the plague would live for almost two months in cold temperatures,” Amber said, standing and heading into the other room. When she returned, she held a microscope. She set it down on the coffee table and plugged it into an extension cord coiled under her couch. Taking up one of the samples, she put it under the magnifier. She spent several minutes with her eye glued to the scope. “I can’t tell if it’s still alive or not.”

“Let me look,” Lisa said, bouncing down onto the couch next to Amber. The witch made space for my twin. “I can’t tell either.”

“I don’t see how this is relevant,” Richard said.

“Your scent has changed,” my father said, pointing at Alex. “You don’t reek of illness nearly as much as you did earlier tonight. Lisa’s scent has likewise changed, although I was under the impression it was due to taking over her sister’s body.”

Richard shook his head. “You know for fact you were infected, Lisa?”

“Yes.”

“Then explain to me why I don’t smell any plague at all on Nicole? If she took over Lisa’s body, she should be infected with the plague too, right?” Richard sounded worried.

“I have no idea how to take a blood sample to check,” Amber said.

“It’s unnecessary. Nicole, unlike Lisa, is immune,” my father said.

“What?” a chorus of voices demanded.

“How is that possible, Desmond?” Richard asked with a hard edge in his voice.

“The same way that you and I are immune, Richard. She was born that way, unlike her sister.”

“Father?” Lisa asked in a small voice. “What are you talking about?”

“Your mother is the better person to ask about this, I’m afraid. I don’t know the details of how it was done.” My father rubbed at his brow. “When you were born, we had to keep you separated. One night, your mother decided to take matters into her own hands.”

Richard sat stiffly at my side. “You’re making no sense at all, Mr. Desmond. What exactly are you talking about? I was under the impression the only people immune to the plague were purebred humans, purebred wolves, and True-born Fenerec. Are you saying she’s a full wolf now?”

“No, I’m saying she is as she was born: a Fenerec. We had to make a choice. We either had to let Nicolina turn her sister into a Fenerec or make Nicolina an ordinary human like her sister. We meant to spare Lisa from the fate of being a Fenerec, but it seems our intentions were made pointless when Lisa chose to become one of us on her own.”

Stunned silence descended and I gawked at my father, unable to believe what he was saying. I wasn’t a Fenerec. I never had been a Fenerec.

“Is that even possible?” my twin asked in a whisper.

Amber shuddered. “It’s a form of sorcery, but done by a witch. I’ve never heard of anyone who had actually done it.”

“My wife lost her powers as a witch as a result, but Nicolina no longer appeared to be a Fenerec when she was finished.”

“That’s horrible. That’s absolutely horrible. How could you do that to your own daughter?” Splotches of red colored Amber’s cheeks.

“You murdered her wolf,” Richard whispered. I recognized the bitter undertones in his scent as rage.

“An infant cannot survive the ritual to become a Fenerec. Nicolina didn’t understand why her sister wasn’t like her. It was her instinct to change her twin. We had two choices to keep our daughters alive; sever Nicolina from her wolf or keep the girls separated.” The anguish in my father’s voice shocked me almost as much as his admission. “We tried keeping them apart, but Nicolina couldn’t tolerate it. They both lived because of what we did. How could I sacrifice one for the other?”

Lisa turned sickly pale. “You didn’t want us going to Canada because you knew she couldn’t become a Fenerec…”

My father nodded.

“Wait, Canada? What does Canada have to do with anything?” Amber asked.

Lisa stared down at the floor. I trembled. Memories I didn’t want to acknowledge surged up from where I locked them away and I shook my head in order to deny them.

“I guess this part is my fault,” Alex said, covering his face with his hands. “I was the one who invited Lisa to come to Canada. We’d met a few years prior and got to know each other. Her father agreed only because Nicole and Richard absolutely hated each other at first sight.”

I gaped at Alex. I had known Richard in the past? Why didn’t I remember him? I’d remember someone like Richard. Why would I have hated him? I didn’t hate Richard. Sometimes he annoyed me, especially when he tried to act protective. But hate?

What had happened and why couldn’t I remember it?

Alex sighed, staring at the wall with a blank expression time before saying, “They had met before I met Lisa, when Richard went to Seattle for pack business. With the fur flying between those two, Mr. Desmond never dreamed Lisa and I would consider becoming Fenerec.”

Amber pinched the bridge of her nose. “Wait, you’d want to consider becoming Fenerec? You weren’t a Fenerec then?”

“No, Lisa and I underwent the ritual together,” Alex replied.

“Together,” Amber echoed in a weak voice. “You mean as a couple?”

“We’re mates,” Lisa confirmed. “When I joined the Inquisition, it was under some very specific conditions, including the allowance to return to my mate and pack at any time I chose. That’s not the point though. Nicole was there. She and Richard were fighting as usual. That’s when something went wrong.”

“What exactly went wrong?” my father asked. “You never saw fit to tell me.”

When Lisa didn’t say anything, Richard sighed. “I never was able to figure it out. The pack is usually very well contained during the ritual moon. There were sixteen hopefuls. Lisa was among them. Nicole was not,” he said, his tone one of displeasure. “I never got proof on who attacked her. Three young wolves of the pack, however, were murdered a year or two later.” At that, Richard stared at Lisa with an arched brow. “I have some suspicions on who dealt with them.”

My twin sniffed, lifting her chin defiantly.

“Anyway, Nicole had been at the lodge when it happened. I was busy overseeing the ritual, which I assure you she was not invited to attend. By the time I found out what had happened, she was gone.”

I turned my ears back and stared at Richard, trying to figure out why I would have spent so much time arguing with him when we seemed to get along. Something wasn’t adding up, but I couldn’t dredge up the memories to figure out what.

“A few years later, when I saw her in a film, I made a deal with the Inquisition and started working in L.A.,” Lisa said. “Richard and Alex came to Vegas often to visit.”

“When Lisa didn’t check in, we took up residence in the Venetian as a temporary headquarters. The suites are owned by the Inquisition, but seeing that they’d manage to lose one of their top operatives, they deemed giving it to us for our use was a wise idea.” Richard snorted. “I’m still not sure which one of us they’re more afraid of—Alex or me!”

I had a hard time believing anyone could be afraid of Alex.

“So, let me see if I understand this correctly. Lisa and Alex were a couple and decided to become Fenerec together. Nicole, who was supposed to be the chaperon, let this happen?” Amber shook her head with a puzzled expression. “So while Richard, Alex, and Lisa are at the ritual, Nicole is left at this lodge, where someone attacks her. She disappears and shows up several years later in L.A.?”

“She took the car too,” Richard muttered. “I never found out what happened to it.”

“She stole your car?” Amber asked, incredulous.

Richard pursed his lips, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye, mumbling soft enough I was the only one who could hear him. “It was her car, too.”

How could it have been my car? Frustrated over the things I couldn’t remember, I bared my teeth at Richard and growled a little. Nothing added up. All of these years, I had believed my sister had tried to turn me into a Fenerec. But if what Amber said was true, she hadn’t been responsible. It’d been someone else.

“But why would anyone attack Nicole?” Amber asked.

“Pack politics probably,” Alex said. “There were those in the pack who didn’t approve of Nicole’s presence when she had no intention of becoming a Fenerec and was very upfront about it. Lisa was accepted because she wanted to be a Fenerec. But Nicole? Not a chance. Wanted nothing to do with the idea. More than a few wanted Nicole in the pack, too, which didn’t help matters any. Considering how often Nicole and Richard bickered, it wouldn’t surprise me if a few thought getting rid of her would be better for the pack. What I think happened is that a few of the young ones thought it possible to force someone to become a Fenerec. It doesn’t work that way.”

“Alex is correct,” my father rumbled. “The ritual magic simply doesn’t work if the victim doesn’t want to become a Fenerec. It’s been tried and it has always failed in the past. A Fenerec can’t attack a human to the point of death and have any expectation that their victim will survive and become one of them. That’s a human story. A lethal myth. You’re either born a Fenerec or you choose to become one.”

“Or a sorcerer switches your body with a Fenerec’s?” Lisa asked in a wry tone.

Richard cleared his throat. “Sorry to interrupt, but you should know this. When I found out where Nicole was after she left, I wanted to ask her—that’s when I learned about her accident.”

“Accident?” Lisa asked. My sister lifted her hand to touch the fading scars on her throat.

“I don’t know all of the details; there was only so much information I could get… but I found out she was diagnosed with some form of amnesia. Whatever gave her those scars took a large chunk of her memories. She was hospitalized in Florida for almost a year.”

My twin paled. “A year?”

Richard nodded.

I refused to meet anyone’s gaze, keeping my eyes lowered. I knew some memories were fragmented, but how much had I forgotten of when I had lived as Nicolina Desmond?

“That is something we can address another day. There is no proof that she’s anything other than a human in a wolf’s body at the moment.” My father’s neutral tone stung. “She’s displaying none of the usual Fenerec instincts, which is a big part of who and what we are. Without the wolf, she’s merely a human occupying a wolf body.”

“She smells like a Fenerec to me,” Richard said.

“That could be Lisa’s scent,” my father pointed out.

A buzz interrupted whatever Richard was going to say. “Saved by the bell,” she muttered. Amber stood, stepped over me, and pressed a button on the intercom.
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Not long after dinner, Amber ordered everyone except me to go stay at the nearest hotel. While she cleaned the condo, I made myself comfortable in an out-of-the-way corner. I doubted she wanted wolf slobber all over her things—or teeth marks.

Sometime later she poked me awake with her foot.

“You figured out how to slow the plague, didn’t you?”

Blinking the sleep out of my eyes and yawning, I nodding.

“I got a rather excited call about an hour ago from one of the local witches. They were expecting a lot of bodies this morning, but no one died. Any ideas?”

I shook my head. I remembered doing what I could for Alex, but I hadn’t done anything for the other Fenerec—not even my twin.

“But you did something to Alex, right?”

I nodded.

“Can you do it again?”

Considering her question, I shook my head once and nodded once.

“You’re not sure but you think so?”

Nodding, I lurched upright and shook myself off. A cloud of dark-colored fur flew from my coat.

“Nicole!” Amber made a disgusted sound. “That’s going to be hell to get out of the carpet. Thanks.”

Stretching out the aches and kinks from having slept on the floor, I shook myself off again. I missed having a human body and vocalized my displeasure with a warbling noise.

“It’s five in the morning and I have an idea I’d like to try,” the witch announced, grabbing her purse and keys. “Up for a ride?”

Pricking my ears forward, I trotted to the door and waited for her to finish getting ready. Ten minutes later, I took over the back seat of Amber’s car, which was barely big enough to fit me. Taking advantage of the lighter traffic, she headed north along Highway 101.

“I noticed last night you were drawing a lot of electricity around the same time it started snowing. So, I asked one of my witch friends to see if she could find out if anything unusual happened between certain hours. She confirmed there was a notable spike on the grid. If you were curious, there were reports of freak snow flurries all over the city. My friend figured out that there was a direct relationship to where it snowed and the lessened severity of the plague.” Amber chuckled a bit, increasing her speed. “So, I had an idea.”

I huffed my impatience for her to get to the point.

“Los Angeles isn’t exactly the most stable place for electricity. If you, by accident, managed to somehow curb the plague with the limited resources you had access to, what could you do if I put you in a place with unlimited power? So I got to thinking. Where could we go that would allow you to tap into enough electricity to repeat whatever it was you did to Alex? If you can, you’ll buy a lot of Fenerec time.”

The hope in Amber’s voice hurt. My success with Alex had been born of desperation. But I’d try because she was right. Maybe I hadn’t found a cure, but I could slow the illness’s progress. Then I would have the time to find a way to eradicate the plague. Richard wouldn’t have to live without Alex and my father and I wouldn’t lose our family either.

If Amber believed she knew a place where I could make this dream a reality, I would follow.

Amber took us west and north of L.A., beyond Santa Maria, to an access road twisting through rugged brush and foothills. After thirty minutes or so, she drove her car off the paved road until she found a place she could hide the vehicle.

“We aren’t exactly supposed to be here,” she announced after parking. From the trunk, she pulled out an assault rifle and several handguns. She buckled a pistol around my neck like a collar, slung the rifle over her shoulder, and started walking. Following after her, I wondered where we were going that needed such precautions.

It took us an hour of hiking over barren, unstable crags and through scrub. When we crested a hill, I felt the thrum of electricity wash over me. Gargantuan power lines saddled the neighboring rise. In the distance, I could make out a large warehouse-styled building partnered with smaller installations.

Electricity roiled from the place, charging the air. My skin tingled with the plethora of power begging to be used.

“Welcome to Diablo Canyon Nuclear Power Plant,” Amber said in a smug tone.

Her phone rang. The witch muttered a few curses and stepped a discreet distance away before answering, “Hello?”

A grin tugged at the corner of her mouth. “Oh, hello Richard. Good morning—”

I heard a burst of noise through the phone and a wordless growl.

“My, aren’t you in a temper this morning. It’s barely after ten, Richard. Yes, yes, we’re fine. We’re running an errand. I got a call and I needed to deal with it. No, there’s nothing wrong. Yes, she’s with me. She’s fine.”

Amber stared up at the sky as if begging for patience.

“A few hours is all we’ll need, I’m sure. I thought you needed your rest. How is Alex doing? Still feeling fine? That’s good. Yes, I’ll bring her back intact, don’t fret. Go get breakfast before you bite someone’s head off.” Without waiting for a reply, she disconnected the call. “That man can be a downright fiend in the mornings. As if I’d tell him where we were going. It’s easier to ask forgiveness than permission, right Nicole?”

I bobbed my head.

“How close do you need to get to tap into that? This is the biggest source of electricity I could find. Think this is close enough?”

The power plant was a wizard’s dream come true and the Inquisition’s worst nightmare. I marveled at the amount of damage I could cause if I really wanted to. I understood, then, why the Inquisition wanted wizards gone—considering how easy it was to access the place, a wizard could ruin hundreds of thousands of lives if provoked.

A wizard could also save hundreds if not thousands of lives, too.

Fortunately for the Inquisition, I fell in the second group.

I sat, closed my eyes, and concentrated on the power crackling from the electric lines. Warmth flooded through me. Remembering the hungering virus and its need for heat, I searched for something similar to focus on.

I found it, somewhere distant, a tickling faintly against my senses. As with Alex, the virus hungered for warmth, so I summoned the cold—a chill frigid enough to contain the plague without killing the infected host.

When the wind blew, it carried the crisp scent of snow.

I fell into a trance as I searched for the plague and didn’t stop until the power plant’s endless supply of energy failed to hold my exhaustion at bay. With my body stiff and aching, I opened I eyes. Judging from the position of the sun behind hazy clouds, I’d spent at least an hour or two hunting the plague.

Amber huddled next to me, shivering from the cold. Frost caked the desert in a sheet of blue and white. The first flakes of snow drifted down.

Amber nudged me with an elbow, pointing to the west. “Look,” she said through chattering teeth.

A massive storm front loomed in the distance, stretching as far as I could see. I yipped my surprise.

“T-that s-started a-about an hour ago. L-let’s g-get back to the c-car and g-get home before Richard k-kills us…”

I staggered upright, shaking the frost from my coat and wondered if the storm was from the magic I wrought or a consequence of it.


Chapter Twenty-Six
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We hadn’t quite made it back to Amber’s car before the storm hit. A wall of dust and sand churned over the dry hills. With a dismayed cry, Amber sprinted to her vehicle and yanked open the back door. I launched into it, rocking the car as my weight hit the seat.

Amber fought the gusting wind and choking dust, sprawling onto the driver’s seat. The storm slammed her door shut. A haze engulfed the car. Sand, dust, and snow hissed over the windshield.

Amber twisted around in the seat to face me, her mouth opened as she panted. It took her a couple of minutes to control her breathing enough to speak without gasping. “I think we’re stuck.”

I nodded in agreement; considering I couldn’t see the ground outside the window, driving anywhere was impossible. I shuddered at the thought of anyone being caught in the storm.

“I’m going to assume you didn’t mean for that to happen.”

I nodded again.

“Well, nothing to be done for it now. Let’s just hope the temperature doesn’t drop too much.”

It would, but without a way to communicate that, I watched the snow whip outside. If the storm didn’t provide enough electricity for me to work with, the power plant radiated enough latent energy to ensure I’d have enough to keep us both warm.

It didn’t take long for me to summon enough strength to heat the air in the car until Amber’s teeth no longer chattered and she relaxed. She thanked me with a smile and we settled down to wait. Amber dozed while I kept a tired guard, warming the car enough she was comfortable despite her light clothing. The wind settled, allowing fat flakes of snow to accumulate on the windshield and cake the windows.

When Amber woke, I channeled enough power into the car to turn on the radio. According to the clock it was four in the afternoon. We listened to the reports of heavy snowfall throughout most of California with flurries reaching as far north as Seattle. Amber draped her arm over the back of her seat, shaking her head as she listened.

“Unbelievable,” she muttered.

I yawned and showed the witch my teeth.

“I hope you’re happy, Nicole. We’re stuck. I’ll never find the access road. The last thing I want to do is drive off a cliff into the ocean.” Amber drummed a beat on her seat with her fingers. “At least there’s some good news.”

I tilted my head to the side and pricked both ears forward. The witch grinned at me and left me waiting for several minutes.

The noise I made at her delay was a mix between a growl and a warble.

“Okay, okay. You’re looking much better now. Not nearly so frayed around the edges. Because I’m so wise and wonderful, I even thought to bring a spare change of clothes.” Amber reached over to the passenger’s seat, grabbed a bundle, and threw it at me. I ended up with a pair of shorts and a tank top draped over my nose. “You’ll probably need that, unless you want to sit around naked once I’m finished.”

My tail thumped against the seat. The wolf within was quiet, and I got the sense that she slept—I wanted to join her, but I wanted to be a human again first.

What type of human I’d become, however, was a mystery. Would I remain a wizard with a heightened sense of smell? The wolf didn’t seem inclined to leave. I wasn’t in a hurry to make her disappear.

Amber reached for me. When she touched me, pain seared through me.
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It only took Amber a few minutes to force my body to twist, bend, and reform from a wolf’s body to a human one, but it felt like an eternity. The pain robbed me of my ability to scream. I heard the murmur of Amber’s voice, soothing and reassuring, but I couldn’t understand what she said through the gonging in my ears.

When the agony subsided, I felt raw from head to toe, but I had toes—human ones. I stared at my shaking hands in amazement.

True to her word, I was human—mostly.

A overwhelming number of scents assaulted my nose, stronger than when I had been in the wolf’s body, as though the process of transforming from beast to human had somehow enhanced my sense of smell. I sneezed and pain rippled through my back. My skin felt tight and raw.

Within, the wolf slumbered contentedly.

“Get dressed,” Amber said, her voice loud enough to pierce through the ringing in my ears.

It took me several minutes to situate myself enough that I could wiggle into my clothes; while I hadn’t been a wolf for that long, the transition from four legs to two was harder than the other way around.

“Thank you,” I said. The hoarseness in my voice was gone. I touched my throat, my eyes widening.

“Well, well, well,” was all the witch said with a smile.

Gaping at Amber, I struggled to comprehend why my voice didn’t sound as though I had swallowed nails and sandpaper. Tears blurred my vision. I tried to say something, but I couldn’t force a single word out.

“Come sit up here now that you’ll fit,” Amber said. I climbed into the front and slumped into the passenger’s seat. “I was hoping something like that would happen, but I didn’t dare tell you—didn’t want to get your hopes up.”

I opened and closed my mouth several times. At a loss of what to say, I rubbed at my eyes and tried to keep the tears at bay.

It didn’t work.

Amber waited in patient silence, and when I finally managed to control myself, she offered me several tissues. “If Richard wasn’t panicking already, he probably is now,” she said wryly.

I sniffled, cleared my throat, and replied, “What do you mean?” My voice shook with emotion, but it was mine; I was a little hoarse from crying, but it was nothing a few minutes and a cough drop wouldn’t cure.

“You’re dense.” Amber grinned at me. “It’s cute. You really haven’t noticed, have you?”

I narrowed my eyes at her as I blew my nose again. “I haven’t noticed what?”

“Poor Richard.”

“What? What are you talking about? Answer me.”

Amber covered her mouth, but I heard her giggling.

“Amber!”

“Okay, okay. I’m sorry.” Amber hesitated, staring at the snow caking the windshield. “I’m not sure how much I should say.”

“What are you talking about?”

“I thought about what Richard had said yesterday. After… after you went to sleep, I made some calls and pulled a few strings. I wanted to find out what he was talking about.” Amber reached over me, opened the glove box of the car, and pulled out a thick envelope of papers, which she handed to me. “This is what was faxed to me before we left my condo this morning.”

“You’ve been busy,” I muttered, wondering just how she managed to get anything faxed to her in the middle of the night. Instead of opening the envelope, I turned my full attention to Amber.

“Richard lied,” Amber said. She refused to meet my gaze.

I waited.

“Last night, he lied about a lot of things.” Amber shook her head. “What a daring man.”

“I thought you said you couldn’t lie to Fenerec.”

“It’s very, very difficult to lie to a Fenerec. It’s not impossible, though,” the witch admitted. “Everything you need to know is in that envelope.”

My hands shook, but I managed to pull out the folded sheets of paper within. The first few pages were copies of receipts for hospital bills. “These are paid hospital bills.”

There was no name on the bill or receipt to indicate who had paid for it.

Amber leaned over and pointed at the date. “You were released about a year after you were admitted. This bill was paid six months before, when you were still in a coma. Someone was paying the hospital on a weekly basis from the day after you were admitted until you left. I have a two hundred page medical file on my fax machine.”

“You took my records.”

“Damn straight I did,” Amber said in a curt tone. “Something wasn’t adding up and I needed to know what was going on. I can’t protect you if I don’t know who—or what—might be coming for you.” Her tone softened, and when I didn’t say anything, she laughed a little. “Honestly, I was expecting your father to be the one behind the payments, not Richard.”

“Richard paid my bills?” I asked in a whisper.

“Hand me those.” Amber claimed the papers from my shaking hands. She flipped through them before handing me a sheet. It was a print out of a bank statement. “Richard will murder me if he finds out I had an Inquisition friend print out statements from his US banking account.”

“This is really from Richard’s account?” I looked over the statement, which covered a six month period. It showed transfers into the account and payments to a hospital in Florida. Richard’s name and address was listed at the top of the page. 

“If he had paid directly from one of his Canadian accounts, I never would have been able to get the proof. I bent the rules a little.”

“But why would Richard…?” I folded the statement and handed it back to Amber.

“That’s what I wanted to know, too. About the only thing that wasn’t a flat-out lie was the fact that you have trauma-induced amnesia. According to your medical file, you suffer from moderate to severe memory loss over a five or six year period. What I wanted to know was why would someone who was known to fight and argue with you all of the time pay for your hospital bills? Why would he pretend like he didn’t know who you were or where you had been? He even lied about the car. Here, look at this.” Amber handed me another sheet of paper.

It was a receipt from a tow company, billed to Richard Murphy.

“That’s how much he was charged for pulling his Porsche from a ravine in Georgia. So I asked to have the tags run and found something very, very interesting.”

I narrowed my eyes but took the bait. “What did you find so very, very interesting?”

“The car was registered to a Mr. and Mrs. Murphy.”

“Richard’s married?” I squeaked.

Amber slapped a sheet of paper onto my lap. “Yes. To you.”

I gawked at the marriage certificate. With shaking hands, I picked up the sheet and read it three times. According to the Canadian document, I had married Richard at age sixteen in Ontario. “How is this even possible?”

Amber laughed so hard she hiccuped. “I wanted to know that too. Ontario requires parental permission for a minor to get married. Since it was pretty obvious your father wouldn’t have consented, I called your mother. She confessed.”

“My mother? You called my mother? How in the hell did you do all of this in one night?” In a daze, I folded the marriage certificate. If the documents told the truth, I had been married to Richard for over a year before the car accident. Why couldn’t I remember any of it? Why didn’t I remember Richard at all?

“It didn’t take me many calls to get the ball rolling. I napped while waiting for calls and faxes back. Anyway, I spent about an hour on the phone with your mother. Richard had asked her if he could marry you. You two, apparently, had been playing everyone, making it look like you two hated each other. Your mother’s quite fond of Richard, so she was more than happy to go to Ontario and take care of the consent forms. She forged your father’s consent. But since she turned in the papers in person, with both you and Richard in attendance, they didn’t think to check to see if your father had actually consented.”

“Oh my god.”

“From what I can tell, Alex didn’t even know.”

I ran my hand through my hair. My fingers got caught in a tangle. “Oh my god.”

“Who would have thought you were such a wild child?” Amber asked before laughing. She gathered the papers, returned them to the envelope, and shoved it back into the glove box.
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It was long after dark before the snow ceased falling and the cold front retreated, allowing for the heat of the Californian night melt away what had accumulated during the storm. Widespread power outages kept the skies clear. A sprinkling of stars gleamed through tattered clouds.

While Amber drove cautiously along the access road, she ran off the shoulder more than a few times due to the obscuring layer of mud caking everything. An idling SUV blocked where the road met the highway.

Amber tensed and pointed at the glove box. I pulled out the pistol buried beneath the envelope, checking the ammo and disengaging the safety. Parking the car, Amber stepped out, taking the keys with her.

A rumpled and tired Richard emerged from the SUV, followed by Alex and my sister. “There you are.”

I turned the safety back on and shoved the gun back in the glove box.

“Did it work?” Amber asked, sitting on the hood of her car.

Richard ran his hand through his hair. “I think so. Mr. Desmond’s going to tan my hide and use me for a rug for letting you two disappear.”

“You’re looking better, Nicole,” Alex called, waving to me.

I got out of the car and joined Amber on the hood. “Thank you.”

It wasn’t really a lie—I did feel better, except for the fact I didn’t have any idea what to do with the knowledge Amber had gifted me with. Richard was careful not to look at me for too long.

Lisa gaped at me. I tilted my head to the side, considered her, and smiled. She answered me with a brilliant smile of her own. Maybe I couldn’t feel my sister like some twins, but I could see in her eyes that everything was okay between us. That was enough for me.

I focused on Richard. How much had it cost him to pretend we had never known each other at all? I could guess at the why; when he did look at me, I could see the guilt in his eyes.

My brows furrowed as I considered everything that had happened. He had been watching over me from the very beginning, he had been doing what he could to keep me safe without getting too close to me. Sucking in a breath, I realized something, pointing at Murphy brothers. “You’re the dogs!”

In the headlights of Amber’s car, Richard paled. Alex threw his head back and laughed. “I told you she’d figure it out,” the younger Murphy brother said.

“You have a lot of explaining to do, Richard,” I said, sliding off of Amber’s car and stepping forward to stand in front of him. I reached up, grabbed the collar of his shirt, and pulled him down so he was forced to look me in the eyes. I tugged him down a little farther so I could whisper in his ear, “In private.”

A flush spread over Richard’s cheeks. I let him go, spun on a heel, and held my hand out to Amber. “Keys.”

With an arched brow, she tossed them to me. Catching them, I strode to the driver’s side of the car and opened the door. “Are you coming, Mr. Murphy?”

“I’ll go with Alex and Lisa,” Amber said, sliding off of her car to walk to the SUV.

Richard got out of her way. “The keys are in the ignition.”

“I shall chaperon your brother and sister-in-law with utmost care,” Amber promised.

“Not necessary!” Lisa replied. My sister shook her head, sighed, and started to laugh.

Chuckling a little, I got into Amber’s car. Richard hesitated, but opened passenger’s side door. I waited for Amber to drive off in the SUV before starting the engine. I glanced at Richard out of the corner of my eye.

All I could see on his face was guilt.

Like Amber, I drove cautiously, although I was more interested in letting the SUV in front of us pull farther ahead. The silence stretched between us while I tried to find a way to tell him I knew the truth.

For the first stretch, I struggled to force my uncooperative memory to give back what I had lost. For the most part, it didn’t work. I did, however, remember one thing. We were halfway back to Los Angeles before I found the courage to say anything at all.

“What happened to our rings?” I whispered.

Richard jerked at my words. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched his face turn several shades lighter and take on a greenish hue. “You remember?”

“A bit here, a bit there. If you throw up in Amber’s car, she’s never going to forgive you. If you throw up on me, I’ll never forgive you.”

Richard swallowed and jerked his head in a nod. He cleared his throat several times. Instead of speaking, he squirmed in the seat until he managed to fish his wallet out of his pocket. He dug into a small, zippered compartment and pulled out a satin pouch. Three rings tumbled out; one was an engagement ring featuring a single small diamond and the other two were plain wedding bands.

Had he carried those with him in his wallet over the years? It hurt looking at them; the bands were clean and well cared for. Maybe it was my imagination, but the rings looked worn, as though he had spent far too long running his fingers over them.

How much had his silence and patience cost him? My heart ached trying to imagine what he had gone through over the years.

I pulled the car over and turned to face Richard. “I don’t remember much.” I doubted I ever would, but I smothered my regret. All I could do was keep looking forward. “Maybe I won’t. It doesn’t matter. I’m going to start by taking you out for dinner.”

It wasn’t much of a start, but it would do—for now.


Afterword




One of the most common questions I am asked is about the discrepancy of Nicole’s memories in Winter Wolf compared to the reality of her past. Nicole suffers from severe amnesia, induced by physical and mental trauma. Sometimes, individuals suffer an additional syndrome, which is called confabulation, or the fabrication of memories.




In short, Nicole created memories to explain and justify her situation, taking the little she could remember and building on it. The devil is in the details, and since she couldn’t remember the actual details, she made them up.




An example of her fabrication is her initial belief she had crashed her twin’s car, when it reality, she had crashed her own vehicle, the one she co-owned with Richard Murphy. Another example of a fabricated memory is her belief she grew up in more of a small-town environment, which is not true—she grew up in Seattle, Washington, although she did grow up in the outskirts of the city.




This is part of why I began writing Tales of the Winter Wolf, to show the reality of Nicolina Desmond’s life versus her trauma-induced fabrications. Tales of the Winter Wolf, Vol. Six deals with the direct aftermath of Winter Wolf, but (mostly) from Richard’s perspective.




In addition to questions about Nicolina’s memories, I am often asked about how the Witch & Wolf world relates to our own. In many ways, the Earth from the Witch & Wolf novels is very much like our own. However, it is not Earth, not exactly.




While some of the events in the Witch & Wolf world overlap with our version of Earth, they are not the same. While certain events still happened, rather like fixed points in time from a certain time-traveling series, the specifics are often altered. The years and exact dates may not be the same. Some technologies have developed later—or sooner—than in our Earth.




Motivations and the execution of certain events, including terrorist attacks, have been changed. The inclusion of the supernatural would alter a great many things, including how wars are waged.




As such, there are discrepancies between the Witch & Wolf world and our Earth. No matter how hard the supernatural community tries to hide their presence, they have the power to change the world—and they do.




As always, all errors are my own, but some of those errors with history aren’t actually errors at all—they are deliberate alterations to Earth’s history to better fit with the inclusion of witches, werewolves, and the other supernatural.




Thanks for reading!


Blood Diamond




The world is full of corpses, and Jackson knows them by name. When a group strives to destroy the Inquisition, his powers may be all standing between the supernaturals and extinction.




However, when he learns the truth behind the deaths of his wife and unborn daughter, Jackson may prove to be the greatest threat of all to the survival of mankind...


Chapter One
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The world was full of corpses, and I, Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson, knew them by name. Unfortunately for me, my brother knew my secret.

When my brother asked for help, it usually involved unidentified bodies or paperwork. When he had showed up at my door, I hadn’t expected an invitation to join an Inquisition field operation, one dangerous enough to warrant the use of my brother’s armored truck. He had me dead to rights when he told me I’d be driving, and judging by the way he had smirked while spinning the keys around his finger, he had known it.

I doubted the red-painted, tempting seductress of a monstrosity could be eliminated by anything other than a missile or a tank; even if someone wanted to blast their way in, they’d need a ladder to reach the door. I wasn’t small, not at six foot three, and I needed the help of the step rail and roll bar to climb in. The rest of the team needed me to give them a hand.

I drew a deep breath and let it out in a sigh. I should have refused my twin and ignored the lure of driving his absurd, stupid truck. I should have told him I would do a stint at the Inquisition headquarters shuffling papers and naming dead people instead of pretending I was trained for field operations.

Drumming my hands against the leather wheel, probably the only normal thing in the truck, I waited. The manila envelope on the dashboard mocked me, reflecting in the windshield as I watched the darkening forest for any signs of the team’s return. Once I opened it, I’d know more about the operation and its Inquisitors than I wanted. I’d know the names and faces of the dead, and if my bad luck held, I’d get a glimpse of their final moments.

The dead were vindictive like that.

I leaned forward, resting my forehead on my hands. My brother had been in enough of a hurry to get me into his truck and on the road I hadn’t had time to change out of my suit. Combat boots, fatigues, and Kevlar protected the Inquisitors. I wore a silk dress shirt and an equally thin jacket a bullet would ignore before tearing a hole through me.

Clenching my teeth, I bumped my forehead against the wheel as I cursed my idiocy.

A smart man would’ve put the idling engine into gear and left. If I did that, I’d be the target of my very own Inquisition operation. I doubted even the Red Beast could withstand a pack of angry Fenerec armed with more firepower than the military. They had missiles, and I had supplied all six warheads to them. If they launched one at the truck, they’d blow it—and me—into scrap metal and unidentifiable bits.

I turned my head to check the clock. In ten minutes, it’d be time to rip open the envelope and find out how the operation was going. If things went well, the photographs would tell a story where the Inquisition’s victims were dead and my team still lived. My brother had been adamant about the next part of my directions: if half of my team was dead by sunset, I was to take the Red Beast and get out of the area fast.

Fast was something the truck could do. I had clocked it at a hair over a hundred miles per hour over the rabbit trail of a road leading into Oconee National Forest, much to the dismay of the nine passengers crammed into the cab with me.

In a way, I felt sorry for my brother. He thought he knew me. He thought he could guess what I’d do, like he was so good at doing as the Inquisition’s youngest Shadow Pope. Unfortunately for him, while I had nodded my acknowledgment of his orders, I had no intention of abandoning the Inquisitors, and the team knew it. They had stared at me like I’d grown a second head for daring to disobey orders within five minutes of receiving them, but I wasn’t about to have a pack of Fenerec haunting me for getting them killed unnecessarily.

If everything went well, I’d do as my brother wished, staying in the Red Beast while my team did their dirty work. Once done, I’d drive the Fenerec pack home, clearing away a year of obligation to the Inquisition as payment.

If things didn’t go well, I would do what I could for them. The world was full of corpses, but if any of the Inquisitors numbered among the dead, it wouldn’t be because I had abandoned them. If I were going to be responsible for someone’s death, it’d be because I chose to tap a bullet between their eyes. Of course, I’d have to be close to my target to hit them, but that was a different matter entirely.

I checked the time again.

Five minutes gave me enough time to double check my gun, a vanilla Beretta M9 I had snatched on my way out the door. I preferred something heavier, but the M9 would suffice. It was loaded with silver, and that’d stop a Fenerec for a bit—or kill it, if my aim was good enough.

I wasn’t willing to make any bets on that.

If I needed the Beretta, it was because the team was in trouble, and I had left the Red Beast in favor of stupid heroics without the benefit of body armor and heavy munitions. If I didn’t get myself killed, my brother was going to finish me off when—if—I made it home.

I took my time checking the magazine before chambering a round, turning the safety on, and holstering the gun. Drawing a deep breath, I held it to the count of thirty before letting it out. The manila envelope was filled with photographs and a few sheets of paper. Dumping the contents onto the Red Beast’s dash, I flicked on the overhead light and used the reflections in the windshield to flip the twenty-three photographs and the stapled sheets of paper upside down.

So long as I didn’t directly look at the faces of the men and women the Inquisition meant to kill, my magic wouldn’t work. The photographs belonged to the wild Fenerec pack living too close to civilization, slated for execution. The papers, which consisted of three sheets, included the pictures of the eight men and one woman on my team. If they died, I’d learn their true names instead of the code names they favored during field operations.

I sighed, watching as the vestiges of sunset faded from the sky. In the dark of night, I would begin my own hunt—one my brother wouldn’t approve of. If he had wanted obedience, he wouldn’t have come to me asking for help. He should’ve known better than to think I would turn my back on those entrusted to my care.

I lifted my chin and began my grim task of flipping over photographs so I might learn the names of the dead. Of the twenty-three, one still lived, and all I could see in her jade eyes was accusation.
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It took me ten minutes to work up the courage to pick up the stapled pages. The faces and names of the dead wouldn’t hurt me, not really, but I had spent an hour getting to know them as we chatted in the cab, at least when they weren’t cursing at me for putting the Red Beast through its paces. To them, I was only a human with a touch of witchcraft, someone entirely useless in their field.

My brother was a lot of things, but I had to give him credit; he knew how to manipulate the Inquisition into believing subtle falsehoods. The Inquisitors knew I could sense gemstones when I wanted to.

They knew nothing about my ability to learn the names of the dead.

An hour stuck in close confines with people capable of tearing me to shreds had done a lot to nurture a sense of comradeship with them. For the duration of the operation, we were a team.

Being behind the wheel and driving recklessly enough to make them nervous had helped with that. I’d never be pack with them, but I had claimed my place as leader from the minute they’d buckled into my brother’s truck until they left for their op. When they returned, I’d be the leader once again. I was responsible for getting them home safely.

I didn’t want to be burdened with their deaths.

I drew a deep breath and let it out in a controlled, long exhale. I flipped over the papers.

Instead of a traditional cover letter, my twin’s face greeted me. He was grinning, flipping his middle finger at the camera. Judging from the camera angle and image quality, he’d taken the shot with his cell. If the Red Beast hadn’t been an indicator of my brother’s utter lack of dignity, the photograph was proof—and blackmail material that I would file away for another time. Below his picture was a photo of a woman. She was seated at a conference table. Her brown, short-cropped hair hung in front of her eyes, and she was so absorbed in her work that I doubted she had any idea that my brother had been snapping images of her with his phone. If my guess was right, my brother had his very first girlfriend.

I had to give him credit; she was pretty enough to take a second look at.

“How inappropriate,” I muttered, shaking my head at my brother’s tactless method of showing off his lady to me in a way the Inquisition couldn’t track. The truck wasn’t equipped with cameras—none that relayed to Inquisition headquarters, at least. The only one who had access to the truck’s surveillance system was my brother, who was nestled safe at home, probably watching television.

Flipping to the second sheet, I braced for the worst, only to discover a timeline of the operation, including when I was supposed to flip to the next page. According to the clock, I had ten minutes to waste, waiting inside the belly of the Red Beast.

I skimmed the rest of the orders. Everything was as my brother had described. If all went well, in ten minutes, I’d be on the road with the team.

What the orders didn’t include was what to do about any survivors. I glanced at the photograph of the jade-eyed woman. She was still alive. Worry and tension tightened in my chest. She tempted me into a lot of things, including ignoring the itinerary altogether.

Muttering a curse at her and at the Inquisition Fenerec, I flipped to the next page, tearing the sheet in my hurry.

One by one, I stared at the faces of the Inquisitors I had driven to Oconee National Forest, located an hour outside of Atlanta. One by one, I knew their true names, subsuming the code names they’d called each other during the drive. I shuddered. What could kill something as tough as a Fenerec?

Throwing the pages onto the dash, I spat curses at myself for playing by the rules and them for having gotten killed trying to take out a wild Fenerec pack preying on park visitors. Sweeping my hand out, I shoved aside the pictures of the dead to snatch up the image of the jade-eyed woman to reassure myself she still lived. I slipped her picture into my pocket.

With the Inquisitors dead, I had no reason to remain. Still, I fretted about the sole survivor, even though the possibility was high that she had been the one to kill my fellow Inquisitors. If I were smart, I’d change gears and leave. Instead, I stared at her picture, wondering how such a delicate lady managed to survive an Inquisition on her own. What sort of wolf was she?

Sighing, I turned off the engine and pocketed the keys. I snatched the dashboard’s GPS unit and shoved it into my jacket pocket. It’d probably take some tinkering to get the device to pick up the transmitters from the Inquisitors, but I’d manage; like the Inquisition’s missiles, I had acquired the gadgets in the first place.

If I couldn’t make the GPS work and pick up the Inquisitors’ trail, I’d be ashamed of myself.

Just in case someone did find the truck, I gathered the remaining photographs and the stapled sheets of paper and stuffed them back into their envelope. Folding it up, I shoved it into my belt.

Opening the door, I glared at the ground, which was a long way down even by my skewed standards. I jumped out without the assistance of the roll bar or the step, grunting as I landed. Locking the truck was an exercise in futility, but I did it anyway, if only to prevent my brother from adding it to the list of things he’d tan my hide over later. With the Inquisitors dead and the lone survivor likely a wolf, no one was going to steal it.

A worried laugh worked its way out of me. My brother was going to eat me for dinner once he finished berating me over the poor timing of my chauvinistic male pig tendencies. I could hear him already, scolding me for going to the rescue of a Fenerec lady who could rip my arms from their sockets if she wanted to.

He’d be right, too, but I wasn’t going to admit it, not to him or anyone else.

Checking my gun once again, I headed into the forest in the direction the Inquisitors had headed hours before.
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It didn’t take me long to lose the trail, leaving me to rely on the GPS to hunt the Inquisitors down. When I powered it on, I was relieved to find that it had been preprogrammed with the Fenerec’s transponders. According to the device, I had a two-mile hike in dress shoes ahead of me. I glared at the backlit screen, but the reading didn’t change.

Next time, I’d leave a pair of hiking boots or sneakers near my door. On second thought, I’d just slam the door on my brother and tell him to find someone else to sacrifice. The lure of driving the Red Beast wouldn’t catch me a second time. If he wanted to bribe me using a car, he’d need something a lot faster—and sleeker—to tempt me. I considered it a lesson learned.

My brother never played getaway driver, nor would he get the chance. I was expendable. He wasn’t. If anything, the Inquisition would be happy to be rid of me, as I confused the hierarchy with my existence. I was older by a few minutes, but thanks to my witchcraft, the mantle of Shadow Pope belonged to my twin.

It kept me alive, off the active duty roster for the most part, and away from the other Inquisitors. In that, my brother had done right by me.

I sighed, shaking my head at the GPS display, and stretched. At the risk of breaking an ankle, I headed off at a jog. If I pushed my luck and ran my usual pace, it’d take a little under twenty minutes for me to reach the transponders and my team’s bodies. With luck, the Fenerec woman wouldn’t be far from the massacre. I hoped she wouldn’t tear my head off when I tried to help her.

At least no one had told me I couldn’t rescue any of the targeted Fenerec; for all I knew, she might have accepted her transformation into a wolf so she wouldn’t be eaten by the rogue pack. I’d heard stories of such things happening from other Inquisitors, though I hadn’t met anyone coping with those circumstances yet. From my experience—and the fact that she was one of two women featured in the photos—Fenerec females were about as rare as male witches.

We had both drawn short straws in our lives.

For better or worse, the moon neared being full, which offered me enough light to see by. It didn’t spare me from the roots hidden beneath the leaves blanketing the forest floor, though I managed without falling on my face. When I was a quarter of a mile from the transponders, I slowed to a walk, pulling out the woman’s photo from my pocket. She still lived.

With luck, I would find her before she found me, allowing me a chance to prove I wasn’t out for her blood like my teammates. Being ripped apart by the woman I wanted to rescue was on the bottom of my list of ways to die. Old age topped the list, though at the rate I was going, that wish was about as substantial as pipe smoke.

The thought woke my craving for a cigarette, a habit I had defeated at my wife’s request, broken a mere week before she’d died five years ago. I stumbled to a halt, struggling against the urge to crumple the woman’s photograph.

Maybe it was a trick of the moonlight, but she had Suzanne’s eyes—the deep, hard green of a jade dragon, equally fierce and majestic. If the woman’s eyes had been brown or blue, would I have cared?

The picture wrinkled in my tightening grip. The answer was part of the reason my wife had chosen to marry me. I wouldn’t have cared. I wouldn’t have cared at all. The woman likely needed help, and I was the only one who could aid her. Who else would go out after a Fenerec without being one? Not many would. My brother would be furious at my stupidity and foolish heroics, but my sweet, quiet Suzanne would have understood.

Five years hadn’t done a whole lot to dull the edge of my grief for her and our unborn child. I still missed her. I hadn’t been able to save them from the car accident that had claimed their lives. If I had been there, if I had been the one driving instead of Suzanne, would it have made a difference? Instead, I had been working for the Inquisition. I closed my eyes and took several deep breaths.

Suzanne was dead. The jade-eyed Fenerec lived. Later, I would confess all of my sins at my wife’s grave. Pocketing the crumpled photograph and the GPS unit, I stalked through the trees, wincing as I stepped on each and every twig on my way to the Fenerec’s den. I was close enough I didn’t want the light from the unit betraying my presence to anyone who didn’t happen to hear me.

I was so focused on what was ahead that I didn’t notice the wolf until I tripped over it. I fell hard, sprawling over the animal. It wiggled beneath me, yipping in pain. A mouth full of teeth snapped at me, and I recoiled to dodge them, backing away with my heart in my throat. At maybe thirty pounds, the wolf looked more like a coyote—if coyotes had reddish fur. I was pretty certain they didn’t.

The wolf’s eyes gleamed in the moonlight. Instead of snarling at me, the animal put its ears back, struggling to crawl away from me. One of its hind legs dragged uselessly behind it. Jade-rimmed, golden eyes remained fixed on me.

If the small wolf wasn’t the woman from the photograph, I’d be astounded—unless someone other than the Inquisition had been out hunting unnatural canines. Despite everything I’d been told about injured Fenerec, she didn’t attack me, which I considered to be a promising sign. Maybe she wouldn’t try to rip my face off.

I kept still and said in as soft a tone as I could manage, “I’m not going to hurt you.” While my voice wasn’t particularly deep, my words rumbled in my effort to stay quiet.

She froze, staring at me with widening eyes. The jade rimming her pupils brightened in the moonlight.

I murmured a prayer of thanks for my good fortune. With the Fenerec woman with me, I wouldn’t have to head deeper into the forest and closer to the den, which was likely ground zero of the battle between the rogue Fenerec and the Inquisitors.

“Don’t worry, ma’am. I’ll get you out of here safe and sound.” With slow, exaggerated movements, I shrugged out of my suit jacket. When the wolf didn’t react, I draped it over her. She whined when I touched her. Wincing at the thought of hurting her more, I hesitated. I’d be whining too if I had a hole in my leg. I couldn’t see the injury, but her fur matted where she bled. “Will you please let me take a look at your leg?”

The wolf’s gaze met mine, and after a long, tense moment, she nodded. Like my movements, hers were slow and deliberate. With a click of her teeth, she closed her jaws. Her docility alarmed me almost as much as my close proximity to an injured Fenerec. I’d been warned about the nature of injured Fenerec. My orders had been clear in that regard; if any of them were hurt, they rode in the back, even if all nine ended up there instead of up front with me.

If a Fenerec went on a pain-induced rampage, I’d be a mauled corpse by the time they were finished. Injured didn’t mean helpless, although I had a hard time believing the she-wolf was much of a threat.

The little wolf whined at the pressure of my hands on her leg, but she kept still. I worked my fingers into her matted fur, finding the entry wound by touch. She snapped her teeth at me though she didn’t bite. The thought of her tearing a chunk out of me birthed a cold sweat on my brow.

Shifting my grip on her, I ran my hand over my jacket towards her head until I reached her neck, taking hold of her scruff so I could pin her down. With my other hand, I searched for the exit wound, instead finding the lump of a bullet under her skin.

Swallowing back my desire to curse—one simply didn’t spew vile epitaphs in front of a lady, Fenerec or otherwise—I said, “I’ll need to cut it out. I don’t know if it’s silver.”

If she’d been shot by the Inquisition, the bullet was silver-forged, a hollow point with enough of the metal coating the jacket to ensure a struck Fenerec would eventually die. I’d done the final ammunitions check for the team since I was the only one who could touch them without being burned.

She whined, her eyes widening.

The pocketknife attached to my keys made a poor tool for surgery, but it was all I had. I hoped she’d forgive me and that I wasn’t about to give her an infection trying to save her. Mumbling to myself, I adjusted how I knelt, pressing one of my knees against her shoulders and neck so I could free my hand to work on her leg.

“Please don’t bite me, ma’am.” Once I was certain I had her as pinned as possible without hurting her further, I took hold of her leg, clenched my teeth, and sliced my knife over the lump, hoping I wasn’t driving the silver deeper into the muscle in the process. Blood—too dark to be red—gushed from the cut. Tossing aside my keys, I considered the bullet. Digging it out would hurt her, and there was nothing I could do to ease her pain. If the Fenerec were like other animals, she’d be howling before I finished.

The last thing I wanted was to attract unwanted attention, so I risked wrapping my fingers around her muzzle to keep her jaws closed. She thrashed beneath me, her yips and growls muffled by my hold on her.

Focusing on her leg, I located the bullet with my index finger and thumb, pinching beneath the projectile to force it out of the muscle. Her muffled cries grew louder as I worked the silver out of the wound. Blood spurted as I forced the round out. It fell to the ground, disappearing into the fallen leaves.

The Fenerec moaned, shuddering beneath me.

“All done, ma’am,” I whispered as soothingly as I could. Stabbing a Fenerec in order to remove a silver bullet topped the list of crazy things I’d done in my life, most of which I had accomplished within the past twelve hours. Driving my brother’s Red Beast like a sports car came a close second, leaving my black market racket, all done on behalf of the Inquisition, for third place. At least my illegal business dealings paid well, considering the risks involved.

While I didn’t want my hand anywhere near her teeth, something unavoidable if I wanted to let go of her muzzle, I loosened my grip, hoping I moved slow enough to avoid stirring her ire further.

The Fenerec moved lightning fast, I had to give her that much. Before I was aware she had struck, her jaws closed around my left hand. Instead of biting, her silky tongue curled around my fingers, coating me with slobber.

I stared at her, a lump in my throat choking off my breath. While her fangs didn’t penetrate my skin, I was aware of each and every one of them pressing into me. Maybe she didn’t weigh much, but I had no doubts she was warning me what she was capable of.

When our staring contest began was a mystery, but I couldn’t force myself to look away, something I should’ve done. Fenerec didn’t like humans challenging them. My brother had made a point of mentioning that fact several times while surrendering the keys to his precious monstrosity of a truck. Don’t meet their gaze had been rule number one. Lower my head and look submissive had been rule number two. If I played their game as they wanted, I’d walk away intact, without so much as a scratch to show for my interactions with my volatile teammates.

Her gold and green eyes held mine, drowning my awareness of anything besides the feel of her fur under my one hand and her fangs and tongue on the other. The need for air burned my lungs. I should’ve done something other than gawk at her like an idiot, but I couldn’t. Like me, she seemed equally powerless—or too stubborn—to look away.

That both comforted and pleased me, and I didn’t know why.

A bright flash accompanied by a concussive blast broke my concentration. My ears rang while balls of light burst and danced in my vision.

The Fenerec’s fangs tore into me.


Chapter Two
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I wasn’t sure why I was lying on the ground.

The Fenerec had stopped using me as a chew toy in favor of crawling all over me, her paws pressed against my chest with her cold, wet nose pressed against my throat. She huddled close to me, shivering as though it were deep winter instead of late spring.

Within fifty feet of me, the underbrush smoldered, but recent rainfalls kept the damp foliage and leaves from igniting. Farther into the forest, where I suspected the den had once been, were the burning ruins of fallen trees, filling the air with smoke. The scattered bits and pieces of my memory fell together.

There had been an explosion.

I shook my head, and at my movement, the Fenerec’s ears pricked forward. My ears hurt worse than my hand, and the ringing in my head deafened me to any other sound. I felt more than heard the little wolf’s whine. She wiggled, shoving her head under my chin.

If it weren’t for the jade in her eyes and the fact she seemed to understand what I was saying, I would’ve suspected her to be a regular dog, not a Fenerec. Fenerec weren’t supposed to be cute, cuddly, or friendly—especially not when hurt. The blood of a prey species, humans included, was supposed to bring out the predator in them. While I was well aware she was a predator, I didn’t feel like prey.

I couldn’t bring myself to fault her for mauling me. The explosion had caught us both by surprise. I tried to piece together why I was lying against a tree. Had we been close enough for it to knock me over? I remembered the flash-bang of the detonation, but nothing afterward. Wincing, I lifted my hand to inspect the damage. The gashes, both on my palm and the back of my hand, had already stopped bleeding for the most part, although a few of the deeper wounds still oozed blood. Bracing against the pain I was about to subject myself to, I flexed my fingers.

All of them moved. The wounds pulled and hurt about as much as my throbbing ears, but the Fenerec hadn’t done enough damage to impair my movement. With luck, I wouldn’t need stitches. How long did it take gashes to cease bleeding? I couldn’t remember. I estimated longer than twenty minutes, but less than an hour.

Using my elbow so I wouldn’t put my hands at risk of another bite, I fended her off so I could sit up. She sprawled on my lap, pressing her head against my stomach. The back of my head ached, and when I reached up to touch it, I discovered a tender lump behind my ear. I had no recollection of hitting anything, though judging how I was sprawled against the trunk of a tree, I must have smacked into it one way or another.

If I had been close enough for the explosion to knock me flat, why wasn’t I dead? My ears hurting I understood; concussive bursts could easily rupture eardrums. It didn’t take much to damage someone’s hearing. But if I had been close enough for the blast to flatten me, I should have been hit with a lot of debris.

I couldn’t remember any of the details. Making a frustrated noise I couldn’t hear, I pinched my nose, drew a deep breath through my mouth, and attempted to pop my ears. Pain lanced through me, but after shaking my head, sounds began filtering in.                                                                                                                                                                                                                                                

“Well, isn’t that just wonderful,” I muttered, thinking of all of the unsavory words I wouldn’t utter in the Fenerec’s presence. My voice sounded muffled and distorted thanks to the incessant ringing in my skull. “We better get out of here.”

The Fenerec rolled over, tucking her paws close to her belly and stretching out her neck in what I thought was supposed to be a submissive position. Her behavior baffled me, and uncertain of what I had done to either alarm or worry her, I risked working my injured hand under her neck to scratch her behind her ears. If she decided to take another bite out of me, at least I could limit the damage to my left hand. “It’s all right,” I murmured, keeping my tone as soft and gentle as possible. “It’s not your fault.”

The blame was mine for having put my hand near her teeth in the first place. The explosion hadn’t helped matters any.

I didn’t know if blowing up part of Oconee National Forest had been part of the plan; I hadn’t been briefed on the details of the operation, and I hadn’t asked. I left the fieldwork to the trained Inquisitors. I had limited my involvement to driving the truck and checking their silver ammunition. Considering the fact my team was dead, they had either set a timer or someone else had come along behind them and cleaned up. That worried me almost as much as the fact I was going against the Inquisition in order to help the Fenerec sprawled over my lap. She was still lying on her back, her belly and neck exposed, with her tail tucked as though expecting me to beat her for having reacted violently to the explosion.

Watching her cringe when I turned my head to get a better look around pissed me off.

I had no idea what had been used to tear a hole into the forest and destroy the Fenerec den, but it’d been strong; the blast had created a crater in the middle of the forest. Without the typical Georgia spring rain, the entire forest would’ve been aflame from the explosion. My brother hadn’t given me instructions on what to do if the forest burned; then again, I wasn’t supposed to be anywhere near the den in the first place.

I likely wouldn’t have heard the explosion if I had followed my orders. I would have been long gone in the Red Beast, barreling towards Atlanta as fast as the truck could go, with a speeding ticket as my biggest concern. But no, I had chosen to stay.

If I hadn’t, the little wolf would have died.

I sighed, easing the Fenerec to the ground before staggering to my feet. Hissing at the pain of spasming muscles in my back, I stretched away the worst of the kinks. “I’m going to have to carry you,” I warned the wolf in a soft voice.

When she made no attempts to flee, I knelt to pick her up. She whined as I scooped her into my arms, wrapping her in my suit’s jacket. Concern overrode my worry at having her teeth so close to my arm; she weighed far less than I thought she should. I clenched my teeth, hoping that her flinching was from the pain of the gunshot wound rather than abuse.

If someone had given her reason to flinch, I’d make them regret it one way or another. No one hit a lady around me. No one, not for any reason.

I drew a deep, long breath. Once I got her out of the forest and safe from the Inquisition, I’d worry about nursing her back to health and making certain no one lifted their hand against her again. That much I could do. But first, I had to get us both out of Oconee alive. My responsibility for the death of her pack would need to be addressed later—along with facing the consequences for helping a rogue Fenerec I had been tasked with eliminating.

Why couldn’t I do anything the easy way?

Shifting the Fenerec in my arms, I twisted my wrist to check my watch. In less than an hour, my brother would be expecting me with his very, very expensive truck. I needed to figure out how to deal with her before he sent someone after me—or find a way to make him look somewhere else for me until I had a chance to hide the little wolf.

I twisted around to stare at the destruction; I could feel the deaths of the trees, animals, and Fenerec as a chill. I shuddered. Dread cramped my stomach, and I turned away before I caught glimpses of the final moments of the Inquisitors and their victims.

I had more important things to do, which included dealing with the Inquisition and my twin. The Red Beast had more GPS transponders on it than I could easily remove. Even my Inquisition-issued cell was tracked. All I had to do to bring a lot of unwanted attention was break it, which would notify the Inquisition of the phone’s last recorded location. If I wanted to escape my brother’s watch, I’d have to dump the cell and the truck. Until I found a place to hide the Fenerec and make her safe, I couldn’t let my brother find me.

The cell was easy enough. I’d drop it near the truck for someone to find.

But how could I make it so the Inquisition wouldn’t come looking for me right away? That was the real problem. If my twin was being cautious, he was probably aware I hadn’t left the forest.

The first thing I needed to do was make it back to the Red Beast. From there, I’d make a plan. Hopefully, the blast hadn’t been the result of an Inquisition cleanup crew, but rather a planned detonation to make sure the den wasn’t used again. If it was a cleanup crew, we were already in a lot of trouble. They’d know the names and appearances of everyone on the team, myself included.

They would know I had, against orders, left the truck. If there was a second team out in the forest, what were their plans for me? I didn’t want to believe my brother would have me eliminated, but it was always a possibility.

Forgive and forget was not a concept practiced by the Inquisition.

Biting back my desire to curse, I marched towards the truck. I needed a little luck, the sort of luck that would ensure there wasn’t a team of angry Inquisitors waiting for me at the Red Beast. Too many questions rattled about in my head as I retraced my steps, setting the Fenerec down every now and then to check the GPS so I wouldn’t get lost.

One possibility worried me more than the rest: would my twin actually betray me to the Inquisition? With a sinking feeling, I realized I didn’t know, not for certain. We didn’t see each other for more than a few minutes each year. I didn’t want to believe it. He’d been grinning with boyish enthusiasm as he had bribed me with the prospect of driving the Red Beast.

The Inquisition itself was a more likely risk. The higher ups serving my brother didn’t like me; they probably feared that my witchcraft would infect my pristine, Normal brother, who couldn’t use any form of magic to save his life. While I had outed myself as a witch at age five, I hadn’t told anyone other than my brother that I could sense the names of the dead. Was my ability enough to warrant my execution?

Probably.

After all, they had sent nine heavily armed Fenerec to kill a rogue pack, including the frightened wolf I carried. Sure, she had given me a nasty bite, but it hadn’t been her fault. The explosion had taken us both by surprise. There was nothing either one of us could have done to prevent it.

Once I made it back to the Red Beast, I’d figure out what to do.
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All was quiet when we made it to the Red Beast. Kneeling down beside the truck, I gingerly set the wolf down. With a quiet whine, she licked at my fingers. Several of the gashes still bled, resulting in my hand being so caked in blood it looked like I wore a glove.

Before I could deal with her, I needed to make sure I didn’t bleed to death.

“There are bandages inside,” I informed her. “I’ll get them, take care of this mess, and then I’ll wrap your leg.” There was also a laptop stashed away under one of the seats, but I wasn’t certain if I wanted to risk using it; like every other electronic device the Inquisition owned, it was riddled with tracking software, GPS, and God-only-knew what else. I didn’t have the time to sterilize it.

After I took care of our injuries, I’d decide what to do. Unlocking the truck, I clambered inside, wincing as I managed to pull open another one of the bites. It didn’t take me long to smear blood all over the leather interior. By the time I finished crawling into the backseat of the cab, I had managed to leave several handprints on the cushions, the back of the driver’s seat, and even on the window.

My hand bled enough to both worry and amuse me. I snatched the first aid kit from under the seat, covering it with enough crimson to make it look like a war had been fought in the cab. Hauling my prize back to the front seat, I settled down behind the wheel, set the kit on the dashboard, and popped it open.

The jade-eyed woman stood beside me, perched on the Red Beast’s step, and she said in a husky, soft voice, “Why don’t you let me help with that?”

My heart took residence in my throat, cutting off my ability to breathe. It hadn’t taken me more than five minutes to get into the truck and dig out the kit. It had taken the Fenerec on my team at least three times as long to transform. Swallowing my startled curse, I shuffled to the edge of the driver’s seat, my hand dropping to the gun holstered at my side.

She waited patiently, a slight smile on her lips. Once again, her eyes held mine. It wasn’t until she started crawling into the Red Beast, worming her way onto the driver’s seat with me, that I realized she wasn’t wearing anything at all. Without looking away from me, she reached up and turned on the cab’s overhead light. Her hair was a rich auburn with more red than brown, similar in shade to her fur.

“You helped me. Let me help you,” she murmured, sliding closer.

There needed to be a law against a woman with a smoky voice talking to me while she was nude and we were alone. I tried to swallow back the lump in my throat, focusing my gaze on her tanned nose so I wouldn’t get too good of a look at her. Drawing a shaky breath, I scooted to the passenger’s seat, unable to tear my gaze away. My voice sounded as husky as hers when I replied, “I’d appreciate that, ma’am.”

I blamed the smoke rather than the fact I wanted to know if the rest of her was as tanned and freckled as her nose and cheeks. I would’ve appreciated her putting on the jacket I had left with her, but she had other ideas. Without any indication her leg bothered her, she pursued me to the other side of the cab until she sat perched on the edge of the driver’s seat, her knees pressed against the side of my leg.

I didn’t dare let my gaze drop below her lips.

“Your hand,” she demanded.

Holding out my arm for the Fenerec unnerved me almost as much as her close proximity. I was as aware of her beside me as I was of the fact that she could transform and shred me to pieces if she desired. She could probably overpower me without turning into a wolf in order to take advantage of her sharp, pointy teeth. There was a bent metal rod in the back one of the team had used to prove they weren’t all talk, not that I had needed much convincing.

Her being a woman likely didn’t mean she was much weaker than the males of her kind.

With a gentle touch, she scraped and dabbed away enough of the blood caking my hand to apply butterfly strips to the worst of the gashes. She smeared a liberal amount of antibiotic ointment over the wounds before applying a Tefla pad and wrapping the whole mess up in a self-adhering bandage.

“Thank you, ma’am,” I murmured, determined to be polite even though I wanted to make a very quick escape out of the truck to retrieve my jacket for her before I caught too good of a glimpse. I cursed myself for my weakness.

It’d been too long since I had kept any woman company for more than a few minutes, let alone one as pretty as the Fenerec.

“You cut the bullet out, but you’re with them. Your scent is all over this truck, as is theirs. Why?” Her words were spoken in a growl, which rumbled in her throat. While she’d never be a soprano, her voice wasn’t deep either. Her grip on my arm tightened, confirming my suspicions about her strength.

If I wanted to keep all of my limbs intact, I needed to take care with what I said and learn to avoid staring into her eyes. I was pretty sure that classified as a challenge to Fenerec. If I looked away, however, I’d see more than I should.

I was tempted, and that bothered me almost as much as the risk of her ripping my arm from its socket if I pissed her off.

I was in a lot of trouble.

She growled at me, wordlessly demanding an answer.

“I don’t hurt women, ma’am,” I replied, both grateful for and cursing my response. Fenerec, so far as I knew, could smell lies, and I didn’t want to give her a reason to rip my throat out. Women, however, often didn’t like hearing that bit of truth about me. Since I was already neck-deep in trouble with her, I added, “I don’t hurt the helpless, either.”

When she didn’t say anything, move, or start snarling at me, I shrugged and said, “I try not to lie to a lady. The Inquisition wants you dead, ma’am, and I was sent to help them do it. I won’t. If you want, I’ll take you somewhere safe. Canada, perhaps? One of the packs there would take you in.” I didn’t know as much about the Fenerec as I wished I did in that moment, but I knew enough to understand females were in high demand.

There’d be a lot of competition to have her join a pack. It’d be easy enough to find someone to help her on the other side of the border, where the Inquisition didn’t have a strong influence over the supernatural. I knew the perfect Alpha for her, a longtime friend who’d protect her from the Inquisition.

“I see,” she murmured, leaning closer to me, her knees digging into my leg once more. Heat washed over my face. Without letting go of my arm, she shifted closer. As she moved, I caught a glimpse of her sliding across the cab towards my seat.

She had a lot of freckles.

I jerked and turned away, preparing to twist out of her grip to beeline for the door. “Would you like my jacket, ma’am?” I asked, reaching for the handle.

“I’d like if you would take a look at my leg, sir,” she murmured in her sinfully husky voice. “To make sure it’s healing properly, you know. It was a silvered bullet.” When she growled at my silence, it sounded more like a purr. My route of escape was cut off as she slithered over me, squirming and twisting around until her back rested against the Red Beast’s door.

Wondering just how I had gotten into such a situation, I tried to figure out how to take a look at her leg without getting a really good view of the rest of her. I closed my eyes, drew a deep breath, counted to twenty, and exhaled. “My apologies, ma’am. Let me wrap it for you.”

While I had been too busy focusing all of my attention on her jade eyes, her nose, and the splattering of freckles on her cheeks, she had managed to toss the first aid kit out of my reach. If I wanted it, I’d need to shift on the seat and reach for it, all while she was on my lap.

At least it gave me something appropriate to worry about. Maybe she didn’t care about her dignity, but I did. I hoped the Red Beast’s video surveillance wasn’t being monitored; if it was, someone—my brother—was getting quite the show.

“You can look, I don’t mind,” she murmured.

Women, I reminded myself, were tricky creatures. If my new friend was anything like other Fenerec females, they were doubly tricky. They also mated for life.

The realization was a bit like having a bucket of cold water dunked over my head. Suzanne had been a water witch; witches didn’t mate for life. Like regular humans, witches married, some divorced, others died. Our vows had been until death. Suzanne was gone, but I hadn’t been able to let go of my vows.

I had wanted to spend my entire life with her, and she was gone. Suzanne’s memory drowned my discomfort and budding desire for the jade-eyed Fenerec using me as a chair. I grabbed the kit, setting it on her stomach out of necessity. After pulling out a pair of Tefla pads and bandages, I tossed the kit onto the dashboard.

Starting at her feet, I worked my way up, unable stop myself from admiring her athletic, tanned, and freckled legs. Without my asking her, she lifted her knee so I could get a better view of the bullet hole in her calf. As I watched, the bruising around the wound yellowed at the edges, with greens and purples darkening to the black of a bad bruise. Instead of the rich red I expected, her blood was black.

The bullet hole wasn’t much worse than the bites on my hand. “It seems to be healing quite well, ma’am.”

My hands didn’t shake too much as I placed the first Tefla pad into place, preparing to wrap it with the bandage.

“My pack was dead before your Inquisitors arrived.”

I dropped both the pad and the bandages in my shock. A chill worked from my chest to my fingers and toes. “Do you know who killed them, ma’am?”

“Humans. Normals,” she spat. Her growl rumbled. “Not witch, not wolf. Humans with silver. Not Inquisitors. Not you.”

She shifted on my lap. Her hand touched my waist near my holstered gun. Having seen other Fenerec move, I wouldn’t be able to beat her to the draw even if I wanted to. She snarled, a wordless sound from her chest, wiggling as she pushed away from the door to lean against my chest. Her breath was warm against my throat.

“They said they would deal with any stragglers as they left the park. They’re waiting for you, Inquisitor.”

The scrape of her teeth on my neck sent shivers through me. In that moment, I understood what a hunted rabbit felt like.

At least she hadn’t broken through my skin—yet.

“Just the roads?” I choked out.

She sounded amused when she murmured, “Likely. How else to take such a big truck out of my forest?”

Did a Fenerec nibble on their rabbits after catching them? It was very difficult for me to ignore what she was doing to my throat. I gulped. “Could you please not do that, ma’am?” My voice sounded strained to me.

She laughed, ducking her head to nip my shoulder through my dress shirt. “They’ll find us if we stay here.”

I didn’t know if she meant the Inquisition or those who were responsible for killing my team. It didn’t matter. Either way, I suspected she was right. If I wanted to get us both out of Oconee intact, I needed to make certain to give no one a reason to think we were alive, including my brother.

He’d forgive me, eventually.

But what could I do? I couldn’t leave the Red Beast to be found. There were enough weapons and ammunition stashed in the back to take out a city block. If I couldn’t take the truck, I needed to get rid of it, along with all of its munitions.

“Ma’am, do you like fireworks?”

“Fireworks?” She pulled away from me, lifting her head until I was forced to look her in the eyes. “I do. Why?”

“I thought I’d blow up my brother’s truck. Not much point in looking for us if they think we’re dead. Would you like to help, ma’am?”

Her smile was radiant. “Are you asking me out on a date, sir?”

Women were tricky creatures. I sighed. No matter what I said, I was doomed. It was easier to surrender and pray my wife would forgive me when I confessed at her grave. I shivered.

Suzanne had never believed, not for a single second of her too short life, that anyone deserved to be alone. She was more like a fire witch in that regard. It’d been five years since I had even considered dating a woman. My wife was gone, our oaths to each other severed by death. She wouldn’t mind a single date.

I was the only one left to care.

“If you’d like,” I said, wincing at the dead tone of my voice.

If she noticed, she showed no sign as she pressed close to me again. “Can I press the button?” she asked in her smoky, breathless voice. Our noses touched. There was a yellow tinge to her jade eyes.

“Of course.” Despite myself, I smiled at her enthusiasm.

I’d regret it later when my brother found out, but it wasn’t every day I got to blow a multi-million dollar truck to smithereens.
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Before I could wire explosives to the Red Beast, I needed an idea of what I had to work with—and how far I needed to get away from ground zero. I didn’t like pretending I was a qualified bomb technician, but I couldn’t think of another way of preventing the munitions from falling into the wrong hands. Blowing them to bits had the added benefit of making sure the Inquisition couldn’t use them either. I wasn’t going to lose sleep over that.

“What are you doing?” the Fenerec asked, hovering at the downed tailgate as I rummaged through the Red Beast’s covered bed in the glow of the truck’s internal lighting system. The crate containing most of the explosives was buried beneath a gun rack, which I had to unbolt from the truck’s frame.

At least the Inquisition didn’t make it easy to get to the truly dangerous stuff, including the warhead hidden in a compartment somewhere beneath my feet.

“I’m about to find out what types of explosives I have to work with. I want to make certain I have enough C4 or ANFO to get the job done. I’d rather not use too much, as I’d like to avoid flattening the entire forest. This truck was built strong. It’s my brother’s conceit. He dubbed it the Red Beast. When he first got it, it wasn’t red.” I shook my head, trying to imagine how my brother had gotten the Inquisition to repaint the monstrosity in such a vibrant shade when the vehicle had started its life with a far more respectable camouflage motif.

I don’t know why he had the thing built, but it was the demented lovechild of a military and a civilian truck. It was yet another part of my twin’s life I had missed thanks to the Inquisition’s insistence I might pollute my brother’s purity. Magic didn’t work that way, and they should have known better. If I were a Fenerec, and he agreed, maybe I could have done something, but I was a witch. Exposure to a witch didn’t convert someone into a supernatural. For all we were twins, my magic had changed me.

If it hadn’t, I would be six inches shorter and buying suits would be a lot easier. The Inquisition had been hopeful with us; if magic was a genetic trait, they should have been able to find out by researching how my brother and I differed in our DNA.

We were true identical twins, and I delighted in having thwarted their efforts.

“Why can’t we just leave the truck here?” My audience of one crossed her arms over her chest. I paused to glance at her. She had, much to my relief, put on my jacket, which kept her covered—mostly.

I loosened the rack’s final bolt. The whole thing weighed, guns included, at least two hundred pounds. I unloaded the weapons before shoving the emptied frame to the side. Three more bolts and a lock barred me from accessing the explosives. I wondered how much it had cost to have the lock designed to match the Red Beast’s ignition key. “If Normals killed my team like you say, I really don’t want them getting their hands on this stuff.”

Once again, I was aware of the missile beneath me, which was designed to flatten an entire building. To make matters worse, everything needed to launch it was in the truck, assuming the thief had a little bit of knowledge and some time.

“They already have explosives and guns,” she replied bitterly. “What’s a few more?”

I shook my head. “Let’s just say there’s enough guns and explosives in here to easily take out a city block, ma’am. I can’t risk it. I won’t. You know what the difference between the Inquisition and terrorists are?”

“And what difference would that be?”

I turned to meet her glare. She bared her teeth at me in a silent snarl. Yellow rimmed her jade eyes.

I was careful to keep my tone calm and even when I replied, “Terrorists don’t care about who gets in the way. Inquisitors do. I might not like this job, ma’am, but they didn’t like having to hunt their own kind any more than I liked having to come out here to help them do it. That said, people were dying, and it was traced to your pack.”

For a long moment, she glared at me before she whirled around, her growls emerging as low, throaty rumbles. “The humans came hunting us first. We defended our home, our den.”

I sighed. While I hadn’t thought long or hard about that possibility on the drive to Oconee National Forest, it had occurred to me. “Maybe they came hunting you first. While everyone should have the right to defend themselves, that’s not how the Inquisition works. They shoot first and ask questions of the bodies. If you’re valuable and you get in their sights, they’ll keep you alive—maybe, so long as you remain useful. Trust me on that one,” I said, letting my own bitterness enter my voice. “If you want to stay alive, you need to be smarter than that. They don’t care if a pack is forced to defend themselves. They only care if Normals are hurt. It’s stupid; I won’t argue with that at all. But that’s the way it is. These humans that killed your pack are dangerous. The stuff in this truck would let them kill a lot of people.”

Maybe my answer pleased her, or she decided that she wasn’t quite ready to kill me yet, but the Fenerec spun to face me. “And you can make certain these weapons are destroyed?”

“That’s the idea, ma’am. I’ve worked with C4 and ANFO before. The explosion should destroy the rest. Twisted shrapnel won’t do anyone any good.”

“Evelyn.” She wormed up onto the tailgate, her legs dangling off the edge. My jacket clung to her as she wiggled forward.

I turned my attention back to the crate storing the explosives. “Jackson.” Maybe once I got to know her—if I got to know her—I’d tell her my first name. Until then, if my brother could be content calling me by my assumed last name, it’d have to be good enough for the Fenerec. “You’ll want to stay back. There’s quite a bit of silver in here.”

“I can smell it.” Ignoring my warning, she climbed into the back with me, though she gave the guns and the ammunition boxes a wide berth. “What’s your plan?”

While I could have thrown the blocks of C4 without any worry of detonation, I took my time and laid them out in five pound groupings. If I made it look like the explosives were delicate, Evelyn might treat them with care. Once I started wiring in the blasting caps, care and delicacy would protect us both from becoming a bloody mist inside of the Red Beast.

Considering I had chosen to defy the Inquisition for her sake, I had no reason to hide anything from her. We’d live together or die together. “Once I see how much C4 I have to work with, I’ll prep the wiring and blasting caps before rigging a timer and a remote detonator. I won’t wire it until right before we’re ready to get out of here. I don’t know what the Normals are up to, but if I want to get you out of here, I have to fool the Inquisition, which means making it look like someone used seriously heavy weaponry to get through the Red Beast’s armor. I’m going to plant my watch, wallet, and the keys between here and the blasted den, making it look like I got dragged or forced there. Considering there probably isn’t a whole lot left of the bodies, it’s likely they’ll assume I’m with them.”

“And after that?” Evelyn sat down on the edge of another munitions crate, watching the nearby guns like they were going to bite her.

“I know a friend with a boat. We’ll hitch a ride to Canada before catching a flight west.”

“Canada? Why Canada?”

At her incredulous tone, I paused in what I was doing to twist around and arch a brow at her. “The Inquisition doesn’t have a strong hold in Canada. The Fenerec there police themselves. I know some folks who can help you and help you integrate into a new pack.”

She narrowed her eyes at me, once again crossing her arms over her chest. “And what about you?”

I went back to what I had been doing as my face heated up. While my jacket did cover her, the dark color looked good against her tanned skin, and all her splattering of freckles did was draw my eye to places I had no business looking. “After you’re free and clear, I’ll give my brother a call and explain things to him. Who knows? Maybe I’ll take advantage of the chance to get out of the Inquisition while I can. Take up a new name, forge a new identity, and find somewhere quiet to retire. They’re not exactly the nicest of employers. Once you’re in, they don’t like letting you leave in anything other than a casket.”

The task of setting out the wiring for the rig was tedious and time consuming, but the Inquisition had kept the truck organized. It didn’t take me as long as I feared to have everything I needed spread out alongside thirty pounds of C4.

If that didn’t reduce the Red Beast to tiny pieces of twisted scrap metal, it’d take a tactical nuke to do the job—a weapon the Inquisition didn’t have.

I drew the line at nuclear warheads. Running a black market op for the Inquisition was bad enough, but there was no way in hell I was going to give anyone access to something as lethal and damaging as a nuke. I made one exception to that rule, and that was in the acquisition of medical-grade isotopes for one of the Inquisition’s witches. It had been one of my best deals; we got the isotopes needed for her treatments while Canada got access to some of the Inquisition’s top operatives.

In the three years since negotiating the arrangement, the operatives had never left US soil.

“How are you going to convince them you’re dead?” Evelyn’s voice drew me from my woolgathering.

I rose from my pile of explosives, looking over my handiwork. It’d take me no more than thirty minutes to rig the explosives, double-check the caps, and set both a manual timer and a remote detonator. I dusted off my pants. “Simple enough. I’m going to bleed all over my watch, wallet, and keys and leave them on the ground for the Inquisition to find. They have my blood and DNA on file. They’ll know it’s mine. In cases like this, they’ll start making assumptions. If it doesn’t rain before they get here, their Fenerec should smell me all over the place. They’ll know the watch is mine, with or without the blood.”

Hopping out of the truck and grunting as I landed hard on the ground, I unwrapped the bandage from my hand, wincing a bit at the pain. Draping the bandage over my shoulder, I flexed my fingers until the wounds reopened. Once done, I removed my wallet from my pocket and pulled out all but two of my prepaid, anonymous credit cards. My brother knew I carried at least two on me at all times, so when they found the wallet, it’d look normal.

What my twin didn’t know was the fact that I kept two copies of my identification. I left one for the Inquisition to find and pocketed the other. I also carried one fake ID, which I also pocketed. I removed my Rolex.

The watch I’d regret; my father had given it to me some eight years ago, delivered by my brother, who had somehow managed to give his Inquisition guards the slip. It had been one of three times I had spent more than ten minutes at one time with him since I had turned five and developed an unfortunate case of witchcraft.

I saved the Inquisition cell for last. I wouldn’t need blood for it, though I let it smear on the device. The phone would notify the Inquisition of my demise and the Red Beast’s location when it ceased sending signals to the satellites.

“That’s stupid. Is that truly necessary?” Evelyn stood on the tailgate, glaring down at me, pointing at my bloodied hand. “You’re going to hurt yourself even more doing that.”

“A necessary evil,” I replied, setting the watch and wallet next to her feet. I slid my Inquisition-issued phone towards the explosives. “The idea is to make it look like they disabled the truck and dealt with me. There’s enough firepower in here that isn’t stable to make them believe they got a bigger bang than they were expecting. I’m counting on the Inquisition to make assumptions, but even if they figure out I’m not dead or I blew up the truck, we’ll be long gone.”

“So they’ll think you’re dead, which means they won’t be out looking for you. That’s clever.”

“Why thank you, ma’am.”

Evelyn hopped down, grabbing the bandage from my shoulder. Without asking for permission, she snatched my hand and wrapped it back up. “Now leave it alone.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I dutifully replied, snatching up the keys, which I had already bled on. “Let’s go dump these and get this show on the road.”

“How long will it take to set up the explosives?”

“Twenty or thirty minutes, give or take. I sold this setup to the Inquisition, so I’m familiar with it. I doubt they tinkered with it. All I’ll have to do is link my personal cell in with the wireless controller, sync the timer and remote detonator, and set the mechanical timer as a backup. Once the blasting caps are in and the wires are set, we get as far away as we can before it blows. I’ll be setting the timer for twenty minutes.”

“That’ll be long enough for us to get away?”

I grinned a bit at the concern in Evelyn’s voice, though I suspected she was more worried about me than she was about her own safety. Fenerec were tough, and judging by how fast her leg was healing, she was no exception.

“Should be.”

“Should?” Heading in the direction of the destroyed Fenerec den, I jogged half a mile, following the Fenerec’s original trail with the help of a flashlight. I tossed the keys and wallet aside. I went an extra quarter of a mile before smashing the Rolex against a rock and discarding it. Evelyn followed, making disapproving noises, which I ignored.

“Should?” she repeated when we made it back to the Red Beast, her question voiced as a growl.

“Should,” I confirmed, hiding my grin from her by climbing into the back of the truck. “How’s your leg?”

“It’s fine,” she replied in a curt tone.

“Enough for a run? I’d rather have a few miles behind us before it blows. Once it goes up, the Inquisition is going to descend on Oconee in droves.”

I glanced over my shoulder at her in time to watch her eyes widen. “Why?”

“We’re about to blow up several million dollars of Inquisition property. They’ll want to know what happened.”

“Are you crazy?” she blurted.

I couldn’t help myself; I laughed until my sides hurt. “Still want to press the button?”

“Oh, yes,” Evelyn whispered breathlessly. “Please.”


Chapter Three
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True to my word, I let Evelyn set the timer for the explosives while I watched and instructed her on what to do. With flushed cheeks, she triggered the countdown. With twenty minutes to reach a safe distance, we made a run for it.

My dress shoes bit into my heels with each step, the night’s abuse finishing off the already worn pair. Despite my long legs and her lack of footwear, she proved faster. I tried to ignore the sting to my pride, but to my shame, a few under-the-breath curses slipped out as I lagged behind.

I decided to blame my lagging behind on the necessity of checking my cell’s timer. When it read t-minus five minutes, I hunted for a place to shelter for the blast.

With two minutes to spare, I located a stream cutting a small gully through the forest. I stumbled to a halt, gasping and wiping sweat from my brow. “We’ll ride it out here,” I announced, sliding down the bank on my heels so I could crouch beneath an overhang.

“How are we going to see anything if we’re down there?” Evelyn didn’t sound happy.

All I had promised was fireworks and explosives, not front-row seats to the display.

“If you want to stay up there, Miss Evelyn, by all means, please do so. Unfortunately, I don’t heal as well as you do, and I have no idea how far the debris will fly. You’ll want these earplugs, though. It’s about to get very noisy.” After having endured one close-range blast, I doubted my still-ringing ears could handle another.

Evelyn must have come to the same conclusion because she jumped down into the gully, sliding to a halt beside me. She huddled with me in my hiding place, holding out her hand for the plugs, which I gave to her. We put them in, and we watched my cell count down the final seconds to detonation.

When the timer hit zero, the ground trembled from the explosion. Even with the plugs, I heard the deep-toned boom. The sound resonated in my chest, forcing my heart to skip several beats. Considering our distance of at least a mile and a half, I suspected the only thing remaining of the Red Beast was a twisted frame and some chunks of smoldering metal.

Evelyn’s mouth dropped open and her eyes widened. “Wow,” she mouthed at me.

Pulling out the plugs, I pointed in the direction we had been running. At her nod, I took off, hopping across the brook before scrambling up the bank on the other side. I paused long enough to turn around and squint through the trees.

In the distance was the glow of fire.

Determined not to curse in front of a lady, I spun on a heel, ignored the stabbing pain in my feet, and resumed my slow jog. I would have given almost anything for my sneakers, which were in my gym bag far, far away. I doubted I’d see them again anytime soon.

Evelyn caught up with me, holding out the earplugs I had given her.

“Keep them,” I said between labored gasps for breath.

She stuffed them into my suit jacket. “What’s the plan now?”

“I’m making it up as I go,” I admitted with a wince, both at my uncooperative shoes and the lack of a real strategy. “For now, we need to get to civilization and hit some twenty-four hour store to get a change of clothes. After that, a rental car and a drive to Miami. Unless I come up with something better, we’ll catch a cruise to Prince Edward Island and enter Canada there. I know some folks who operate a cruise liner who can get us on and off board discreetly.”

The tricky part would be the rental car and clothes; while my ID and cell were both new enough I really doubted the Inquisition had cracked them yet, it was still a risk. My prepaid credit cards had ten thousand loaded on each, so at least money wouldn’t be an issue; reaching Canada without being caught, however, was.

Once we were north of the border, things would get easier. I had several stashes I could raid, allowing me to swap aliases and pick up more prepaid cards, all of which were maxed to the ten thousand dollar limit.

“How are we going to get a rental? You threw away your wallet. Won’t they know you’re alive if you show up somewhere getting a rental?” Evelyn scowled at me, her tone so disappointed that I couldn’t help but laugh.

“Fake ID, Miss Evelyn. That’s what I was pulling out of my wallet earlier before I threw it away.”

“I have a better idea,” she replied smugly. “I have a car. It’s new, under a friend’s name, and in storage not too far outside of the park. I’ve got a change of clothes, too. That should be okay, right?”

“Your friend isn’t a Fenerec, right?”

“She’s Normal,” she confirmed.

While I still had my misgivings, most of them revolving around the fact that the Inquisition was quite good at ferreting out information on their targets, I didn’t have a good enough argument to go against her suggestion. Rentals were riskier than private vehicles owned by Normals.

After a second consideration of the fledgling plan, I nodded my approval. “Lead the way, ma’am.”

Jogging without any sign of exertion, Evelyn took the lead, picking game trails and footpaths cutting through the forest. By the time we reached one of the roads skirting the park, I was soaked in sweat and my feet throbbed.

According to my phone, it had taken us two hours to reach the run-down gas station. It doubled as a mechanic’s shop, and a graveyard of rusted cars unfit for scrap littered its gravel parking lot. The shed in the back proved the newest of the structures, its metal siding partially stained with rust.

She headed for the shed and entered the code for the combination lock before shoving the door open.

Evelyn, apparently, had a very liberal definition of ‘car.’ I stumbled to a halt, staring down at the motorcycle. It was so new its dealership sticker was still on the tinted windshield. The red and black paint job gleamed in the overhead lighting. Chrome accented its sleek lines. Two red and silver helmets waited on the seat.

“Nice car,” I said, whistling. BMW made some good motorcycles, though I hadn’t seriously considered buying one for myself, as I preferred vintage cars and trucks suffering from testosterone poisoning.

“It’s a BMW R 1200 GS,” she announced with pride, skipping into the shed to a row of safes lining the back wall. “Isn’t it cute?”

Cute wasn’t a word I’d use, so I shrugged. “Looks like a fun ride.”

“I haven’t taken it for a spin yet. Don’t have the license, and I’m afraid of crashing it. You… you do know how to drive it, don’t you?”

I had a hard time imagining a Fenerec being afraid of something like a crash, but I decided it was in my better interest not to say a word. “I think I can manage.” All of my fake IDs included a motorcycle license, and I had even ridden them a time or two. “This will definitely simplify things.”

Hiding a motorcycle was much, much easier than hiding a car—or returning a rental. Worst-case scenario, I’d dump it in the ocean if I needed to make it disappear in a hurry.

Replacing her bike would be the easiest part of our escape if it came to that.

“This is—well, was—my pack’s stash. Mine, really. We all kept some stuff at each other’s stashes.” She pulled out a gym bag from a safe, and without warning, she slipped out of my jacket and tossed it to me. I caught it before spinning on a heel to give her privacy.

The windshield reflected her image at me. I averted my eyes to the floor, but not before getting a good glimpse of her from head to toe.

She looked even better than I had thought she would. A blush burned my face. I considered apologizing, but couldn’t bring myself to say a word.

When she tapped my shoulder to get my attention, she had changed into a pair of form-fitting black leather pants and a red blouse that hugged her chest. She held a black and red leather jacket over an arm. “I’m ready when you are.”

“Let’s get out of here before anyone finds us,” I said, grabbing one of the helmets and shoving it over my head. She stowed a small purse in the box behind the seat before putting on her helmet.

While the motorcycle was a bit on the small size, it fit both of us. The engine purred to life, and the BMW didn’t seem fazed by our combined weight. I set the built-in navigation system to take us to Miami and tore away from the gas station, kicking up gravel in our wake.
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Under normal circumstances, I could have made the drive to Miami in twelve hours. I made it to the Florida state line before exhaustion caught up with me, resulting in a stay at a cheap motel outside of a town I wasn’t sure had a name. I would’ve been happy making the final leg of the drive without stopping, but Evelyn had other ideas—and an insatiable appetite. She consumed twice as much as I did, and I had the feeling she would’ve had thirds if I hadn’t been in a hurry to find a place to hole up until we could get a cruise northbound to Canada.

Once we were out of the United States and safe from those who might recognize either one of us, I’d make a point of taking her to the best restaurant I could find and letting her eat her fill. Traveling with a hungry Fenerec wasn’t something I looked forward to. The ride to Miami proved quiet, and twenty hours after blowing up my brother’s truck, I pulled into a luxury hotel near the beach, which I had made the reservations for the night before while Evelyn slept.

The Fenerec got off the bike, pulling off her helmet to stare at me with wide eyes. “We’re staying here?”

Removing my helmet, I ran my hands through my hair to smooth it. The ruffled look worked for many women, Evelyn included, but I ended up looking like a rat had chewed on my head. “We’re staying here. I made the reservation yesterday.”

Unlike Evelyn, who had insisted on wearing her biker’s leathers, I had stuck with the business attire I knew, although I had a leather jacket on over my new suit. I’d miss the old one, which I had taken scissors to and flushed, so it—and my blood stains—wouldn’t come back to haunt me. It’d been miracle enough I had found a store with suits close to my size. Brocaded oxfords didn’t make great shoes for riding motorcycles, but I had avoided scuffing them too badly.

I should have purchased sneakers or motorcycle boots. One day I’d get it through my thick skull to wear something other than business attire.

Our room overlooked the ocean, and as soon as we were inside, Evelyn hurried to the wall-to-wall window, staring out over the water. Setting the bag down, I made certain the door was bolted before kicking off my shoes. The run through the forest hadn’t done my feet any favors, nor had the long ride from Georgia to Miami.

I stared at the jacuzzi in the bathroom longingly, sighed, and sat down on the bed to rub at my aching ankles. While I wanted to soak, I had left instructions with the hotel to leave champagne, cheese, and strawberries next to the jacuzzi. If her behavior in all three of the restaurants we had stopped at was any indication, she didn’t go out often, let alone indulge in any real luxuries.

It wasn’t much, but maybe the gesture would help her forget what had happened to her pack for a little while.

“There’s a jacuzzi if you want to soak.”

Evelyn spun from the window. “There’s a jacuzzi?”

Her breathless voice sent shivers racing through me. I nodded to the bathroom, which wasn’t much smaller than the cheap motel room we had shared the night before. She crossed to it in a hurry, shucking off her jacket as she went. I caught it before it hit the ground. Her shirt followed, and I was so busy trying not to look at her I didn’t notice her throwing it at me. It landed on my head. Grabbing her shirt, I took it and her jacket to the closet in the suite’s small foyer.

To my relief, she closed the bathroom door behind her.

“There’s champagne and strawberries in here, Jackson!”

“My, my,” I replied, unable to smother my chuckle.

“Jackson, there’s a whole bottle and two glasses. Join me!”

Laughing in earnest, I shook my head despite knowing she couldn’t see me. “That’s like a cat asking a mouse to dinner, Miss Evelyn. Enjoy your bath.”

“Spoilsport.”

After I heard the water start running, I sat on the edge of the bed, pulling my cell out of my pocket.

Evelyn opened the door to pout at me, thrusting a filled champagne flute in my direction. “At least have a glass if you won’t join me.”

I accepted the flute and raised it to her. “That I can do, ma’am. Take your time. I’ll have my turn after you.”

“You could join me, you know. There’s plenty of room for two.”

I wanted to, but satisfying my lusty desires wouldn’t do either one of us any good. “Alas, I must decline, Miss Evelyn, but thank you. I have a cruise to book for us while you enjoy your soak.” I smiled at her, making a shooing gesture with my phone.

“You won’t get any strawberries,” she warned.

“Not even one?” I mimicked her pout before taking a sip of the champagne and setting the flute on the nightstand beside the bed.

“Maybe one. I’ll think about it.” She vanished back into the bathroom.

For a long moment, I stared at the closed door, listening to Evelyn splash, keenly aware of her invitation. Any other man probably would have accepted. With her sultry voice, the sprinkling of freckles over her nose, and her rich auburn hair, she was already a rung above most other women. Add in her toned body, which she had gone out of her way to make sure I got a good look at on more than one occasion, and I felt the fool for rejecting her advances.

If I wanted her, all I had to do was ask, and that bothered me almost as much as my awareness of what I was missing with my refusals. Lust was not a solid foundation for a relationship of any sort.

I sighed and dialed a number before holding my cell to my ear.

“Smith.” My friend’s voice rumbled in what I recognized as annoyance.

I bet he thought I was a telemarketer, which made me grin. “Zachary, it’s Jackson. I need a favor.” If the captain of a cruise ship operating a Miami to Canada line couldn’t get me up north, no one could.

There was a long pause. “Huh. Never thought a dead man would call me. That’s a new one. Rumor has it you got blasted to bits courtesy of a flubbed op, Boss.” Zachary’s tone deepened, and I couldn’t tell if he was relieved or disappointed at my survival. One day I’d figure him out.

“I’d like to keep it that way. A young lady and I need a ride to Canada. Are you still running those cruises up to Potato Land?”

“Potato Land?” My friend burst into laughter. “Sure am, Boss. Next cruise out of Miami leaves port on Wednesday morning. What kind of suites do you need?” I heard the clacking of a keyboard in the background.

Wednesday was as ideal as I could hope for. We’d have to hole up in the suite for a day, checking out late at night fringing on early morning, long after sane people had gone to bed. “Best you have.”

“Two cabins?”

“One.”

The typing stopped. “One?”

“One,” I confirmed in a firm voice.

“You and a young lady will be sharing a suite?” The curiosity in Zachary’s voice made me wince. I reached for my champagne, taking a sip as I considered how best to address his question.

“Your reaction is the exact reason we will be sharing a suite. I want to make it to Canada without anyone knowing we’ve made the trip,” I replied, somehow managing to keep my tone even. If my friend sensed any discomfort on my part, he’d never let it lie. He would haunt me until my dying day, ready and willing to tease me over my unwillingness to spend extended time with most women. “No one would believe I’d share a room with anyone, let alone a woman.”

“It’s been five years, Jackson. Suzanne wouldn’t want you to be alone like this. She wouldn’t care if you started seeing someone.”

“I care,” I whispered.

“I know you do. That’s part of why I like you. If she’s interested, let this young lady of yours have her way with you. It’ll do you some good.” Zachary’s voice lightened with his laughter. “I have you booked into a suite. Good job not getting yourself killed, by the way. I don’t know how you pulled it off, but whatever you did, it was pretty damned convincing.”

I glanced at my hand, which was healing far better than I thought possible. While there were scabs, and lots of them, it no longer looked like I had been subjected to a cheese grater. “I’ll tell you in person,” I promised.

While Zachary was a part of the Inquisition, he was a Normal. His parents had been witches, and much to their relief, none of their children had developed any powers. It made my friend perfect for my needs. He knew I was involved and wouldn’t say a word to anyone.

It kept us both alive and off the Inquisition’s radar, for the most part.

“You better, or I’ll be coming to your suite and beating it out of you,” Zachary replied.

“I’m a man of my word. What time will you want us at the docks?”

“Three in the morning. I’ll board you as crew. Pack light. Text me your lady’s measurements. I’ll make arrangements for clothing for you. Do you have any cargo you want to bring on board?”

“Yeah, she’s got a motorcycle.”

“Make and model?”

“BMW R 1200 GS. It’s brand new.”

Zachary chuckled. “I’ll have the serial scrubbed and get Canadian tags registered, along with an ID for her once you’re both on board. Lay low in the meantime, Jackson. Stay in your room and enjoy room service until Wednesday morning. The entire network is hot over your death. Make so much as a single peep, and everyone will know you’re still among the living.” There was a long pause, and I heard my friend sigh. “I don’t know what’s going on, but play it safe.”

With a wince, I murmured an acknowledgment of Zachary’s warning. Most Inquisitors didn’t know the identity of the Shadow Pope, and my friend numbered among them. He’d find out on Wednesday, though. Still, Zachary wouldn’t sell me out; it’d ruin us both. At forty-five, the captain had been around long enough to understand the risks we took each and every day.

“You’re great, Zach. Thanks a lot. What will I owe you?”

“We’ll talk business once you’re on board. Call me if you need anything.”

“Will do. Thanks.” I hung up, tossing my phone onto the nightstand. I took a long swig of the champagne before reaching for the bag. Pajamas weren’t a normal part of my attire, but I had bought us both a set for the trip. I wore mine. Evelyn, on the other hand, pretended like hers didn’t exist. I set the flannels on the dresser while waiting for my turn in the jacuzzi.

I fell asleep, still dressed in my suit, long before the Fenerec finished her bath.
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One half of me was cold while the other half was warm. Grumbling at the inevitable reality of spring in Florida, I groped for the lost blanket and found the gentle curves of a woman instead. Sucking in a breath, I lurched upright. Evelyn was sprawled over me, her hands clutching at my arm in her effort to prevent my escape.

To both my relief and surprise, she was wearing her pajamas. She had left the top buttons undone, and I forgot about how cold I was as I got a good look at her.

Suzanne had been pretty, and I missed her dearly, but Evelyn was the sort of woman I had spent most of my adolescence dreaming about. Closing my eyes, I groaned and wondered how I had managed to get myself into such a situation. The hotel room had two beds, both of which were large and comfortable. The single conclusion I came up with set my heart to racing.

She had wanted to curl up next to me, and I couldn’t even begin to guess as to why. 

I was far too aware of her pressed against me for my own good. Hating myself for not accepting her offers, I wiggled out from beneath her. She smiled sleepily, her fingers clutching my arm. Her hair spilled over her face, making my fingers itch from the desire to brush back her auburn locks and discover if they were as soft as they looked.

By the time I managed to escape her hold on me, I was sweating and didn’t want to leave. Before she could get a grasp on me again, I fled to the bathroom to take a cold shower. The chill cut into me, and I grimaced at my extensive collection of bumps, bruises, and healing cuts. Evelyn’s bites were healing well, to my relief. I didn’t even need a bandage anymore, though I’d wear one anyway.

What I needed was a long soak in the jacuzzi. After making certain I had locked the door, I indulged in bubbles, salts, and oils, submerging to my chin so the jets could massage away my soreness. Evelyn warbled a wordless complaint. A few moments later, she knocked at the bathroom door.

“Jackson?”

“What is it, Miss Evelyn?”

“Can I order room service?”

I somehow managed not to laugh at her. Of all of the things I had been told about Fenerec, the information about their relentless hunger had proved the most accurate. “Get whatever you want.”

“Would you like anything?”

“Sure, thanks. I’m not picky; get me whatever you’re having.” If Evelyn ordered too much, I didn’t care, especially if it removed the half-starved look she got at the restaurants. As an added bonus, if I let her eat her fill, it lowered my chance of ending up on the menu. I flushed and muttered curses under my breath. She didn’t want me on that sort of menu, and I wasn’t entirely convinced I minded her hunting me.

“Okay. Thanks, Jackson!” She sounded far too happy over something like ordering room service.

My frustrations welled up. I sank beneath the water, blowing bubbles as I sighed. When I surfaced, I wiped the suds off my face.

At the rate I was going, I’d need another cold shower before I could face her. Once again, I felt like a stupid fool for denying her when I wanted her probably as much as she seemed to want me. Until I knew her better, until I could commit to her as much as she deserved, I couldn’t do anything, no matter how much I desired her.

I was poised to lose my mind. A woman like Evelyn deserved better. Maybe it was her Fenerec nature making her want to keep me company—I certainly couldn’t imagine why else she would want me.

The death of her pack was partially my responsibility; I hadn’t exactly protested their execution. Maybe the Fenerec had been killed before the Inquisitors arrived, but I had agreed to drive the truck. I agreed with the fact Fenerec couldn’t be allowed to prey on unsuspecting Normals visiting Oconee National Forest.

My thoughts proved equal to being doused with a bucket of ice water.

Evelyn needed her own kind, not someone like me.

I drained the tub and toweled off, grumbling to myself. When I was almost finished dressing, a knock announced the arrival of room service. After the heat of the bath, I left my dress shirt open, compounding my rumpled appearance. I would need to shave before I met with Zachary tomorrow morning.

I never met with my fellow smugglers while sporting stubble or beard. I could count the times I let anyone see me without having freshly shaved on one hand, excepting Suzanne.

When I emerged from the bathroom, Evelyn was setting two plates on the room’s lone table. Lunch proved far more modest than my expectations, and I doubted a hamburger would satisfy her for more than an hour or two before she was ready to forage for something else to eat. With an impish grin, she waved a bottle of wine at me.

“Do you like red?” she asked, and without waiting for my answer, she poured two glasses.

“I don’t mind it.” With a tired groan, I collapsed onto one of the armchairs. “Good morning.”

“Afternoon,” she corrected, chuckling. “What do you like, if not red wine?” Instead of devouring her hamburger with silent intensity as she had in the restaurants, she sipped her wine, watching me.

I took up my glass, taking the time to breathe in the wine before sipping it. I didn’t usually care about the price tags of wines, but there was always something amusing about a good cheap bottle. “I used to drink Scotch.”

A good Islay had been my drink of choice before I had met Suzanne. Alcohol had frightened her, and for good reason. I had dutifully bowed to her apprehension, avoiding it unless necessary. She had understood business—within reason. After her death, I had stopped drinking in public when my friends and fellow Inquisitors had taken to introducing me to women.

Without fail, they had all shared too many similarities with my Suzanne.

Evelyn took another sip of her wine. “You smell sad. Why?”

I sucked in a breath. It felt like I stood on a precipice. If I told her the truth, I’d share things with her I hadn’t with anyone else, not even my twin brother. I couldn’t think of a reason not to tell her, so I sighed and replied, “My wife died five years ago. She didn’t like alcohol.”

Biting her lip as though afraid she’d committed a great offense, the Fenerec watched me. “The wine reminded you of her. I’m sorry. I picked a cheap bottle because I didn’t know if you’d like it.”

“You didn’t do anything wrong,” I reassured her, taking a drink to soothe my rattled nerves. The small amount of alcohol and my lack of lunch was already going to my head. I set the glass aside and nibbled at my hamburger. “Before I met Suzanne, wine on a date was the norm for me. Candlelit dinners, the works. I haven’t been interested in dating someone. The ladies I’ve met since her death have been forced on me thanks to pitying friends, and they deserve better than that.”

So did Evelyn, but I was too much of a coward to say it.

Her smile was sad as she lifted her glass in a toast. “To your wife then. She was one exceptionally lucky woman.”

The toast took me by surprise. Unable to think of a single thing to say, I tapped my glass to hers. The crystal chimed.

Wine was a funny thing. I never could tell what made a wine expensive or good. They all tasted similar to me. While there were undertones unique to each bottle, it was always the sweet bitterness I noticed.

“You’re like a Fenerec, aren’t you? Most humans and witches don’t understand what it is to give a life oath. But you do.” Evelyn sounded so pleased that I looked up from my glass. A smile softened her eyes. “I like that.”

“Once we’re in Canada, Miss Evelyn, I recommend that you stay as far from me as possible. I’ll lead the Inquisition straight to you. But you’re right, I suppose. I haven’t considered anyone new.”

I hadn’t, at least, until she had blasted her way into my life. I finished off my glass of wine and set it aside.

Evelyn refilled my glass, pushing it back to me. She topped hers off as well, making a displeased noise at the ravaged state of the bottle. “I’ll be the one to decide that. We need to get to Canada first. And anyway, maybe that’s a risk I’m willing to take.”

The intensity of her gaze and the way she straightened purposefully in her chair sent shivers running through me. I drew several deep breaths to calm myself. Focusing on business would let me regain control over myself, so I said, “We’re booked on a cruise leaving tomorrow morning. We’ll lay low. My contact will provide ID and get us to Prince Edward Island. Once we’ve set sail, I’ll arrange for a flight west.” I stood, retrieving my phone from the nightstand, opening a text to Zachary as I returned to my seat. “There’s some information I need from you, if you don’t mind.”

“Information?”

I thrust my phone at her. “We’re going on a cruise. Formal attire is required. Could you please text your measurements to this number?”

Evelyn arched her eyebrow at me, and I felt my face burn. A soft smile curved her lips as she reached out and took the phone. Shaking her head and laughing, she went to work, pausing now and then to glance at me over the top of my cell. The ping of an incoming text warned me of trouble, but I couldn’t bring myself to snatch the device back. Her impish grin returned as she sent a message back.

“Once we’re in Canada and you’re safe with a pack, I’ll have your motorcycle freighted to you. It’ll need to be scrubbed with new serials and registration, which takes a bit of time. I’ll have your bike paid off anonymously so your credit rating isn’t damaged.”

“I paid for it in cash,” she replied without looking up from my cell. After sending several more messages, she slipped my phone into her pocket. “He’ll have more questions soon.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered under my breath. The last thing I wanted was Zachary conspiring with Evelyn. I didn’t need anyone to tell me the pair would likely cause me a great deal of trouble. While Zachary hadn’t pushed any women in my direction, he was the most vocal of my associates regarding his belief I needed to find someone new.

He’d take one look at Evelyn and begin matchmaking whether or not I wanted him to.

“What happens after we’re in Canada?”

“You’ll settle in. I’ll go to work arranging new accounts for you. You’ll be given funds, and my contacts will establish you in your new home. It’s a bit like witness protection, but better. You’re not the first person I’ve made disappear. Money will be deposited automatically into your new accounts for a period of ten years. After that, you’re on your own.” Once she was in Canada, it’d be business—business conducted from thousands of miles away.

It’d be better for both of us that way.

“All right. That sounds fair.” Evelyn stood, picking up the empty bottle, and set it on the dresser before heading to the phone. “What sort of wine do you want? It seems we have run out.”

“Your choice,” I said. “I prefer red over white.”

“Red it’ll be then.” She grabbed the wine menu, made a thoughtful noise, and called the front desk to order two more bottles. “We’ve got a lot of time and nowhere to go. Let’s play a game.”

Intrigued and curious about what sort of game a Fenerec found amusing, I asked, “A game? What sort of game?”

“Truth or Drink. We’ll take turns asking a question. You either choose to answer honestly or you drink. No lying allowed. The penalty for lying is drinking half a bottle. Don’t think you can get away with it, either. I can smell a lie, Mr. Jackson.”

I eyed the emptied bottle warily. “This sounds like a dangerous game. Why?”

“I want to learn more about the man willing to defy the Inquisition for my sake. Why not?”

“Have you ever had a wine hangover before?” I asked, shaking my head.

“Food helps with that. Eat before it gets cold. Do you really have anything to lose by playing? If you don’t want to answer, you drink some wine. No harm done, right?”

“Right,” I acknowledged, turning my attention to the hamburger. While I ate, I was aware of her gaze on me. When I finished, I didn’t look up from my plate. “I’m not all that interesting, you know.”

“Any man who can rig his brother’s truck to explode is plenty interesting. I’m also of the opinion that any man with your restraint is very interesting.” I heard laughter in her voice, and when I stared at her, she grinned.

“Compared to the people I know, I’m an amateur at explosives,” I countered, feeling my face growing warm.

She crossed her arms and arched a brow at me. “And your restraint?”

I needed a lot more than a glass of wine to answer that question—an entire bottle wouldn’t be enough to take the edge off my nerves and embarrassment. Unfortunately for me, she deserved the truth, and drinking wouldn’t make the problem magically go away. “You deserve better than some one night stand with a man you don’t know.”

My words were the same I had said to Suzanne the first time we had met. I had been doing the Inquisition’s dirty work.

She had been working a corner.

With a dead-end job and student loans she couldn’t afford, she barely paid her rent, so just to get by, she took any man willing to pay to her bed. I had been the last to buy her time, and I had refused to sleep with her until our wedding night three years later.

“You’re thinking about her again, aren’t you?”

It was pointless to deny the truth, but I took a long swallow of wine anyway. “Every day.”

“Ask me a question.”

“If Fenerec mate for life, why throw yourself at me?”

For a long moment, she didn’t speak, and I doubted she would answer. She sighed. “I wanted to see what you would do. If I didn’t want you, you wouldn’t have me. It’s that simple. I’ve been alone a long time. You risked your life to save mine. You’re risking it even now. Why help me?”

I could have drunk to avoid the question. I could have evaded without lying. Once again, I cursed myself for my unwillingness to take the easy way out. “Suzanne had green eyes, just like yours. I knew you were alive. I just couldn’t leave a woman to die alone like that. I’m to blame, at least in part, for the death of your pack.” I finished off my glass at the same time there was a knock announcing the arrival of the replacement wine.

Evelyn fetched the new bottles, murmuring something to the server before closing the door.

“Did your pack really kill those people in the park?” I asked despite fearing the answer.

“There were deaths we were responsible for. I can’t say the Inquisition was wrong about us. Why are you involved with them?”

She opened both bottles, handing me one of them. I poured a new glass and took a swallow because I could only tell her a small part of the truth. “An accident of birth. You don’t have a mate?”

With a disgusted snort, she sank down on the chair opposite of me. “From that sorry lot? I refused them all.” Evelyn lifted her chin, her eyes cold and hard. “I deserve better than one of those bottom feeders. So did April, the other bitch in the pack, but the Alpha got her drunk enough one night so she accepted him. What do you intend to do once we’re in Canada?”

“Once you’re under the protection of a pack, I’ll call my brother and confess. He’ll skin me for a rug, I’m sure. If I’m lucky, he won’t have me executed for it—though considering the circumstances, it’s anyone’s guess. We’ll see. How old are you?”

Evelyn grimaced and didn’t bother pouring into the glass. She took a long swig directly from her bottle. “You?”

“Thirty-two.” I considered her for a long moment before asking, “What do you have against clothes?”

She laughed. “I like clothes when necessary. I certainly wasn’t going to let the guy bringing room service get a look. Would you like me to take them off?”

I wanted her to, but there was no way I was going to admit it. After draining my glass, I set it aside in favor of her method of drinking right from the bottle. I had the feeling it was going to be a very long day.


Chapter Four
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On a scale of one to ten, I was drunk. It happened sometime between finishing off the first bottle of wine and opening the third, that much I managed to piece together despite the pleasant numbness of intoxication. I wasn’t sure which one of us had the idea to watch television, though I had the dim recollection of stealing the remote before Evelyn could claim it.

I had set the channel to Animal Planet, and from my stretched out position on one side of the bed, I watched the auburn-haired Fenerec wiggle on the bed’s edge, leaning forward to watch rabbits on the big screen. The special made me laugh, detailing the lives of wild bunnies and the species preying on them.

Evelyn sat on her knees, beating her leg as a wolf lunged for a rabbit, crashing into a tree instead of catching its prey. While she howled her discontent, I choked back my chuckles.

“Mangy mutt! Disgrace to all of our kin, that’s what you are,” Evelyn wailed, waving her fist at the television. She flopped backwards, her arms slapping against the mattress over her head. “It’s inexcusable, Jackson. Did you see that? Completely inexcusable.”

It took several deep breaths and a drink of wine to keep from chortling. “It does, indeed, seem as though the rabbit got away.”

“A beginner’s mistake. He shouldn’t have missed. He shouldn’t have hit the tree. It’s a disgrace, Jackson!” Rolling over, she pouted at me. “Don’t tell me you were cheering for the rabbit.”

In truth, I had been too busy watching her to care about the rabbit, but I wasn’t going to tell her that. I laughed. “The rabbit won, didn’t it?”

She wrinkled her freckled nose at me. “Inexcusable.” Sitting up, she crossed her arms over her chest and scowled at me.

“Surely you’ve had at least one defenseless little bunny escape you before,” I teased.

“Bite your tongue!”

Pointing at the television, I said, “Listen! The show even agrees with me. Rabbits escape predators thanks to those powerful hind legs. Evolution at its finest.”

Even in my less-than-sober state, I was pretty certain her sniffle was faked. “I do not let my prey escape.”

Eyeing the bottle of wine, which was dangerously close to empty, I wondered if I classified as predator, prey, or both. “Is that so?” I murmured.

With a smile tugging at the corners of her mouth, she leaned over me, narrowing her eyes. “That is so.”

The huskiness of her voice and her rumbling tone warned me of trouble. The deliberate way she lowered her gaze to my mouth confirmed my suspicions. Every desire I had tempted me to accept her invitation. My breath caught in my throat as I watched her watch me.

When she ran her tongue over her lower lip, I wanted nothing more than to reach up, run my fingers through her tousled hair, and pull her down to me.

My cell rang, the shrill noise startling me into rolling over and reaching for it so I could grab it and fling it at the wall. I reached the edge of the bed, groping for the nightstand and the accursed device, and rolled right off the bed. I hit the carpet with an undignified squawk. The room chose that moment to spin in lazy circles around me as all of the wine worked its way to my head.

I groaned and draped my arm over my eyes, thinking of all of the curses I couldn’t bring myself to say while Evelyn could hear me.

“This better be good,” Evelyn growled, and with a sinking feeling, I realized she had answered the call. “What is it, Zachary?” Her tone was so sharp I wondered if she was about to break my phone. I shifted my arm to my forehead to watch her hover over the nightstand, pouting.

If she did break my phone, I wouldn’t blame her. I wanted to destroy the damned thing—preferably by sending it on a collision course with my friend’s thick head.

“Yes, yes you did interrupt something interesting, thank you absolutely not at all,” she snapped.

I sighed, mourning the lost opportunity while also relieved that Zachary’s timing had spared me from doing something I’d regret later. It was probably for the best, as I had no doubts I wouldn’t want to stop if I did give in to my desire for the gorgeous woman hanging off the side of the bed while talking to my friend on the phone.

“No, he fell out of bed trying to answer your call. Jackson? He wants to talk to you.” Evelyn leaned over, dangling the phone within easy reach.

I groaned again and lifted my hand. Once I had a good grip on the cell, I flopped it down somewhere in the general vicinity of my ear. “I hate you. What do you need? If it involves driving, you’re fu—out of luck.” I coughed at my lack of discretion and loose tongue. “Did I mention I hate you?”

“Damn, Boss. I’ll make it up to you later, but you need to go take a very cold shower and get your ass checked out of that hotel in twenty minutes or less. There are sixteen Inquisitors booked on the Wave Dream, and I’m pretty sure they’re tracking your phone. Smash it, sober up, and get ready to hit the road. No, you don’t have time for arguing—or treating your lady properly. Give the nice and angry woman a kiss on the cheek and tell her to get dressed. I’ll be there with a pickup soon.”

I bit back the hundred and one curses I wanted to spit out. Without waiting for my acknowledgment, Zach hung up.

“I hate my life,” I lamented, holding my cell up to Evelyn. “I don’t suppose you’re strong enough to break this, are you?”

She leaned over the edge of the bed, her hair spilling over her shoulder. “Why do you need to smash your poor phone?”

“GPS tracking,” I grumbled, waving it at her. When she reached down to grab my cell, I captured her hand, pulling it down to kiss the back of it. “I need a very cold shower now. And clothes.” I was already wearing clothes, but at least my other suit wouldn’t look quite so rumpled. “We check out in twenty.”

She sighed. “So I heard. Okay, I’ll get dressed while you shower.”

I wanted to kiss her cheek, but I didn’t trust myself not to miss—on purpose. Her pouting lips tempted me far, far too much. “I’m sorry.”

Gripping my phone in both hands, she snapped it in half. “I do not let my prey escape.” She broke the two halves into smaller pieces, all without looking away from me.

I gulped. “I’ll remember that.” Staggering to my feet, I stumbled across the room to fetch my suit and retreated to the bathroom, cursing the Inquisition, Zachary, and the fact I was stupid enough to leave a gorgeous and willing woman alone on a bed plenty large enough for two.
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Between the shower and my new worries over how the Inquisition had linked my new phone to me, I was reasonably sober by the time we were checked out. I limited my interactions to tired grunts while Evelyn handled anything that required actual words. Once we finished checking out, I stowed my disposable credit card in my pocket.

Before I could worry about whether or not Zachary would show, he swept in through the hotel’s automatic doors.

“All ready?” My friend had gained a few more gray hairs since the last time I saw him. He wore his crisp white uniform with his captain’s hat tucked under his arm.

I judged the distance and my capabilities of crossing it without tripping over my own feet. The odds weren’t in my favor.

Evelyn met him halfway across the lobby, thrusting out her hand. “Nice to meet you,” she said. Judging by the way her pitch dropped, I ranked my friend as one of the very last people on Earth the Fenerec wished to see.

With a sigh, I stooped to grab our bag. That I made it upright without staggering was something I classified as a miracle. Leaving the two to their posturing, I headed for the door. Once outside, the cooling evening air revitalized me more than the shower had. The salt in the air filled my lungs, and while it didn’t help sober me up, I halted to enjoy the scent.

“She’s pretty, Boss. Now I’m genuinely truly and deeply sorry I interrupted you,” Zachary said, taking the bag from me. “You look like hell. What did you do to your hand?”

“She bites,” I replied, turning to open the door for Evelyn before remembering it was automatic.

Coming to a halt at my side, she bared her teeth. At the same time, she brushed her fingers against the back of my uninjured hand. “Later.”

I flushed.

“Miss Evelyn, I will make up for ruining your plans, I assure you. Considering the developments, I thought it was wise to get you both to the Wave Dream and settled. I’ll explain in more detail once we’re in the truck—and on board.” Zachary pointed at a dark blue truck parked near the front of the hotel. Evelyn’s motorcycle was already loaded and secured to the bed.

“I suppose I’ll forgive you this once, but only this once,” the Fenerec murmured, flashing Zachary a smile.

I smirked when my friend’s tanned cheeks darkened with his blush, glad I wasn’t the only one who reacted to her.

“I’ll have to steal him from you for a while for business, I’m afraid. There are a lot of things we’ll need to discuss.”

Circling around the truck, I opened the passenger side door for Evelyn. “I wouldn’t be worried with only one or two Inquisitors to dodge. It’s a big ship. Sixteen, however, is a bit much, don’t you think?”

“The Inquisition officially notified me, informing me that I would relinquish available suites to them. I’ve been led to believe that your killers might have booked passage. Canada’s a popular destination this week.” Zachary climbed into the truck. “Do you mind taking the back, Evelyn?”

“I don’t mind,” she said, wiggling into the narrow backseat.

I think she wiggled more than necessary, and while I should have averted my eyes, I stared at her. When she caught me watching, she smirked.

“Boss, I know she’s pretty, but get in the truck already. I’d rather not leave without you, seeing as I came all this way just to pick you up.”

I grunted and climbed in, buckling up before I shut the door. Zachary started the engine and pulled out. While I expected him to burn rubber, he drove at a sedate speed. “Five minutes if that,” I countered.

“I’m amazed you can still count. How much did you drink, anyway?”

“Too much. Why did I break my brand new phone, anyway?”

“I already told you, didn’t I? They were tracking it. In less than thirty minutes, a group of very angry Inquisitors will be visiting the hotel. News on the wire is your killer stole the phone to access Inquisition data.”

Evelyn growled before saying,  “He didn’t break it. I did. Into teeny tiny pieces, which I decided to flush to make certain the phone didn’t reappear anytime soon.”

Laughing, Zachary shook his head. “That’s going to drive them absolutely wild. You did dump your wallet, didn’t you, Boss?”

“It’s gone, along with my regular ID. Last I saw it, it was somewhere in Georgia lying on the ground. It might have been covered in blood.”

“No wonder they think you’re dead. Your brother’s in the process of losing his shi—”

I cleared my throat so my friend wouldn’t curse in front of Evelyn. “Yes, I expect he’ll be a little upset with me.”

“A little? Someone blew up his truck. Also, we’ll be talking about who your brother is. I can’t even believe it, and he was the one who told me. Anyway, add in the fact they found your stuff covered in your blood, and almost everyone believes you’re dead. A few believe you’ve been kidnapped, since they didn’t find your body. That said, I heard it’s a real mess there, and it’s entirely possible, according to some, that your body is there, but it’s in so many chunks they might never get a positive ID on it.”

I groaned, wishing I hadn’t drunk so much. Following the conversation was proving difficult enough. It took me far longer than I liked to realize my friend must have done one of the more dangerous and foolish things he’d ever managed since I’d employed him. “You hacked into the Inquisition’s communications, didn’t you?”

While I could handle the fact the world spun around me in slow circles, dealing with the unanticipated fallout of my haphazard escape with Evelyn required sobriety, something I definitely lacked.

With a snort, Zachary pulled the truck into a parking lot near the pier. “Of course I did. I was in less than ten minutes after you called me. It’s going to be hard keeping you hidden, Boss. We both know the Inquisition will cheat, so we will have to cheat better than they do. How do you want to play this?”

With another groan, I banged my head into the truck’s dashboard. “I’m too drunk for this. Let me think for a bit.”

“I’ll have coffee for you once we’re on board,” my friend promised.

“If the Inquisition believes he’s been kidnapped, that’s better for him, right?” Evelyn asked.

Zachary made a thoughtful noise before replying, “Possibly.”

“Could you make it look like we’ve both been kidnapped?”

I grunted, waving my hand dismissively. “Impossible. Absolutely not. I might get away with it because of my brother, but not you. They have your picture on file. They might believe you’ve been kidnapped, but they won’t treat you well.”

“Boss, please tell me she’s not one of their targets.”

Drumming my fingers against the dash, I considered how to handle the newest of my problems. “I won’t tell you she’s one of their targets. Instead, I’ll tell your truck. I know, truck. It’s difficult being us. You have to put up with him every day. Your owner is an idiot if he thinks I’d leave her for the Inquisition to find.”

Evelyn giggled.

“Okay, okay. Fine, I got the idea, Boss. Your sarcasm has improved. It must be the alcohol talking. I understand. Of course you wouldn’t abandon such a pretty lady. With her looks? I wouldn’t have abandoned her either.”

“Why, thank you,” was the Fenerec’s pleased reply.

I had no real reason to be jealous, but I was. “I wouldn’t leave any la—”

“Boss, be quiet before you get yourself in trouble.”

Evelyn’s laughter was sweet. “He’s fine, Zachary.”

“It’s not a far walk to where we board. Think you’ll make it that far, Boss? I’d rather not have to try to carry you. It’d rumple my uniform.”

I threw open the door and slid out. For a moment, I thought I’d make a one way trip to the asphalt, but with a little help from the truck, I stayed on my feet. “Next time, I stick to whiskey.”

“So there’ll be a next time?” Evelyn asked, her tone pleased.

Instead of answering, I grabbed our bag and headed in the direction of the Wave Dream. As far as cruise ships went, it was on the smaller size, although I knew it could easily carry eight hundred passengers. In the spotlights illuminating the piers, I could see that the hull had been repainted recently in white with blue accents.

“Not for a while, Miss,” Zachary chided, following after me, and despite my protests, he took the luggage from me. “Let’s get you both on board. Boss, you’ll be holed up in my quarters for the time being. A friend of mine will need to see your lady for a while in your stateroom.”

“She’s—”

“—delighted to meet your friend,” Evelyn replied, delivered in a tone warning me to keep my mouth shut.

I decided it was in my better interest to obey, so I swallowed back the rest of what I had been planning to say. Evelyn wasn’t my lady, no matter how badly I wanted her at the moment. “Why your quarters?”

“First, no one will bother you while you sleep off the wine. Second, I had it swept for bugs an hour ago. Third, it’s guarded by one of mine, so if someone from the Inquisition tries to install any listening devices, I’ll know about it. Just how much did you have, anyway?”

“A bit,” I evaded.

Once again, it was Evelyn who undid my efforts by saying, “Two or three bottles.”

“You’re going to be so hung over, Boss.”

I believed him.
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Before Zachary let me crash in his quarters, he forced me to drink enough water to float the Wave Dream. It didn’t save me from the prophesied hangover. An army of little men with pickaxes dug their way through my skull. I didn’t want to know what had died in my mouth, but it had died and rotted, which was ultimately the reason I forced myself to get out of bed. Staggering to the bathroom, I splashed water on my face and went through the motions of getting ready for the day, wondering how long I’d been asleep and whether or not I could get away with going back to bed.

“You alive, Boss?” Zachary asked from the other room. I grunted, hoping I was loud enough for my friend to hear me. A chuckle answered me, followed by, “There’s breakfast and painkillers out here. We’re setting sail in a few hours. I have work to do, but you need to be functional. I just finished setting up a monitor tapping into our security system so you can watch the passengers boarding. It’s your job to identify all of the Inquisitors you can. I know I’ve missed at least a few.”

I splashed my face again before I staggered my way into Zachary’s private sitting room. He had an official Captain’s Quarters meant to impress any passengers who found their way into it. I preferred the private room, large and excessively decorated in a Victorian styling, including a fainting couch tucked in a corner and an antique globe that had probably been old when my grandfather had been born. Zach was perched on the edge of the floral-patterned couch, staring intently at a laptop set up on the coffee table.

A covered silver plate awaited me, reeking of bacon, eggs, and other foods deemed suitable for those suffering from excess. I swallowed as my stomach announced its dislike of even the thought of eating. A bottle of water and a pair of pills sat on the edge of the table, which I grabbed before flopping down next to my friend.

“You look like hell,” he said.

I grunted, twisting off the cap and downing half the bottle before swallowing the painkillers.

“Evelyn is in your stateroom, currently occupied. General boarding begins in twenty minutes. You have enough time to eat and grab a quick shower. I’m going to leave my cell with you and text you updates. Once we’ve set sail, I’ll sneak you out of here. Until then, make yourself at home.”

“What time is it?” I asked, squinting at the laptop’s screen. Four frames showed the gangway from various angles, ensuring I’d get a good look at everyone boarding the Wave Dream.

“Six in the morning. Tide changes at five after nine, which is when we’ll set sail. Seriously, eat and take a shower. You’ll feel better.” Zachary grinned at me. “For what it’s worth, she’s pretty and seems nice.”

I drank down the rest of the water and whacked my friend upside the head with the empty bottle. “She’s also a Fenerec.”

“Even better. She’ll take care of you for life, then. I know you, Boss. That’s not a problem. It’ll be nice seeing you with someone as serious about you as you are about her.”

The slight against Suzanne cut through my hangover, but before I could retort, Zachary lifted his hand. I swallowed back my desire to snap at him, waiting to see just what my friend had to say.

He sighed, plucking the bottle out of my hands. Setting it on the table, he leaned over, snatched up a new one, and gave it to me. “Face facts, Jackson. We both know you two were ice and fire. When she flared up, you melted and let her burn you. You loved her far more than she deserved. I’m not going to apologize, either, so don’t ask me to. She was a nice enough girl, but she didn’t treat you like you needed or deserved. So what if Evelyn is a Fenerec? She’ll take care of you until the day you die, without reservation.”

His words stung, and I clenched my teeth, which added to my headache. In my effort to push away my thoughts of Suzanne, I focused on his thoughts regarding Fenerec and their tendency to remain faithful to their mates for life. “I’m pretty sure she’s not supposed to be the one caring for me. When I’m eighty, she’ll look just like she does now. How is that fair to her?”

In the end, I had failed Suzanne. She had been my love, my life, and my responsibility. When she had died, I hadn’t made it to the hospital in time, leaving her alone in her final moments. I doubted I would ever forgive myself for that.

Death parted us, and I hadn’t been there for her.

“Sure, that’s the case if you were born in the eighteen hundreds. Cut the old-fashioned crap, Boss. A lady that pretty and friendly doesn’t show up every day. She likes you, that much is obvious, and judging from what I interrupted, you like her right back. What’s the problem?”

“I won’t take advantage of her,” I snapped.

Zachary laughed, which only added to my irritation. I twisted the cap off the bottle and pinged it off his head.

Grinning, he waggled his finger at me. “It’s not taking advantage if she’s willing, and it’d take a blind idiot not to notice she’s willing. Trust me on this one. She’s a hot number, and she’s got good tastes. I bet if you proposed to her right now, she’d accept without hesitation. Don’t ruin such a good chance. At least consider it—or at least agree to date her!”

“I’ve known her for all of two days, Zach. Don’t you see a problem with that?”

“Three, technically. And no, I do not see a problem with that at all. You committed to Suzanne in far less time than that.”

I glared at him because I couldn’t deny the truth of his words.

“Think about it. I’ll sneak you down to the spa in the off hours, have them cut and dye your hair, trim that beard you’ve got going on, and get you some color-changing contacts. I’ll dress you up in a nice suit, and then I’ll marry you to the pretty lady while the setting sun lights the seas on fire. It’ll be glorious. Better yet, even if there are Inquisitors on board, not a single one of them will believe you’d be willing to wed anyone, let alone someone you just met.

My mouth dropped open. Me marry Evelyn? The thought was so absurd all I could do was blurt, “Zach!”

“Do you have a better idea? It’s brilliant, if I do say so myself. If you’re married to her, you can resume all of those nice things I interrupted earlier, free of guilt. You’ll thank me later. I have excellent tastes, I hope you know, and she’s about as perfect for you as I’ve seen. Do you doubt my judgment, Boss?”

“I think you need thrown overboard to restore you to your senses. I can’t marry a woman I’ve just met.”

“Actually, yes, you can. People do it all of the time. Ever hear of Las Vegas? It’s a fun town; you should go sometime. You’re an unbonded witch. She’s a Fenerec. It’s a great match.”

“Zach,” I growled.

“Do you have a better plan? Go shower and think about it. I have to get to work. I’ll check in on you right before we set sail. If you spot Inquisitors on the monitor, make a note of the time so we can review the images later.”

I sighed. “I’ll come up with a better plan, but I’ll tell you this much: I’m not going to sacrifice a woman on a washout like me just to dodge the Inquisition.”

Zach snorted, stood, and headed to the door. “Normal people get depressed when drunk, not during the hangover, Emmett. Don’t insult the lady when she likes you.”

“She doesn’t know me.”

“You’ll have time to get to know her on the cruise. I assure you, you’re an easy man to get a fix on, Boss. At least think about it. I can marry the two of you whenever I want. It’s time you let Suzanne go. You’re not going to find someone like Evelyn again. She’s gorgeous, smart, and has eyes only for you. If you throw away this chance, I’ll make you walk the plank. I’m sure I can find one on board somewhere,” he said before leaving the room and closing the door behind him.


Chapter Five
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One by one, I watched several hundred passengers board, managing to identify twenty Inquisitors by name. There were ten more I knew by reputation and from photographs. When boarding was nearly completed, my worst nightmare joined those in line to set sail on the Wave Dream.

My twin had no business sailing on the cruise ship, yet there he was, scowling at something the brown-haired woman beside him said. His annoyed expression deflated to a frown. She kept talking until she managed to work a pained smile out of my brother. My curiosity piqued as I realized she was the elegantly dressed woman in the picture sent with my orders for Oconee National Forest.

Not for the first time in my life, I envied twins who could sense each other. If we’d been closer, if we better fit the twin stereotype, he wouldn’t have believed I was gone. Behind his smile, I saw his anguish. I captured an image of them, wondering just what I had done to my brother in my hastily devised plan to avoid those who had killed my fellow Inquisitors.

Hiding from more than thirty Inquisitors, one of whom was the Shadow Pope, came too close to impossible for my liking. The only good thing I could see about the situation was that my twin’s presence ensured the death of Zachary’s idea to marry Evelyn and me. Dye, color contacts, and basic changes to my appearance wouldn’t fool my brother.

That was one thing we got right. No matter how often he tried to surprise me, or the number of years that separated our visits, I always knew my twin at a glance, and he knew me.

Maybe I’d let Zach force me into walking the plank. It’d be my best chance of escape. With scuba gear, if he dumped me in shallow water, I could walk my way to shore. With a grimace, I leaned back and pinched the bridge of my nose. Maybe I’d skip the scuba gear when I walked the plank; my problems would come to an end in however long it took me to drown.

I didn’t swim. I sank like a stone, much to the disgust and dismay of each and every person who had attempted to teach me. It was a problem many Earth witches shared. Popular opinion among the Inquisition was that there was no way I was possibly a strong enough witch to suffer from my element’s opposition to water. It was less of an opposition, I felt, than it was the fact water liked me so much that it didn’t want to let me go.

My twin had laughed long and hard when I had presented the theory to him, along with my complaints about my swimming troubles.

If anyone was doomed to drown in a puddle, it’d be me.

I was reaching for Zach’s cell when I heard the door creak open behind me.

“It’s an hour before departure,” my friend said, his voice breathless. “How’s the passenger list looking?”

I rubbed my temples. “Your crew is going to kill you for sneaking off so close to setting sail.”

“They’ll live. How’s the count?”

After a moment of thought, wondering when I should drop the bomb on my friend, I replied, “About twice what you were expecting. His Dark Holiness just boarded.”

I felt Zachary push against the couch before he leaned over my shoulder. “No fucking way.”

“Yes, fucking way,” I replied, pointing at one of the frames, which showed my brother and the woman heading up the ramp to board. While a handful of others boarded after my twin, I paid them no attention. “He brought his girlfriend as well. He looks fit to kill.”

“Fuck. Sixteen Inquisitors I could handle. Thirty-two plus the Shadow Pope? What the hell did you do, Boss? They’ll rip my ship apart.” Zachary groaned, flopping limply over the back of the couch. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to get you out of here to your stateroom without one of them catching you, let alone force you to walk the plank. I’d launch a jet ski overboard, but with your cursed luck, you’d just drown before making shore. Maybe I can sneak you and Evelyn off ship after dark, assuming she knows how to swim and can keep your head above water. Damn it.”

“Sorry, Zach.”

“You did what you had to do, whatever that was. You’re not the reckless type, not usually. Are you certain he’s the Shadow Pope?”

I twisted around to glare at my friend. “I think I’d recognize my own brother. You know, the guy who looks exactly the same as I do?” At the rate my sarcasm was improving, I’d be as much of a smartass as Zachary given a week or two.

“Well, shit. I was hoping, okay?”

“I know. Well, if he’s here, I promise you there are a lot of Inquisitors on board. They’d never let him out without a good guard. We’ll have to figure out who they are.” Drumming my hands on the coffee table, I watched the final passengers board the ship. Information was what I needed before I could make a solid plan. Once I had a good idea of how many Inquisitors were actually on board, maybe I could think of something to help me escape with Evelyn. “Can you pull up a list of all bookings since Monday morning? If we assume everyone from that point forward is an Inquisitor, it might give us a bit of an advantage.”

“At this point, I think the only thing left to do is to set this cursed ship on fire, sink her, and evacuate everyone,” Zachary grumbled. “I need a new boat anyway—and a better route. I’m due for a promotion.”

“I’m pretty sure those who set their ships on fire do not get promotions, Zachary.”

“They do when no one is injured during the emergency. It also helps if no one discovers that the captain was the one setting the fire,” was my friend’s disgruntled reply.

“Zachary, I really don’t think we should set your ship on fire. She’s too precious to you—and she’s far too valuable.”

“She’s over forty years old, Boss. She’s due to retire. So long as everyone gets off safe and sound, there’s no better burial than one at sea for a good boat like her. I’ve got three rogue witches as crew. Even if you’re not caught, they might be. I’d blow the Wave Dream sky high if it means I can keep them safe. We have to do something.”

I winced, and thinking about my brother’s Red Beast, I understood completely. “What kind of witches?”

“Two fire and a water witch. They’re useful on board a ship like this.”

If I was going to help Zach sink his ship, fire witches would help a lot—and make the process a lot safer for everyone involved. “Would they be willing to help?”

“To avoid being caught by the Inquisition? I’m certain of it. But if the Inquisitors have their own fire witches on board, we’re busted.”

The Inquisitors likely had fire witches among them, but I didn’t mention it; Zachary didn’t need to add to his worries. Fire witches were the most common type, with water witches coming a close second. I considered the problem, humming tunelessly. “Maybe I can start a fire in the cargo bay big enough to warrant an evacuation? They won’t have access to there,” I suggested. “If there’s enough smoke, you’d need to clear the ship off, right?”

“Getting someone, especially you, down to the cargo bay without being seen will be problematic.”

“So will be staying in your quarters. My twin will ask to see you. It’s inevitable. I don’t want to be anywhere in the area when he comes.”

Zachary cursed, banging his forehead against the couch. “I hate it when you’re right.”

I managed a weak laugh. “Dress me and Evelyn up as crew. No one pays any attention to crew. With a cap, the contacts, and a proper uniform, I’m sure I can make it down to the cargo bay with no one any wiser I’m on board.”

“Maybe. I’ll have to see if I can find a uniform that’ll fit you. Max might be near your size, and Linda can alter it fast enough for our needs. Evelyn will fit in Amanda’s uniform, so there’s no problem there.”

I narrowed my eyes, prodding Zach’s forehead with my finger. “And just how do you know what size clothing your female crew wears?”

Zachary grinned at me.

“That’s disgusting.”

“Hey, don’t judge, Boss. She likes it.”

“You have no dignity. None at all.” Sighing at my bad luck and Zachary’s admission, I shook my head and scratched my forehead. “You need to go work. Do you have blueprints of the ship? I’d like to see what we might be able to do to make a lot of smoke without causing a whole lot of damage to the Wave Dream. Let’s not sink your ship unless we must. I really can’t swim.”

“We have scuba gear on board. You’re trained to use it. I’ll make sure you’re equipped just in case.”

I snorted. “What a comfort.”

“Seriously, I’m amazed you’re willing to come on board at all. You are either insane or you utterly lack a sense of self preservation.”

“A bit of both,” I replied, cracking a grin for Zachary’s benefit.
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Armed with the Wave Dream’s blueprints, I examined the ship’s layout, wondering how I was going cross the entirety of the vessel, working my way down multiple floors, all without being seen. There weren’t any elevators; the Wave Dream was simply too old for such a luxury. From what I could tell, a single lift connected the cargo bay to the kitchens, and if my reading of the layout was correct, there was no way Evelyn would fit inside, let alone me.

The most direct route would take me through the most populous areas of the ship. While Evelyn could likely sneak her way to the cargo bay disguised as crew, I wouldn’t stand a chance. Inquisitors jumped at shadows and looked for ghosts, and my twin was too observant for his own good. It was tempting to call him just so I could erase his worries and grief, but I couldn’t.

If I revealed myself, I’d put Evelyn at risk. I had chosen to save her, and that meant I couldn’t just hand her over to the Inquisition. Before I could deal with the problem of my twin, I had to make certain Evelyn made it to Canada and was under the protection of a Fenerec pack outside of the Inquisition’s control.

Until then, I had to leave my brother to his grief and continue to bear my guilt, which gnawed away at my chest and left me fighting for breath. If my twin hadn’t come, if he had remained safe in Atlanta, things would have been much easier. With him on board, I didn’t want to even smoke out the Wave Dream. I didn’t want to hurt him, not any more than I already had.

My crimes against him knew no end. First, I had forced him into becoming the Shadow Pope, a burden I should have carried. But the leader of the Inquisition was a null; my powers as a witch rendered me tainted, ineligible to remain part of the Anderson family, let alone someone worthy of ruling the supernatural’s policing force.

There were many who likely rejoiced at the idea of my demise, as my death solved a lot of problems, especially for my mother and father.

Their shame wouldn’t haunt them any longer.

I groaned, rubbing my face. Maybe Zachary had been right; normal drunks got depressed while still under the influence. Me? I wallowed in self-pity and loathing during the hangover. No matter what he had said about Suzanne, he’d been wrong about one thing. My wife had always been right to insist I leave alcohol alone. Nothing good came of it.

I felt myself flush at the blurred memory of Evelyn in the hotel room we had shared. She deserved better than a drunk’s primitive lust.

“What a fucking mess,” I muttered, running my hands through my hair, struggling to force my attention back to the blueprints and all of my problems. I had to give the designer credit; the Wave Dream was no Titanic, lacking an obvious flaw spelling the ship’s doom.

I almost wished for an iceberg, a large one lurking beneath the surface, waiting for its chance to punch a hole through the hull. Even if an iceberg caught Zachary unawares—an impossibility where we were sailing—the Wave Dream had been built to last. Safety had been the top consideration in the ship’s construction.

If I wanted to sink her or smoke her out, I would need to put a lot of effort into it. To produce enough smoke to warrant an evacuation, I’d have to ignite every section of the ship’s lowest level, which was properly compartmentalized, unlike the doomed Titanic. A hole in the hull capable of sinking her while giving everyone enough time to evacuate was much harder for a fire or water witch to counter.

The thought of hurting anyone in my efforts to avoid the Inquisition left me nauseous. No matter what, I couldn’t allow anyone to die, not because of me. I stared helplessly at the blueprints, wondering if it might have been better if I hadn’t made it out of Oconee National Forest. Grimacing, I shook my head.

If I hadn’t been around to take out the bullet, Evelyn would have died from silver poisoning. I couldn’t accept that. The jade-eyed Fenerec deserved a chance to live, no matter how much I hated myself for my reckless plan and lack of consideration of the consequences.

Once again, my guilt surged. Zachary had been right about too many things, including my inability to let Suzanne go. I was insane to ignore everything Evelyn was offering, but it was for the best.

Once my twin realized I lived, if Evelyn remained with me, she’d be as doomed as those on the Titanic, and I couldn’t allow myself to be the ship that drowned her. I swallowed, clenched my teeth, and glared at the blueprints in search of answers.

No matter what, I had to find a way to make things right.
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If I ever found out who had coined the idea that all problems could be solved with fire, I was going to hunt them down and hit them as hard as I could. With my luck, the responsible individual was already dead, leaving me to do something stupid, like dance naked on their grave. It didn’t feel like a very potent threat. For a moment, I considered asking Evelyn if she’d do it.

I thought better of it. I had no doubts she’d be happy to shed her clothes, but she wouldn’t be interested in dancing on a grave.

My amusement at the thought didn’t last long before reality came crashing down once more in the form of a headache, reminding me about the consequences of my idiocy. Turning my attention back to the blueprints, I sighed and once again went over the quickest paths across the ship. The only viable plan I had involved my taking several jet skis, Evelyn, and Zachary’s witches and bailing from the ship as quickly as possible. We could find another way to Canada, somehow. If I wore scuba gear or a life vest, maybe I wouldn’t drown—or sink—when I ended up in the ocean. I wondered how close to shore Zachary could take the Wave Dream in the middle of the night.

“How’s your hangover?” Zachary said from right behind me. With an undignified squeak, I whirled around. He looked about as tired as I felt.

“Mostly gone.” Compared to the morning, I felt much better, although I was convinced the headache would never leave.

After flopping onto the couch next to me, he lifted the lid from the silver plate. “You didn’t eat.”

“You should thank me for not puking all over your floor, which is what would have happened,” I countered.

“Boss, it’s bacon. Bacon cures all ills. I should know. I have my PhD in the preparation and consumption of bacon.”

“You need to have your doctorate revoked. Its curative powers do not apply to my hangovers. Are you off shift?” I picked up one of the sheets of the blueprint, glaring at it for its lack of cooperation in my plan making. “I’ve decided I’ll walk the plank. I’ll even let you poke me with a sword. You do have a sword, don’t you? How about a pirate hat? Where’s Evelyn?”

Zachary chuckled, popping one of the slices of bacon into his mouth before replying, “She is testing a theory. It involves her, a very skimpy bikini, and one of the ship’s pools. So far, we have confirmed that the average man is too busy staring at her breasts to give more than a passing glance at her face.”

I set the blueprint down on the coffee table, turning to glare at my friend, who reached out for a second slice of bacon. I beat him to it, snatching it and biting it in half before saying, “Is that so.”

“It is so. You’re missing quite the show. You’re going to have to carry a club to keep the competition away from her. You should let me marry you two so you won’t have to protect your territory.”

“That isn’t funny, Zach.”

“Sure it is; you’re just a stick in the mud. I do have some good news for you, though.”

“What?” I snatched the other two pieces of bacon before Zachary could steal them. If he wanted the eggs, he was welcome to them. Maybe he was right about the powers of bacon, because my headache didn’t seem quite so bad after I took out my frustration on it.

“Your brother decided to come pay me a little visit while I was working, so I took him to a quiet part of the ship for a heart to heart. I informed him that I had one or two people who had been attacked on board, and that I wasn’t going to tolerate the Inquisition’s interference with my ship. They were welcome on board, but they weren’t to harass any of my passengers—not a single one of them—or my crew without clearing it with me first and providing proof they’re the ones the Inquisition is looking for. He agreed. He knows there’s at least one woman on board under my guard. He asked if she was involved with his brother’s death. I told him she absolutely was not and that she was just as much of a victim. He bought it hook, line, and sinker. If they discover Evelyn, which I doubt, they’ll leave her alone while she’s on board.”

I shook my head, “Once she disembarks, all bets are off. They won’t let one of their targets go, not that easily.”

“You’re right, but it’s better than nothing—and when the Shadow Pope says something, it’s law. We both know that. She’ll be safe enough for now. I told her to enjoy the cruise while she could. She’s more interested in seeing you, but if the Inquisition does spot her…”

“She’d end up leading them right to me, which would really make things awkward, especially when they piece together I was on the team sent to kill her. Still, Evelyn’s the one at real risk.”

“Which is exactly why I’ll be getting both of you off the ship tonight. I’ve charted our course as close to shore as I can. Once most everyone has gone to sleep, I’ll launch a jet ski for you two. Evelyn can swim, and she’s assured me she’s strong enough to handle you if you run into trouble.”

I shivered at the thought of ending up in the ocean, with or without help, scuba gear, or a life jacket. “Beats sinking the ship with my brother on board.”

Zachary chuckled. “Knowing you, you’ve been beating your head against the coffee table for the past few hours trying to avoid any plan that might involve any risk to him whatsoever. I know you. You protect what you think is yours, and he’s your twin, for all you have a couple of inches on him.”

“Identical in all ways except that,” I muttered.

“All right. Here’s what we’ll do,” Zachary said, smoothing out one of the blueprints on the table. He pointed at the cargo bay. “It’s not on here, but there’s a launch rig in there not too far over the water line. The trick will be getting you down there unnoticed, but I have an idea on how to handle that. I brought one of Max’s uniforms. So long as it sort of fits, once dinner starts in about thirty minutes, you’ll make your way down to the cargo bay. A lot of people will be moving around, and it’s easy for a crew member to get lost in the crowd. I brought a set of keys so you can access the lower floors.”

“That might work,” I replied, considering the best way to get to the cargo bay. “All right. Got one of those nice caps the other crew gets to wear for me?”

“You better believe I do. Keep your brim down and your head ducked and you’ll be fine. Look busy and in a hurry, and you’ll match the rest of the staff. After things settle down, I’ll send Evelyn along with something for you to eat so you don’t starve to death while waiting for your ride out of here. I’ll be along sometime between one and two in the morning. There’ll be a concert on the other end of the ship, which should prove enough of a distraction to prevent anyone from noticing you leaving.”

“That’s a much better plan than what I had. Did I mention that mine involved walking the plank?” Despite everything, including the lingering remnants of my headache, I laughed.

“I’m fairly certain Evelyn would kill me if I made you walk the plank. To answer your question, yes, I do have a sword. Yes, I do have a pirate’s hat. Maybe I’ll wear them tonight for the fun of it. I dress up as a pirate at least once every voyage. The passengers love it.”

“Why am I not surprised?”

Zachary grinned at me. “You’re a lucky man, Boss. She’s a territorial woman, and she’s decided you’re hers. She’s going to give you lots of trouble.”

I scowled at how pleased my friend sounded about that. “Is that so.”

“It is so. Once things settle down, send word to me, and I’ll marry you two as I said.”

“You’re making assumptions again,” I grumbled before I sat straighter. “What about your witches? What are they going to do with so many Inquisitors on board?”

Getting to his feet, Zachary bumped my shoulder with his fist. “They’ll be fine. They’re all assigned to the night shift and will work in off-limit parts of the ship. I’ll take good care of them, don’t you worry. Look, I need to shower before the crew has to fumigate the whole place to get rid of my stench. Holler if the uniform doesn’t fit.”


Chapter Six
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For such an old ship, the Wave Dream boasted a surprising amount of modern decor and amenities, upgrades from when I’d last been on board. Perhaps the saddest of the changes was the removal of the original curved staircases leading from the captain’s stateroom to the next level where many of the ship’s prized cabins were located. I kept my cap’s brim low to mask my scowl as I took the escalator.

Maybe I was old fashioned, but the addition of technology to the cruise liner took away from its sweeping elegance, bowing to the inevitable march of time. Armed with one of Zachary’s clipboards in one hand and a marker in the other, I stepped out of the flow of the crowds heading to dinner to examine the sitting area. I chewed on the marker’s cap as I referenced the clipboard, went down the list, and checked off everything that was in order. Once I finished my inspection, the list would go back to Zachary and what didn’t pass muster with me would be dealt with.

While avoiding notice was my goal, I had learned from past experience that the best way to go about it was to look busy. Someone hard at work was less likely to be interrupted by a passenger. Even if someone had a question, I knew almost as much about the cruise liner as the crew. I’d manage, one way or another. All I had to do was walk from one end of the ship to the other, checking over my list as I went.

How hard could it be?

I wanted to adopt my briskest stride and get to the cargo bay, but I forced myself to keep my pace purposeful without looking hurried. The crew of a luxury liner didn’t rush. The walk was almost as unnerving as rigging my brother’s truck to explode. Instead of being shredded in the blast, if I were caught, I’d end up in Inquisition custody, unable to protect Evelyn. My palms were wet with sweat, and I resisted the urge to wipe them off on my trousers.

The crowd flowed in the direction of the dining hall, leaving me to wade through them, my head ducked while I leaned forward to mask my height. If my path crossed any Inquisitors, I didn’t spot them and they didn’t stop me. Entering the cargo bay involved heading down a flight of steps to a pair of locked industrial doors. It was a two-step process to access the bay, involving a physical key and a code punched into a number pad. I opened the doors, fighting with their weight to push my way inside.

Other ships in the same class as the Wave Dream could carry hundreds more passengers. Instead of the extra staterooms, the ship had been rigged with an expanded cargo bay, fashioned after a modern warehouse. I stood on a catwalk overlooking half of the multi-storied space. A maze of crates, shipping containers, and pallets were secured with ropes and netting. Pulleys equipped with chains with hooks swung from the railing overhead.

It’d been a while since I had been in the cargo bay of any of the ships I used for my smuggling operations. According to Zachary’s directions, I’d find the supervisor’s office below me, accessed by a staircase somewhere to my right. I closed the door, making certain to lock it and reengage the security system. The catwalk creaked under me as I headed to the office. I descended to the main floor of the warehouse. It wasn’t until I passed through a gap between two stacks of crates that I saw the darkened office. The door had been left open.

“Odd,” I muttered, tucking Zachary’s clipboard under my arm. The supervisor, like Zachary, was one of my long-term friends. Brandon wasn’t the type to walk off shift without locking up, not when he was responsible for the legal and illegal inventories on board the ship. He didn’t like leaving a job unfinished, either. When Zachary wasn’t available, I went to him—and he often handled my most sensitive work, including the transportation of radioactive materials, including the Canadian medical isotopes I acquired for the Inquisition.

The industrial lamps overhead, while offering sufficient light for the rest of the cargo bay, didn’t penetrate far into the window-fronted steel box. I’m pretty certain it had once been a shipping container modified to Brandon’s liking. I’d have to talk to Zachary about the office later. I held back a lot of money specifically for equipping my men and women with the best they could get. Brandon deserved better than a makeshift office.

Easing my way through the door, I slid my hand along the wall in search of the light switch. With my luck and Brandon’s enjoyment of pranks, he was probably lying in wait, ready and more than willing to scare a few years off my lifespan.

“Brandon, if you even think about jumping out at me, you’re a dead man,” I warned before flipping the switch.

The office was empty, and knowing my threats were futile, I stooped over to check under the stainless steel desk bolted to the floor. When I saw no sign of Brandon, I frowned and stepped forward, plunking the clipboard down on the desk.

I looked over his work; there was no sign of a note, which worried me almost as much as the spread of clutter. Instead of his usual neat stacks, sheets were scattered everywhere. Two pages had even made their way to the floor. Bending over, I scooped them up, setting them in the inbox along with the pages at risk of falling.

The creak of metal and the scuff of a boot warned me of the presence of someone behind me. Muttering under my breath, I spun to put an end to Brandon’s effort to startle me.

For a moment, I mistook the woman I faced for Evelyn; they were about the same height with bright auburn hair. I hadn’t thought green eyes were common, but hers were more of an emerald than jade. There was nothing pleasant or friendly about the way she glared at me. Her sickly pale skin set her apart from the Fenerec. If she had any beauty, it was lost in the way she scowled with her yellowed teeth exposed. A splash of red lipstick drew my eye, and the shade was too close to blood for my comfort.

She held her braided hair in one hand, the end fashioned into a hangman’s noose. Stepping forward, her frown deepened while she narrowed her eyes. She hissed, “You heard me.”

Between the disapproval in her voice and my certainty she was at least a little crazy, I jumped back, bumping into the desk. She pounced, swinging her noose in the general direction of my head. While I was fairly confident in the fact that Brandon had a gun stashed somewhere in the office, I didn’t know where. With a psycho attacking me with her hair, I didn’t have time to find it; even if I did, I doubted I could bring myself to pull the trigger. First, I’d miss. Second, I hated the thought of hurting a woman, let alone killing her.

My idiotic male ego was going to be the death of me, likely by the lady stalking me with her braid. The only real weapon I could access was the phone. Sweeping out my hand, I knocked it off the hook, sending the base clattering to the floor. Unless Zachary had changed the system, the phone would detect that no numbers had been tapped into the touchscreen display. After twenty seconds, it would page the ship’s security.

I didn’t have any time to do anything else before she was on me. Ducking away from her makeshift noose, I slid along the desk, stumbling into one of the office’s two folding chairs.

I was so focused on dodging her hair that I didn’t notice her foot sweeping out at me. Agony stabbed up my left leg as her boot connected with my knee. My yelp was cut off as she once again struck at my head. I fell back against the desk, my elbow cracking against the metal surface.

“Stand still, damn you,” she hissed.

While I drew the line at hitting a woman, I wasn’t about to let her kill me without fighting back somehow. The only thing nearby I could use as a non-lethal weapon was Brandon’s bottle of hand sanitizer. Snatching it up, I thrust it into her face, depressing the pump as hard as I could, squirting the blue-green gel into her eyes. Squealing in pain, she jerked back, rubbing her face.

“Sorry about that,” I said, lurching for the door. Her pain didn’t stop her from sweeping out a foot to trip me.

My chin cracked into the doorframe, followed by my shoulder. Instead of falling, I bounced off and staggered into the narrow passage between crates, office, and shipping containers. Leaving the woman to shriek curses in my wake, I hobbled deeper into the bay, hoping to lose her in the maze of goods.

Whoever she was, there was one thing I was certain of: she wasn’t an Inquisitor. The mad were put down so they couldn’t harm anyone. Unfortunately for me, by the time security investigated the off-the-hook phone, someone would be in a lot of trouble, and that someone was me.




[image: Image]




I felt like the world’s largest mouse, and I had the misfortune of being stalked by an insane feline. My knee held my weight. but it hurt like hell, the pain made worse by the fact I had to be quiet or risk being caught. The woman screamed catcalls at me, pissing me off more and more by the minute. If she had used words, I might not have been bothered so much by it, but she vocalized in meows, hisses, and ear-piercing shrieks.

On rare occasion, when she managed to lose my trail altogether, she spat curses, most of which consisted of incomprehensible gibberish. The kindest one I made out was something regarding my mother and an anteater. Maybe if I had been someone else, the insult against my family would have held more sway, but I was pretty sure my mother would be quite content if the crazy woman with her hair noose managed to kill me.

I was seriously starting to regret my stance regarding violence against deserving and dangerous women. I also regretted not having a gun or some other weapon. My willingness to put an end to her mad ramblings and her stalking astonished and distressed me. I’d already assaulted her with hand sanitizer, and that hadn’t been enough to dissuade her. It hadn’t done more than slow her down for a few minutes.

Then again, she had her hair fashioned into a noose. Any expectation of sanity from her on my part was about as unreasonable as her presence in the cargo bay in the first place. Zachary had a strict policy against hiring the mentally unstable; with hundreds of lives in his care, his crew had their backgrounds checked out. Due to my affiliation with the Inquisition, the vetting process included both Federal and Inquisition databases, something neither Zachary nor I liked, but were forced to endure.

I couldn’t blame the Inquisition, considering the Wave Dream was the ship that carried the medical isotopes they needed.

I hunkered down between a shipping crate and a pallet of boxes enveloped in plastic wrap, grimacing as the woman shrieked somewhere not too far away. If I escaped with my head intact, I was going to have a long chat with Zachary about how someone had broken into the cargo bay. Unfortunately, who she was and what she was doing on board came second to figuring out how I was going to escape yet another bad situation with my life intact.

It just wasn’t my week.

To make matters worse, the company left a whole lot to be desired this time. While Evelyn wanted me, at least I was fairly certain it wasn’t so she could kill me. When a Fenerec wanted someone dead, they killed them. That was something I respected about wolves; they hunted to eat or remove a threat. Playing with their food—usually—wasn’t how they operated.

The lethal version of hide and seek I was playing didn’t sit well with me. My palms sweated, and it was a miracle I wasn’t panting, considering how fast my heart was beating. At the rate I was going, I was at risk of suffering from a heart attack long before she found me. My dignity—or what remained of it—took another beating.

There was a reason I wasn’t supposed to participate in field ops. Life and death situations and I simply didn’t get along. When I shot a gun, I had a tendency to close my eyes and flinch. The only martial arts I knew involved my knee and someone else’s groin, which I doubted was allowed in any school.

I leaned my back to the crate and slowed my breathing. Panicking wasn’t going to get me anywhere and panting like a worn-out racehorse wasn’t helping me any. Closing my eyes, I considered my options.

They were few and far between. All I could do was keep moving and hope Zachary could deal with her, because I had my doubts I could do anything about her.

The crate shifted behind me. Snapping my eyes open, I jerked in time to catch a glimpse of a pair of legs crashing down on me. Her knees hit my shoulders and sent me sprawling to the floor. My chin bounced against metal, clacking my teeth together.

Bursts of light danced in front of my eyes. In the short time it took me to shake off the daze from impact, the woman slipped a coil of her braided hair around my throat. Her knee dug into the middle of my back, pinning me to the floor.

“There you are,” she whispered in my ear. “Why don’t you just lie still like the good boy you are?”

The noose tightened and my attempt to reply ended in a wheezed croak. My ears buzzed, accompanied by a rushing in my head. Part of me knew I needed to struggle, but all I managed to do was make my fingers twitch. Her knee twisted against my spine. I tried to suck in a breath, but the noose cut off my air. Out of the corner of my eye, I watched her pull a syringe out.

“See this?” She showed me the needle, a clear drop of fluid beading on its tip. “You’re going to take a nice little nap now, my lovely. Once you’re good, quiet, and tied up to my likings, I get to do whatever I want with you until you’re safely delivered. Aren’t I lucky?”

Her scowl had been hideous enough, but her smile sent shudders racing through me. Without loosening her hold on the noose, she jabbed the needle into my unresponsive arm and depressed the plunger. A chill spread up my arm from whatever drugs she pumped into me.

When my body went limp, the pressure against my throat eased enough I could suck in a breath. My throat ached. Despite the relief to my burning lungs, I struggled to keep my eyes open. As the cold from the drugs intensified, I was aware of her sliding off my back. My chest was one of the few parts of me I could feel; my lungs hurt. After another few moments, I didn’t feel anything at all.

As I fell into the dark, soothing embrace of the drugs, I heard a distant growl.
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The problem with drugs, especially the ones not meant for general public use, was their relentlessness and unwillingness to ease their hold on their victims; in this case, me. I became aware of little things first, including a tingle in my fingertips and my throbbing throat. Something tugged at the stubble of my beard, which I hadn’t managed to shave. The yanks at the individual hairs anchored me to consciousness. Between my annoyance at the brief flashes of pain and my confusion over what caused it, I was able to remain somewhat aware.

For a long time, all I could do was cling to a single coherent thought: I didn’t want to sleep. I adamantly didn’t want to, though the reasons for my refusal flitted in and out of my head with the ethereal quality of a dream. As I won ground against the medication fogging my mind, the importance of why I needed to remain awake grew, until I was finally capable of focusing my attention on my situation.

A crazy cat lady had strangled me with her hair before stabbing me with a needle. I considered surrendering to the drugs she had dosed me with to alleviate my embarrassment over my predicament. Until the sedatives—if that’s what they were—wore off, I was helpless.

I hated being helpless. My annoyance deepened to anger.

I wanted to loop the woman’s noose around her neck and hang her. Considering that I couldn’t open my eyes, I evaluated my chances of escape without help at approximately zero. It was sometime between my contemplation of murder and contemplating how to escape that my knee reported it really hurt.

My instinctual desire to suck in a breath between clenched teeth was aborted by the lack of air. Panic set in, tightening my throat and chest until I remembered to breathe out of my nose.

Maybe it was the fright-born adrenaline rush or my increased levels of awareness, but I managed to force open an eye.

The red glow of emergency lighting bathed me. It took several minutes to force my vision into focus. Dark shapes coalesced into net-shrouded crates and shipping containers destined for some train yard.

Something warm wiggled against my back. Distracted from my surroundings, I tried to make sense of what was going on behind me.

“God damned stupid bitch,” someone muttered behind me, and with a mixture of relief and dismay, I recognized Brandon’s voice. “Did she really have to use so much fucking tape?”

I meant to grunt, but the act of drawing a deep breath burned my aching throat. I stiffened and shook in reaction.

“Shit. Are you awake?” Brandon stilled behind me.

Bracing myself for the inevitable pain, I forced the grunt out. It felt like I had swallowed barbed wire.

“Just hold tight for a few minutes, Boss. She didn’t do this right, thankfully. It shouldn’t take me much longer to get free,” my friend whispered.

It wasn’t until I looked down at my hands that I realized what Brandon was talking about. Duct tape was strong, but it had its weaknesses. Instead of securing my hands in a crisscrossing pattern, she had forced my wrists together and wrapped them in tape. If I could lift my hands over my head, I’d be able to tear my way free.

Judging from the way Brandon was jerking against my back, he was hard at work defeating the silvery material. With a soft, triumphant huff, Brandon relaxed against me. The ripping of tape accompanied hisses of pain.

“I am going to kick that bitch’s ass,” Brandon snarled, leaning against me. I suspected he was doing it to keep me upright. He confirmed my thoughts by saying, “You okay to sit on your own?”

I was, although moving triggered rolling waves of vertigo and nausea. Moments later, Brandon was kneeling beside me.

“Damn, Boss. You look like hell. Your eyes are all pupil. What the hell did she do to you?” He touched my cheek, and I winced at the tug of tape on my beard. “Give me a sec to figure out how to get this off. She wrapped it all the way around your head. All I got was a strip.”

I winced as Brandon started picking at the tape. He muttered curses as he worked while I took a good look around. Wherever we were in the cargo bay, it was secluded. Stacked crates secured with steel cabling obscured my view of the ceiling.

“I can’t tell if she’s stupid or overconfident. She didn’t take my pocketknife or my keys. She did smash my phone, though. Once I have this loose enough to slip the blade under it without cutting you up, I’ll get this off your mouth. Damn, I wish I had some oil. This is going to hurt like hell.”

In my drug-fogged state, it took me an embarrassingly long time to remember that certain oils broke down the adhesive properties of duct tape.

It took Brandon several minutes to work away enough of the tape so he could rip the rest off. I suspected when he was finished, I wouldn’t need to shave; he’d rip out all of the hair and most of my skin in the process.

“Don’t scream,” he warned.

I tensed and held my breath, and when I finally did exhale, Brandon ripped the tape off. For a stomach-churning moment, the cargo bay spun around me. The drugs, as though sensing my lapse, sucked me into their embrace once more. I slumped against Brandon.

It took him three or four slaps against my cheeks to get me to sit up without his help. “Sorry,” I mumbled.

“You’re not the one who should be sorry,” Brandon snapped. He held his hand in front of my face. “How many fingers am I holding up.”

I made it up to sixteen before his fingers blurred too much to count. “More than you have,” I dutifully reported in a slur.

“You sound like hell.”

“Thanks.” I agreed with him. Each word burned my throat, emerging as a rasp. I could barely understand myself, and I marveled Brandon was able to make sense of what I was trying to say.

“Do you know the drill, Boss?”

“There’s a drill for this?” I blinked at him, and for a sickening moment, there were three Brandons. All of them were frowning. A displeased Brandon brought trouble to someone, though I was relatively confident it wasn’t me this time. “Is there a drill for a crazy cat lady? She kicked me in the knee, choked me, and stabbed me with a needle,” I complained.

Brandon’s frown twitched up into a rueful grin. “Damn, all I got was her hair. She’s nuts. Lean against the crates, Boss. I can’t keep holding you up if I want to get you out of that mess.”

That mess proved to be the duct tape around my wrists, leaving me to deal with picking off the remaining strips while he went to work on my feet. The bandages covering Evelyn’s bites spared the wounds from the adhesive. They did, however, end up victim to Brandon’s knife.

“What caused that? You look like you were mauled.”

I couldn’t help it. I giggled. “She bit me.”

“She? The crazy cat lady bit you? Oh, wait. You mean that new girl of yours? Saw her up top earlier. She’s quite the gorgeous number. Bites hard, does she?” Brandon grinned at me.

“Fenerec have sharp, pointy teeth,” I warned him.

“So they do, Boss. So they do. How many fingers this time?”

The question annoyed me since I couldn’t even make a guess at the right number. “Too many,” I reported.

“Think you can walk?”

The thought of trying left me feeling queasy, but the alternative was to wait for the psychotic woman to return. “I’ll manage,” I replied, hoping I wasn’t lying. “We’ll find out,” I added after consideration.

I had at least fifty pounds on Brandon, and I doubted he’d be able to support me for long if I wasn’t able to walk on my own.

With a wince, Brandon got to his feet, pocketing his knife. “We’ll take it slow,” he promised, grabbing hold of my arm to haul me to my feet. He was stronger than I thought, able to get me upright with minimal effort on my part. “You’re big, but you’re not too heavy, thank God.”

The Wave Dream lurched under my feet more than I thought it should, but I managed to stay on my feet. “I don’t know what she drugged me with, but I feel terrible.”

“You look it. The first thing I’m doing is getting you out of here. I don’t know what’s going on, but I heard gunfire while you were still out; that’s what sent the bitch off. It’s been quiet for a while.” Brandon pressed his hand to my forehead. “You’re clammy, too.”

The worry in his voice alarmed me almost as much as the idea of someone shooting holes into the Wave Dream’s hull. “Gunfire?”

Brandon clapped my shoulder, cursing as he almost knocked me over. After steadying me, he said, “Don’t worry, it’d take some serious firepower to sink this ship. Even if they tear a few holes, it’s nothing a pump and a patch can’t fix until we hit port—if they hit something below the waterline. Cargo bay is just above it.”

That didn’t reassure me, and I told him so. With a chuckle, he grabbed my elbow and led me through the maze. “Here’s hoping she’s kept occupied for a while. If we can make it to the office, we can summon security.”

I halted, blinking at Brandon as I forced my fogged thoughts to remember my first meeting with the woman. “Oh. I knocked the phone off the hook.”

“Did you? Damn, I hope it was our guys doing the shooting, then,” was his worried reply.

“Why hadn’t you?” I leaned against the nearest crate to catch my breath. The cargo bay spun around me, and when I closed my eyes, the sensation worsened. I grunted, forcing myself upright once more.

“She caught me when I was leaving to use the head. Wasn’t even out the door before she jumped down on me,” Brandon admitted in a grumble.

I was relieved I hadn’t been the only one caught like that, although I didn’t tell him so. “How long does it usually take them to respond to an off the hook, anyway?”

“Depends.”

“On?”

“If it’s breakfast, lunch, or dinnertime,” was Brandon’s rueful reply.

“Dinner.”

“Two hours, three if we’re not lucky—if we’re really not lucky and the dinner shift just started, four or five hours.”

I groaned. “It had just started.”

“You’re cursed, Boss. Sorry, but you are. Anyway, if it’s more than an hour, Zach’ll have someone’s balls for certain, especially if security knew you were down here.”

“Ouch.” I cringed at the thought and wondered if Zachary would literally or figuratively live up to Brandon’s predication.

“No shit. He’s bad enough about the cargo bay’s sec—”

The concussive burst of gunfire startled me into whirling around. My knee gave out, and I crumpled. Brandon caught my arm, easing my descent to the floor. He crouched beside me, pressing a finger to his mouth. I nodded.

Several more shots were fired before the cargo bay fell silent. Brandon drew a deep breath and whispered, “We better lay low. If I let you get hit with a stray bullet, he’ll have my balls.” After a moment, he pointed at a narrow gap between two shipping containers. “Think you can fit in there?”

“I’m tall, not wide,” I muttered, eying the space doubtfully. With Brandon’s help, I got back to my feet, hobbling over to the passage. I’d fit, but it’d be tight. I kept quiet about my reservations. While I wasn’t claustrophobic, I didn’t like the idea of being trapped in such a cramped space, unable to escape it easily. Brandon slipped in first, leaving me to squeeze in behind him.

With my knee throbbing and barely able to support my weight, a turtle could’ve run laps around me. If Brandon was impatient with my slow progress, he didn’t show any signs of it, keeping a firm grip on my arm in case my leg gave out again.

“She really did a number to your leg, didn’t she?” Brandon asked.

“I’m counting myself lucky she didn’t take off my kneecap.”

“It looks like she did to me, the way you’re limping.” The passage opened to a three-way intersection. Brandon pointed to the right. “That way leads to the office.”

“I’m pretty sure smart men run away from sources of gunfire, not towards it. The first place people are going to hole up is in your office,” I hissed. “If that woman’s an Inquisitor, I’m a petite, eight-year-old girl. If the Inquisition gets involved, we’ll be caught in the middle of a three-way gunfight.”

“Four way,” Brandon corrected.

“Four?”

“Well, five. Us, the Inquisition, the Canadian Fenerec, Zach and the crew, and the woman and her posse.”

I groaned, leaning against one of the containers. There wasn’t enough room for me to sink down to the floor. I ran my hands through my hair, wincing as my fingers caught on the duct tape still adhered to my head. “Wonderful. Is there any good news?”

“You don’t sound like you had just finished downing a bottle of whiskey anymore. You sound almost coherent.”

“Small blessings,” I muttered.

“Were you aware that your brother’s on board? He’s pissed, too.”

With a low groan, I banged the back of my head against the metal container. At the first dull thud, Brandon elbowed me in the ribs.

Avoiding the situation wasn’t going to help anything, so I asked, “I know my brother’s on board. Do we know for certain the woman has a posse?”

“We’re pretty certain. We got some video from the park and got a few hits when we compared to the stills of everyone boarding. That’s part of why your brother came. It’s personal, and he wasn’t about to let the Inquisition handle matters for him. Good job, by the way. You had us planning your funeral. It was going to be a nice one, too. Zach didn’t let us in on things until after he had you in his quarters.” Brandon chuckled, elbowing me in the ribs. “That girl of yours really is gorgeous, though.”

“She has teeth,” I muttered, flushing a bit. After my run in with the crazy cat lady and her noose, I would think twice about rejecting Evelyn’s advances; at least with her, I had a basic expectation of survival, among other things.

If I kept company with her for much longer, I’d find out what those other things were, which interested me almost as much as escaping the cargo bay alive. Muttering curses over how Evelyn was getting under my skin, I staggered after Brandon. I was fairly certain he was silently laughing at me, but was too polite to make a fuss over it.

“You need to be more careful, Boss. At the rate you’re—”

A thump against the shipping container silenced Brandon. I caught myself before I spun, preventing a dizzying one-way trip to the floor. I checked above me and behind me for the source of the sound, but saw nothing.

Thump.

A low growl heralded an ear-piercing shriek. The cry cut off in a gurgle. Shivers spread down from the base of my skull, zapping down to my toes.

“What the hell was that?” Brandon hissed.

“Your guess is as good as mine,” I whispered back. The growling continued from somewhere unnervingly close.

Brandon pointed in a direction I hoped was as far away from the sounds as possible.

“I think I’d rather meet a Fenerec in a dark alley than repeat this experience,” I confessed.

Twisting around, Brandon poked my collarbone. “No cracking jokes until after we’ve gotten out of this alive.”

“I blame the drugs.” Without them, I suspected I’d be in a lot more pain, but also a lot more useful. I’d probably be a lot more frightened than I already was, too.

After being hunted by a group of Inquisitor-murdering humans, blowing up my twin’s truck, staying with Evelyn, and enduring asphyxiation and drugging by the crazed woman on the loose in the cargo bay, I doubted things could get much worse.

“Whatever you’re thinking about, stop it,” Brandon demanded, glaring at me.

“What?”

“You have that ‘how can this possibly get any worse’ expression, Boss. Stop it.”

“I do not,” I protested. When we came to another intersection, Brandon crouched down. I sat down with a groan. “I hope you’re not expecting much out of me. My head’s spinning. You’re lucky I haven’t thrown up on you,” I warned.

“You’re not going to win any races on that leg of yours either. Relax, Boss. We’ll take it as slow as you need.”

I flinched at another round of gunfire and the ping of ricocheting bullets. “The passengers must be freaking out over all this noise.”

“I’ll be surprised if they’ve heard anything. Zach’s had the place soundproofed. The cranes are noisy, and it wouldn’t do to disturb the guests.” Brandon pressed his hand against my forehead. “You’re still clammy. At this rate, Zach’ll have legitimate reason to call in a lift to get you out of here. You’re still dilated all to hell, too.”

Stiffening at the thought of flying over water, I hissed, “There is no way anyone is flying me over the ocean in a fucking helicopter.”

Brandon’s eyes widened at my cursing. “Okay, okay. I got it. No helicopters. How is it that you own a cruise liner you use for smuggling and vacation on at least four times a year, but you can’t handle a helicopter? Aren’t you a pilot?”

“I don’t own the cruise liner.”

Brandon snorted. “You own those who do. Same difference.”

“Life jackets and scuba gear,” I replied in the most dignified tone I could manage, considering the circumstances. “I’m also less likely to die on impact with the ocean on a cruise ship. If I don’t drown, I’m okay.”

Shaking his head, Brandon sighed. “I thought all of you pilot types enjoyed mimicking birds.”

“Just because I can fly a plane doesn’t mean I like it. I got my license so I could if needed. And anyway, flying over land isn’t the same as flying over water.”

“Only because you sink instead of swim,” Brandon countered.

“Water likes me. The feeling isn’t mutual. I’m trusting you not to let Zach fly me off this boat, okay?”

“Relax, Boss. I got your back. Let’s get deeper into the maze so we don’t get caught in the crossfire. I wish we had a phone or a radio.”

“Ditto,” I muttered. “It’d be nice to know who the friends and foes are. Let me guess, no weapons this run?”

“We’re legit; profitable for what it is, but all legal. A cargo rig broke down and we picked up part of their load. And yes, we scrubbed every bit of it before we brought it on board, so don’t worry about that,” Brandon said.

I worried anyway. “When did you get contacted about the load?”

“Monday afternoon.”

“Monday? What is it with this week?” Groaning at the thought that there was somehow a connection between the cargo and everything else going on, I staggered back to my feet. With Brandon leading the way, we made it to the Wave Dream’s hull.

“Good question, Boss. We can access the catwalk if we climb the nets and crates here; they’ll hold your weight. We used Max to test it, and he’s got more muscle than you do.”

“You’re expecting a lot,” I muttered, eying the step-stacked cargo doubtfully. While the drugs had worn off enough I could function, I suspected I’d pass out the instant the adrenaline rush faded.

“I’ll help you up, no worries there.”

“Oh, believe me, Brandon. I’m worried.”
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Bursts of gunfire punctuated our climb to the catwalk, and by the time we reached the top, I was shaking, bathed in sweat, and ready to collapse. I leaned against a pallet gasping for breath while Brandon scoped out the rest of the cargo bay from our vantage point.

I sank down in the relative safety of several crates. “How does it look?”

“Like a madhouse.”

“What’s going on?”

“There are a bunch of wolves, a handful of folks smart enough to be wearing body armor, at least one witch, and some ragtag group armed to the teeth with enough firepower to punch big holes in the hull if they’re not careful, and they’re all duking it out. How the hell did they get that shit on board?” Brandon joined me in my hiding spot. “I saw the braid bitch, too.”

I groaned. “Wonderful. What was she doing?”

“Hanging from a pulley hook. Her boot’s in the jaws of the biggest damned Fenerec I’ve ever seen, and it looked like she was about ten seconds from a very bloody end,” Brandon reported, sounding rather pleased with the situation.

The mental image made me shudder. “Wonderful.”

“I bet we could make our way to the center if we’re careful.”

“And I bet we’ll get hit with ricochet.”

“Possible,” my partner in crime admitted.

“So much for not having violence on the ship. The armor’s likely on Inquisitors. Are they carrying Berettas?”

“Looked like it to me.”

“Standard issue for them. The others are probably part of the group who killed the team I was with along with an entire pack of Fenerec.”

“Ah, the same people who took out your brother’s truck? Damn.”

I chuckled. “The truck was all me.”

“What?”

“I needed a distraction, and I wasn’t about to try to drive a weapon-loaded vehicle into an ambush that I knew about,” I replied, dragging myself up so I could peer over the crates.

The first thing to catch my eye was the woman with her hangman’s noose clinging to a crane hook not far away. One of her boots was missing, and it was held in the teeth of a red wolf that wasn’t much smaller than a car.

The wolf’s jade and gold eyes glowed. While she was far larger than I remembered, I recognized Evelyn.

With a shrill scream, the woman reached down with her free hand, pulling a gun from her boot. Evelyn snarled, snapping her teeth before leaping up at her prey. With a swipe of her paw, she batted the crane hook and sent it swinging over the cargo bay. Coiled around the hook several times, the woman’s braided noose swayed back and forth.

Evelyn waited, ears cocked back, for the woman to swing back within her reach. Jumping more than twice her height, Evelyn caught hold of the woman’s bare foot, burying her fangs in deep. With a vicious jerk, Evelyn dropped back down on top of one of the shipping containers without letting go of her prey. Blood gushed from the gaping rends in the woman’s foot.

The noose bounced in the struggle between wolf and woman, and as though someone guided it with unerring accuracy, it settled over the crazed woman’s neck.

Her screams cut off when she lost hold of the hook and Evelyn yanked her down.

The woman’s name was Scarlett Svedberg Swann, and as the last of her life died away, I felt her surprise, terror, and dismay.

Pain lanced down my neck and spine. The last thing I saw was Evelyn savaging Scarlett’s corpse while pulling her down from where she hung, killed by her own noose.


Chapter Seven
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The spirits of those I had murdered clung to me, clawing away at me in their need for vengeance. I knew their names, but there were so many of them their identities slipped through my hands like falling rain.

My name was Scarlett, and there would be no peace for me in death. I had been killed as I had killed, and the ghosts of my victims wanted what remained of my soul.

~Dante,~ they whispered, their nails once again tearing at me.

The name confused me. I was Scarlett, and like them, I was dead.

~No,~ the ghosts insisted.

Their denial baffled me. I was Scarlett. I was dead. Why were they disputing those facts? The shock of agony in my foot had been followed by a jerk at my neck and numbness. The disbelief that I had been killed by a mere dog lingered. I had slipped into the final darkness without so much as a ripple, unable to do anything to save myself.

~No.~

Their denial ignited my anger. When their insubstantial, frigid claws tore into me, I struggled to escape them.

How could I fight them off? They could move. I couldn’t. My helplessness, fear, and uncertainty surged as the dead surrounded me. A torrent of names washed over me, smothering me with their countless numbers, and I was powerless to stop them.

~Dante,~ they howled.

My name was Scarlett… wasn’t it?

Doubt and confusion clouded my mind. I searched for the memories proving who I was and found nothing beyond the brief flash of pain, dismay, and shock of my death.

The spirits clawed and hacked away at me until nothing remained but their presence crowding in around me, their voices swelling in intensity. They were the violent waves of the ocean pounding away at me, the crumbling shore.

If I wasn’t Scarlett, who was I?

I didn’t have an answer, and that frightened me even more than the chilling presence of the ghosts cocooning me. Was I doomed to float in the darkness, lost without identity or memory for the rest of eternity? I considered the problem with a numb sense of detachment, which was interrupted by the howls of the unseen phantoms flitting around me.

~Dante,~ they hissed in demand. ~Dante, Dante, Dante.~

With each repetition of the name, the weight of their presence grew, clinging to my shoulders and dragging me deeper into a maelstrom of emotion and memory. But whose memory? Dante’s? Who was Dante? Why was he important?

The spirits snarled their frustration. I was a rock beneath a waterfall of names, and Dante was but one of them cascading around me.

Through the cacophony of voices, one rang out over the rest, screaming, ~Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson!~

Her voice, speaking a true name—mine—severed me from Scarlett and her death. In the darkness, I caught a glint of green, but before I could remember what was so important about the color, the other spirits once again closed in on me, separating me from Scarlett.

The shock of realization left me helpless in the grip of the dead, who chanted my name in endless repetition.

My name was Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson, and I hadn’t been the one to die. I knew the names of the dead, and in turn, they knew mine. It was the first time they had spoken to me, breaking through the barrier separating the living and the dead. The spirits shrieked their triumph, singing my name. Fragments of memory returned. I was five again, and the first true name I had learned belonged to the family dog. We had called him Jiffy, thanks to my twin’s love of peanut butter. I couldn’t pronounce Jiffy’s name; it was too growly and deep for me to mimic and also included the way he cocked his yellow, floppy ear.

My life didn’t flash before me; I lazily drifted from memory to memory, carried along on a tide I couldn’t fight against. It was easier to go with the flow than try to resist its embrace. The spirits were swept up with me, latching onto each fragment and thrusting them at me until I claimed each and every one of them.

Some things I didn’t want to remember, including the way my mother and father had turned on me, casting me out of the Anderson family for the sin of having been born a witch, thus forcing the mantle of Shadow Pope onto my younger brother. My life with Suzanne was forged, tempered, and stripped from me. All of the things Zachary hated about her were forced on me until my anguish was as strong as my grief.

Who had I become to please Suzanne?

The ghosts sighed and whispered my name.

When I arrived at my last memory, it was a junction: who I was met who I had been, both waiting to see who I would become. Countless paths stretched before me, mine to choose. In the tangle of memories and possibilities, I remembered what it felt like to die, and the sensation of the eternal darkness closing in on me repulsed me. When I recoiled from it, the spirits howled their jubilation.

They once again enveloped me, clawing away at my memories of Scarlett’s death until all that remained was a discomfort I could bear. No matter how deep they scored me, they couldn’t dig out the truth of Evelyn’s involvement. I could still hear her snarls and see the rage in her wolf-touched, jade eyes.

The thought of the woman both distressed and calmed me. I couldn’t deny the viciousness of her attack or the brutality of Scarlett’s demise. It should have frightened me. I shouldn’t have been awed by her, yet I was. She had been primal rage and lethal huntress mated together. Fenerec weren’t supposed to be larger than horses. Evelyn dwarfed the other wolves I had seen, transcending them in the way that angels rose far above mere men. Part of me wanted to believe the red-furred Fenerec was someone else. I couldn’t believe it; no one else had Evelyn’s eyes or the wild red of her hair, so much like a fox’s.

Sharp pain tore me from my thoughts, depositing me in an aching body. The brief flares of agony centered on my left ear. My recognition of the source gave me the strength to turn my head. Something soft but unrelenting pressed against my cheek. It took me several tedious moments to sift through the sensations and determine someone was holding me still and pinching my earlobe.

Muffled voices spoke over my head, but their words had no meaning for me. Another pinch broke my concentration, and I found the strength to jerk away from the annoyance.

The conversation died away, and for a panicked moment, I thought I had sunk back into the darkness.

“I think he’s coming around,” Brandon said, his voice distant. There was something wrong about my friend’s voice and his words. I realized he was relieved, and that concerned me. What had worried him? Me?

It took a frightening amount of effort to piece together what had happened, which led to new worries. Who was he speaking to? We had been alone when I—no, when Scarlett—had died. I fought to open my eyes, but heavy weights held them closed. I tried to wiggle my fingers and toes, but I had no way of knowing if they acknowledged their subservience to my will. My anxiety grew. The murmur of nearby conversation distracted me, and the low, soft-spoken tone of Zachary at his angriest focused my attention on what was going on around me.

He sounded willing and ready to throw someone overboard, and that alarmed me almost as much as Brandon’s relief.

The mumbling continued around me, incomprehensible until Brandon snapped, “Enough. Until we know what sort of fucking drugs she pumped into him, none of us knows anything. I told you once, I told you twice, and I’m telling you again: he was coherent and mobile until we got up here and dropped like he’d been tapped in the forehead.”

Tapped, I was pleased to remember, was a polite way of saying shot. While the memory of Scarlett injecting me was about as hazy as my recollections of staggering through the cargo bay with Brandon, I was relieved. It hadn’t been the drugs that had knocked me out, but I doubted even my brother would believe me if I told him that I had been caught up in Scarlett’s death.

The whispering spirits returned, numbing me with their chilly touch until I didn’t remember what it felt like to die.

A warm and pleasant weight on my chest distracted me from the presence of the ghosts. A cold, wet nose nudged my throat, accompanied by a soft whine. The distressed sound bothered me, drowning all of my other concerns.

I wasn’t sure why, but I needed to make the crying stop. I dredged up every bit of will and strength I had to flop my arm across my chest.

My fingers encountered warm fur.

“Jackson?” Zachary demanded.

My friend sounded as distressed as the wolf’s whine. I meant to say something to reassure my friend, but it came out as an incomprehensible groan. It took me several tries, but I grabbed a handful of the warm fur. I remembered the soft texture and sound; Evelyn had whined the first time I held her while cutting the silver bullet from her leg.

She quieted, and I sighed my relief.

“How long has he been like this?” Zachary’s tone was sharp with annoyance.

“This time or when he was grabbed?” Brandon asked.

“Both,” was my friend’s curt reply.

“When did he knock the phone off the hook?”

“Six hours ago.”

“I don’t know how long it took her to catch him, but that long minus the thirty or so minutes it took us to get up here,” Brandon reported.

I heard Zachary sigh. “Not long, then. She was a woman.”

Brandon snorted. “It didn’t take her long to take me out either, and I don’t have his scruples.”

Someone chuckled, a deep rumbling sound. “You saw the vid, Zach. He might not have hit her, but I didn’t know hand sanitizer was such an effective weapon until I watched him use it.” I recognized the voice, although the owner’s name eluded me. He sounded amused and pleased.

Brandon sighed before saying, “Frankly, I’m impressed he was able to walk at all, considering his knee.”

“Ouch,” I contributed, pleased I forced the word out, although I was disgusted over how much effort it took me.

“Still with us, Boss?” Zachary asked, and I felt someone touch my throat.

The faint and distant pain reminded me the woman had used her hair to strangle me. While I didn’t feel sarcasm was one of my strengths, even I could manage now and again. “No.”

Someone choked back a laugh.

In typical Zachary fashion, he persisted in annoying me by asking, “How are you feeling?”

I considered his question and replied, “Numb.” In a way, I was relieved. Once my nerves started reporting in, I expected to endure misery of the highest order. “What happened?”

“There was a merry firefight between the Inquisitors and your new friends. Between the Inquisitors and the twenty-odd Fenerec shedding all over my cargo bay, they didn’t stand a chance. We’re about twenty minutes from port, but they’re not rigged for a boat this size, so we’re airlifting the dead and injured to shore.”

Concentrating on Zachary’s words helped clear my head, and as the drugs once again relinquished their hold on me, I managed to crack open an eye. The cargo bay’s ceiling was obscured by my friend’s frowning face. “How many of ours?” I was mumbling, and although I recognized it, I was powerless to force my tongue to behave.

“Two injured, but not badly. You’re number three, and you’re the worst off. Two of the Canadians got knocked around, but they’ll be fine. Four Inquisitors were shot, one critically. She’s already in the air on the way to the ER.”

“No helicopters,” I ordered, wondering if they’d take my slurred command seriously.

Brandon’s laugh was strained. “I told you, Zach.”

“Shut up, Brandon. Look, Boss. No one is asking you for your permission. You’ve been drugged with God-only-knows what. Until I know what you’ve been dosed with and whether or not you’re in any danger, you’re getting onto the next helicopter, and you’re going to like it.”

A whine drew my attention back to the small wolf lying across my chest. Evelyn’s ears were pinned back, her head lowered in submissive misery. I tightened my grip on her. “No. I promised to take her to Canada.”

“Leave that to me,” said the deep-voiced man who knelt at my side. It took me several long moments to recognize the sun-tanned, slim figure.

“Richard, why are you here?” I cursed my thick tongue for mangling my question. Richard was supposed to be in Canada doing whatever it was Alpha Fenerec did. How had I missed him boarding? It was my first time meeting him in person; my preference for the east coast meant I communicated with the Canadian by video conference calls. His body was tense, his muscles showing through his sweat-dampened shirt.

“Paying back a favor to the Inquisition,” was the rueful reply. “Speaking of which, it’s time for me to finish paying up.” Rising to his feet, Richard stood on his toes to peer over one of the crates. “Hey, below! Got a present for you up here.”

“What?” The question, asked in my voice from the lower level of the cargo bay, had me groaning.

“He’s here, isn’t he?” There were two people with my voice: my twin brother and me. My life was about to come to an end, and there was nothing I could do to delay the inevitable. When Elliot found out I was alive, he was going to kill me. When he learned I had destroyed his truck, he’d find some way to bring me back to life so he could kill me again.

“Just get up here,” Richard called back.

Zachary patted my shoulder. “It was bound to happen, all things considered. Better now than later, Boss. He can probably get us another helicopter to get you to proper medical care faster.”

I dug my fingers into Evelyn’s fur, closing my eyes with a sigh.

“What is—” my brother’s voice cut off, accompanied by a strangled cry. “Jackson?”

Zachary’s voice cut over the surge of excited voices. “Gentle with him—”

Someone moved me, and I lost a few minutes somewhere. When I was able to open my eyes again, my head was pillowed on my twin’s lap. Zachary was staring down at me with a frown, his fingers pressed against my throat. “Welcome back, Boss,” he said, waving his other hand in front of my eyes. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

My tongue felt thick and unwieldy in my mouth. “More than one.”

My friend sighed. “Just answer me, please.”

“It keeps changing,” I complained. I meant to lift my arm to bat his hand away, but I felt as though I was pinned down by something too heavy to move.

“Are you all right, Jackson?” my twin asked in concern, joining Zachary in pressing his fingers against my throat to determine if I still had a pulse.

It hurt.

“I’ll live. I won’t if you load me onto a helicopter. I can’t swim.” I closed my eyes to lessen the sense of the Wave Dream circling around me. “Hello.”

“You’re an idiot.” After grumbling something I couldn’t understand, my twin sighed. “Will someone please tell me what exactly is going on?”

Once the worst of the vertigo faded, I cracked open an eye. Elliot draped his arm across my shoulders possessively, and Evelyn growled in response. A single tug of her fur quieted her.

“Before anyone does anything, his little wolf is under my protection,” Richard stated, dropping into a crouch beside me. “At his request, in case that is of importance. I intend to honor his wishes, Mr. Anderson.”

“Consider your intent and his wishes noted,” my twin replied.

“Her name’s Evelyn,” I slurred, annoyed at their lack of respect.

Richard sighed. “Evelyn is under my protection,” he replied, and I suspected he did so to appease me.

“I don’t know how you all pulled this off, but thank you,” my brother whispered.

Zachary chuckled. “Thank the boss once he’s coherent. He did most of the work. From my understanding, he narrowly avoided an ambush. I don’t know why, but they wanted him alive.”

“You helped,” I protested.

“So I did,” was my friend’s amused reply. “I was hiding him in hopes that those who murdered your Inquisitors wouldn’t find him. If it was an inside job, I didn’t want news hitting the wires.”

“I see.” Elliot didn’t sound happy, and I tensed, waiting for the ax to fall. It did when he hissed, “I thought you were dead.”

“Sorry,” I mumbled.

My brother’s hold on me tightened. “Damned straight you’re going to be sorry.”

Zachary cleared his throat. “He fooled us all, and it’s a good thing, too. If he hadn’t, they likely would’ve kidnapped him without us knowing he wasn’t dead along with the rest of the Inquisitors. I’ve seen the surveillance videos from Oconee. They would’ve been able to disable your truck and take him if that was their goal.”

“Why? Do you think they were after me?” my twin asked, his tone darkening.

With a frown and shake of his head, Zachary replied, “No, I think they were after the boss. My boat doesn’t float for the Inquisition. It moves for him—and while he’s your brother, he operates outside of the Inquisition. It could have just been coincidence, but it wouldn’t have been too difficult to find out the boss comes aboard often enough. Most of them had passage booked about a month ago.”

“That’s when we first heard about the pack in Oconee,” my twin said, his tone chilly.

“Then someone had this planned very, very well, and you and your Inquisitors got played, catching the boss in the middle of it,” Zachary snapped.

Richard cleared his throat, breaking the tense silence between my twin and friend. “Why haven’t you already flown Jackson off, Zach? There have been at least four flights off the ship so far,” the Fenerec asked.

Zachary ran his hands through his hair to scratch at his scalp. “I had the ship’s doc draw a vial of blood. It, along with one of the woman’s filled syringes, was taken on the first flight out. He’s stable enough, and the others needed the trip to the ER more. Our helicopter can handle only one stretcher, the pilot, and the tech. We’re gambling they wanted him alive, which seems to be the case. Why kill him with sedatives?”

“If you think he needs to be at the ER, I can have a helicopter out here within twenty minutes,” my brother replied in a firm tone.

“We still have injured on board; our bird is refueling right now. If you wouldn’t mind sending it, I wouldn’t say no.”

“He’s going to fight you if you try to force him to board. That woman definitely wanted him alive,” Brandon said.

My brother’s fingers left my throat. I heard him dial a number on his cell. “There are injured on board the Wave Dream. Send a helicopter,” he ordered. There was a pause before he hung up and slid the phone back into his pocket. “Fifteen minutes.”

“What about you, Brandon?” Zachary asked.

With a sigh, Brandon shook his head. “I think she was planning on using me to ensure his good behavior, from what little I could tell about her. She was off her rocker. No matter what, you’ll definitely want someone looking at his leg. I don’t know if she broke his knee.”

The ringing of a cell put an end to the conversation. Zachary answered, his frown deepening as he listened. 

When he hung up, he didn’t look pleased. “The labs came back positive for Ketamine. She’s certain it’s a cocktail of some sort, but doesn’t know what else was used yet. The Ketamine should already have worn off, but it typically makes other sedatives work better. Judging from our descriptions, she thinks it’s a barbiturate. She’s running a lab to confirm it now, and she’ll know for certain within the next ten minutes. If it is a barbiturate, he’ll be like this for at least a few more hours—up to eighteen in total.”

“ER?” my twin asked in concern.

Zachary shook his head. “Dr. Wilson said to keep a close eye on him. We’re to check his heart rate and blood pressure every ten minutes until she can fly in herself. She’s going to catch our helicopter out here once the last lab is in.”

“I’m right here, you know,” I protested, annoyed at their discussions of what to do with me without asking for my input.

Glaring down at me, Zachary prodded my shoulder with a finger. “You are until you fade out again, as you’ve been doing for the past hour. Brandon, call upstairs and find us a vacant cabin nearby. Tell housekeeping I want it opened up for the boss ten minutes ago.”

“Wouldn’t his stateroom be more comfortable?” Brandon replied, taking Zachary’s cell.

“It’ll be bad enough moving him as is, let alone hauling him across the entire ship. We’re already pushing it hiding the fact there was a bloody gunfight down here from the passengers.” Zachary spat a few curses. “On second thought, see if you can find two adjacent cabins. For some reason, I think Mr. Anderson will want to stay in the way.”

“You better believe it,” my twin snapped. “I’ll share with him.”

Evelyn growled and snapped her teeth. I shifted my grip to grab the scruff of her neck, tugging until she subsided.

“No, she will share with him,” my friend replied. “Let Evelyn care for him. She’s already agitated enough.”

Wincing at the thought of Evelyn and Elliot going for each other’s throats in their effort to stay with me, I suggested, “Just ask for a double, Zachary, or they’ll never stop fighting.”

Even in my befuddled state, I had a pretty good idea what would happen if Zachary thwarted either one of them. I’d be caught in the middle.

“A double it is,” Brandon announced. I listened to him on the phone, and his soothing voice lulled me back into a drugged stupor.
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My brother was next to me when I woke up, sitting beside the bed with his feet propped up next to mine, humming tonelessly as he read on a tablet. Between him and the edge of the bed was an IV drip connected to a catheter inserted near my elbow.

My mouth felt dry, and when I swallowed, my throat reported a significant amount of pain. “Your eyes are going to rot out of your head,” I informed him in a rasp.

Pausing to check his watch, my twin said, “Good evening.”

Without looking over at me, he returned to reading, leaving me to wonder how many times I had woken up to say something only to fall back asleep. I couldn’t remember making it to the cabin, which proved to have two beds. The one next to mine looked untouched. “Where’s Evelyn?”

My brother pointed at my feet, his gaze fixed on his work. Evelyn was curled up beside my feet, half buried beneath the comforter. Her bushy tail covered her nose and eyes, and judging from the even rise and fall of her sides, she was asleep.

I turned my attention to the catheter, wondering if I could pull it out without doing too much damage to myself. I decided against it. “I don’t suppose you can unhook me from this thing, can you?”

“No.”

I had to give Elliot credit; he was either really patient, or I had been repetitive about my questions in the unknown number of times I had bothered him. Returning to my investigation of the IV drip, I decided I had no idea what I was looking at. All I could infer was there was a doctor somewhere. “Where’s the doctor?”

At my question, my twin glanced over at me. I wasn’t sure what I was expecting, but him looking refreshed, chipper, and relaxed wasn’t it. “You’re actually awake?”

I considered putting my newfound sarcasm to the test, but I determined it to be too much work, so I replied, “I think so?”

My brother pulled out his cell, dialed a number, and held it to his ear. “Anderson here. He’s awake.” Hanging up, he stowed it back into his pocket. “How are you feeling?”

The temptation to indulge in a colorful commentary about the state of my aching throat was held at bay by Evelyn’s presence. Asleep or not, I couldn’t bring myself to say what I was thinking. “My throat’s killing me,” I grumbled.

My brother’s mouth turned up in a smile, which he covered by bending over to retrieve a water bottle from the floor. He twisted off the cap and handed it to me. The prick of the catheter reminded me to use my other hand. I drained half the bottle before stopping to catch my breath.

It didn’t help with my aching throat.

“Want a cough drop? The doc left some of the good ones for you, figuring you might want them. You got lucky, you know. Dr. Wilson says you narrowly avoided a crushed windpipe. Your knee’s not too bad, either. Some bruising and swelling, but she doesn’t think it’s broken.” My brother pulled out an orange prescription bottle from a pocket and offered me an oval pill.

I took it warily. Despite its off-white color, it tasted like oranges for about three seconds before it numbed my tongue and throat as I sucked on it. “What happened?”

Setting aside his tablet, my brother sighed, shaking his head. “A lot.”

“Doesn’t look like I’m going anywhere soon, Elliot,” I replied, pointing the water bottle at the IV.

The corners of my twin’s mouth turned up. “Oh? We’re going by first names today, are we? Which one do I get to call you by this time?”

Some battles weren’t worth fighting, especially not when we had finally managed to be together for more than ten minutes at one time. I shrugged. “Whichever you want.”

Elliot’s smile faded, and my brother’s anguish showed in his eyes. “I thought I had gotten you killed, Dante.”

I sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t know what else to do. Evelyn had overheard them planning an ambush. She was the only survivor, and they’d shot her with silver. The team you sent me with walked right into a trap.”

“I figured as much. There wasn’t a lot left of them by the time we arrived,” my brother reported grimly. “I guess that explains why she’s refused to change back into a human. She knew we’d recognize her.”

When I glanced at the Fenerec, she flipped her tail and cracked open an eye to glare at me.

Wiggling my toes out from under the blankets, I nudged her with my foot, smiling a bit when she turned her ears back. “Go change.” I turned back to my brother. “Did Zachary bring her any clothes?”

“He did, for the both of you.” Elliot got up and went to the door, retrieving two gym bags; one was pink and the other was black. Opening the bathroom door, he left them inside. Evelyn jumped down from the bed and, with a swish of her tail, went inside.

Shaking his head, my brother closed the door. “I have been told that if I so much as ruffle her fur, I’ll be walking the plank.”

Laughing with a sore throat hurt, but I did it anyway. “What else did Zachary tell you?”

“Only that if I knew what was good for me, I’d leave you and your new girlfriend alone, grateful you had found someone who could hold your attention for more than five consecutive seconds.” My brother arched a brow at me, and his expression relaxed. “Which I am, of course.”

I scowled. “It was one date, and we blew up your truck.”

For a moment, I thought my brother’s eyes were going to pop out of his head. “You were the one who blew up my truck?”

“It was either that or let them make off with more than thirty pounds of C4 plus a warhead and its launcher. Of course I blew up the truck. With the rest of the team dead and the ways out of the park blocked, I was out of options. What happened to the Red Beast’s video relay? I know you had one installed.”

My brother looked sheepish. “It wasn’t turned on.”

I couldn’t help myself; I laughed so hard I broke into a coughing fit. Hissing at the pain in my throat, I drank down the rest of the water. “Good,” I wheezed, relieved that no one would know that a very lovely and very naked woman had been crawling around on my lap.

Judging from the way Elliot’s eyes narrowed, he was suspicious of me. I kept quiet and waved the empty bottle at him. With a sigh, he handed me another one.

“Tit for tat. What happened out there?” he asked, sitting back down on his chair, once again propping his feet on the bed.

“You’re not wearing any socks,” I observed.

“Neither are you. And? What happened?”

When I was confident I heard the shower in the bathroom, I relaxed and said, “I waited until dark to check your damned envelope. All but one of the rogues were dead, as were your Inquisitors. I went after Evelyn because I wasn’t going to let her just die out there. I had no idea what the hell was going on. For all I fucking knew, the Inquisition was getting rid of me, a rather notable thorn in their side. When I found out there were a bunch of Normals going around killing Fenerec and Inquisitors, I decided to get out of there. I couldn’t leave the truck, so I decided to get rid of the fucking thing with a lot of explosives. Classy picture, by the way. I still have it, and I will ruin you with it,” I announced in a hiss.

My brother arched a brow at me. “I needed a cover letter.”

I mimicked his expression, lifted the bottle to take a drink, and flipped him my middle finger. “I need a raise.”

“You do not, you make more than I do in a year,” my twin protested.

“Bullshit. Aren’t you a multi-zillionaire CEO now?”

“I saw your taxes. You made more,” my brother said, snatching up his tablet. With a few swipes, he turned it to show me my taxes from the previous year.

I narrowed my eyes. “What are you doing with that?”

“I’m the executor of your estate, idiot.” My brother smirked at me. “Looking over these numbers, though, I’m regretting the fact that I’ve already notified the feds that you aren’t actually dead. I could have been a rich, rich man.”

“So it really wasn’t the Inquisition?”

My brother shook his head. “Of course not. I’d never authorize it, for one. Second, if someone tried it, I’d hang them—and everyone else involved—from the tallest tree I could find. They wouldn’t dare. I’ve made it absolutely clear you’re not to be touched, period.”

At the way my twin’s jaw whitened from him clenching his teeth, I believed him. I nodded, satisfied with his answer. “How did you track my new cell?”

Relaxing at the question, my brother sighed and set his tablet aside. “When word got out you had been killed, one of your folks called one of my folks with the number. We got the pings from the feds to track the phone. We lost the signal at a hotel in Miami. We weren’t able to recover the phone.”

It was my turn to smirk. “Evelyn broke it and flushed the bits down the toilet. You owe me, by the way.”

My brother looked baffled. “For what?”

The bathroom door opened, and Evelyn emerged. The white satin dress she wore clung to her, highlighting her soft curves and bringing out her rich tan and the red tones of her hair. I held my breath, my eyes widening. A slit ran from her ankle all the way up to her hip, and the v-cut of the top showed off a sprinkling of freckles and a glimpse of cleavage.

“So you’re the real reason we were interrupted,” Evelyn murmured in her husky, smoky voice, her jade eyes focused on my twin. For a moment, I worried about whether or not she was going to slap Elliot, but then she smiled. “I suppose I’ll forgive you—this once.”

My brother’s mouth opened, but he didn’t speak. A knock at the door saved us from Evelyn. She smirked as she crossed the room, swinging her hips as she moved. She showed off a lot of leg. I turned my attention to my brother, who gawked at the Fenerec. Glaring at my brother didn’t stop him from staring at Evelyn.

“Who are you?” Evelyn asked, holding the door open a crack with the chain still in place.

“I’m Dr. Wilson,” a woman replied. “Mr. Anderson called me.”

After a moment and a scowl, Evelyn shut the door to undo the chain and let the doctor in. The woman looked old enough to be my great grandmother, but there was nothing frail about her as she strode to me. “How has he been?”

My brother vacated his chair to sit at my feet. “About as normal as he gets,” he replied.

“Good.” Dr. Wilson turned all of her attention to me. “How are you feeling, Mr. Jackson?”

“A bit numb, but otherwise fine.” I watched her warily as she stepped closer. Her grip was firm as she pressed her fingers to my wrist, her eyes fixed on her watch.

“No vertigo or nausea?”

I shook my head. “Throat’s sore, but the cough drop helped.”

“And water,” she observed without looking away from her watch. “Good. Your pulse is steady. Leave the knee brace on until you get to shore and see another doctor. If your knee can’t hold your weight, go get it seen right away. It’ll be sore and stiff, but I don’t think there’ll be any long-term problems. I’m going to draw blood and take it to the lab to make sure there’s nothing else wrong with you, but I think you’re clear. The dose was within thresholds, especially for someone your size.”

I pretended to understand what she was talking about. While I remembered being kicked and pumped full of something, I couldn’t recall if anyone had told me what I had been drugged with.

“Mr. Anderson, get him mobile. He needs to walk to get the kinks out,” the doctor informed my brother.

When Dr. Wilson pulled out a syringe, Evelyn tensed, her eyes narrowing. I watched the Fenerec as the doctor stole a vial of my blood before removing the catheter and gathering up the IV’s drip stand. “Call me if there are any problems, Mr. Anderson.”

“Of course,” my brother said, walking the old woman to the door. They talked for a few moments before she left.

I rubbed at the inside of my elbow, which bore several puncture marks from the IV being inserted. Like the rest of me, the spot ached. “I need a shower,” I grumbled.

“If you can manage the hike across the ship, our room has a jacuzzi,” Evelyn said, grinning at me.

My brother stared at me, startled. “You’re sharing a room?”

When I swung my legs off the edge of the bed, I was dismayed to see that someone had taken a pair of scissors to Max’s uniform. “I’ll shower and change here. There is zero chance of me crossing the ship like this.” It was bad enough wearing someone else’s clothes, but I refused to be seen looking like some castaway left to rot on an island.

Both Evelyn and Elliot tensed as I lurched to my feet. My knee ached, but it held my weight. The brace proved to be a tight one-piece wrap, much to my relief. The metal and plastic monstrosities used by professional athletes would have left me hobbling like a cripple.

“This room only has a shower,” Evelyn warned, staring at my knee.

My stomach chose that moment to remember it existed, gurgling in its frantic need for food. “I’m taking a very quick shower, changing into real clothes, and I’m going to find something to eat. If I don’t, I’ll really die,” I threatened.

My brother chuckled. “Let my poor, abused brother shower and shave. He’s going to take one look in the mirror and start wailing when he sees what we had to do to get that tape out of his hair. Why don’t we get to know each other a little better while we wait? Fortunately for all of us, dinner is in about ten minutes.”

I lifted my hand to my head, running my fingers through my tangled hair, my eyes widening at the thought of what they had done to my head while I had been unconscious. I retreated to the bathroom, evicting the pink gym bag and grabbing the black one. Turning to Evelyn, I said, “Keep your clothes on.”

“For now,” she teased, blowing a kiss in my direction. When I flushed, she laughed.


Chapter Eight
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While I was awake and somewhat functional, not even a cold shower dispelled the lethargy clinging to me. I stared at the ruins of my new beard, wondering how any of it managed to survive the abuse of duct tape removal. At least someone had left an electric razor in the bag, along with a change of clothes. Despite my brother’s teasing, I couldn’t find any evidence of someone having taken a pair of scissors to my hair. It looked ruffled and unkempt, but otherwise intact.

Stifling yawn after yawn, I changed and took my time making myself as presentable as possible. Maybe Evelyn could shower and change in ten minutes, emerging as beautiful as any goddess, but it took me a lot more time and effort.

Through the door, I heard the murmur of conversation. My brother’s voice was accompanied by Richard’s deeper tones. After straightening my tie, I heeded the gurgling of my stomach and left the privacy of the bathroom. My knee protested, but I managed to walk without limping too much.

While the cabin was a double, it wasn’t large enough for the ten people crammed into the room.

Zachary saluted me from his perch on the bed. “Looking good, Boss.”

“I’m wrinkled,” I muttered, wondering where they expected me to stand. Evelyn wiggled her way through the crowd, examining me from head to toe.

With a faint smile, she smoothed my collar and fiddled with my tie. “Good effort, but a little crooked.” 

“He is,” my twin agreed, shaking his head and clucking his tongue. “You were taking so long that they came looking for you. They didn’t believe me when I told them you took longer than most women when getting ready.”

“Forty-six minutes, to be exact,” Evelyn said. She pulled out a black, gauzy scarf, which she wrapped around my bruised throat. “There, that’s better.”

I went to check my watch, halfway through the motions before I remembered it was gone. Swallowing back a sigh, I shrugged. “Most ladies do not need as much work to be presentable. And anyway, how would you know how long it takes me to get ready, Elliot?”

My brother smiled. When he didn’t speak, I narrowed my eyes at him. “You only think you’re funny.”

At Richard’s chuckle, I turned my attention away from my twin to the others in the room. While I knew Zachary and Richard, the others were strangers. At least one of them I could guess from appearances alone; he had Richard’s eyes. “You must be Alex. I’ve heard a lot about you,” I said, holding my hand out to the Fenerec.

Alex’s grip was strong without being painful. Our gazes met, and when I didn’t lower my eyes, he arched a brow. “You’re asking for one of us to kick your ass, Emmett. It’s good to finally meet you.”

I grinned. If I had listened to my brother’s advice, I would have looked down, but I didn’t feel threatened by the Murphy brothers. If anything, I felt as comfortable with them as I did with Zachary. “You wouldn’t even try it. My brother would skin you for a rug if yours didn’t beat him to the chase.”

After giving my hand another squeeze, Alex relaxed, let me go, and grinned. “If you ever decide to become a Fenerec, you’re going to be pretty dominant.”

I was fairly certain it was a warning disguised as a compliment. “Don’t worry; I have no intentions of becoming a Fenerec. I have enough problems from being a witch. I don’t need to borrow even more trouble.”

Alex frowned. “I was under the impression you aren’t exactly powerful, so far as witches go.” With a flare of his nostrils, he leaned closer to me. I stood firm, wondering what his nose was telling him. “Still, you do smell of witch. Earth?”

“Earth,” I confirmed, shoving my hands into my jacket’s pockets. “As you say, I’m not very strong—just enough of a witch to cause me problems.”

It wasn’t a lie; I couldn’t manipulate the ground as the truly powerful earth witches could. “I’m a low-grade sensor. If you’ve lost a gemstone, however, I’m your man.”

No one beyond my brother—and maybe Evelyn—needed to know what else I could sense.

“Dowsing isn’t exactly low-grade,” Alex countered.

I snorted at the thought of me looking for water on purpose. “No. Dowsing involves water, and the only thing I do in water is sink.”

My brother laughed. “He’s very talented at sinking, it’s true. Sometimes I worry he wants to drown, the way he flails in anything deeper than six inches.”

Glaring at my twin, I replied, “Be nice.”

Rising from where he sat, Zachary took hold of my elbow and pulled me towards the door. “You look gray, Boss. Let’s get you to dinner so I can get back to work. Max is up top waiting. There’s a table in a quiet spot reserved for you, and if you need anything, he’ll take care of you. The rest of these gentlemen are your security detail until you’re safely in Canada with Richard’s pack. Get used to seeing them around. I picked them myself. Mr. Anderson was generous enough to have them flown in. We’ll do proper introductions after dinner.”

Sighing at the thought of a security detail, I surrendered to the inevitable with a nod. “A pleasure to meet you, gentlemen.”

My greeting was answered by solemn nods. A dark-haired young man squeezed through the crowd, holding out his hand. When we shook, he said, “I’m Derek. I’ll be the head of your detail, sir. With at least two Fenerec with you, I’ll be the only one on watch during dinner. I trust you know better than to try to ditch security.”

I wanted to sigh, but I forced a smile instead. “It would be a slow, painful escape, I assure you. If I tried, I’m certain Zachary would dress up as a pirate and force me to walk the plank.”

My friend laughed. “Too much work. I’ll let you off the hook this time, Boss. I’ll leave him to you, Derek. Page me if you need anything.”

“The only thing I need or want right now is dinner,” I announced, gesturing to the door, which I doubted I could muscle my way to even if I wanted. “We’ll talk later, Zachary.” If the deepening of my tone didn’t warn Zachary we’d be talking about my new security detail, I hoped my narrow-eyed glare would. My annoyance at the detail was made worse by the realization that I couldn’t blame him for the precaution.

Zachary grimaced. “Understood, Boss.”

My twin got to his feet and said, “Don’t worry. He’s grumpy when hungry.”

Scowling at my brother resulted in an unrepentant grin.

Evelyn smiled at me, linking her arm with mine. “I think we’re all a little hungry.”

After everyone filed out, leaving Evelyn and me to follow in their wake, I was faced with a three-way dispute over who would walk beside me. Torn between amusement and dismay, I watched as Richard won without saying a single word, leaving Elliot and Derek to trail behind me. My twin muttered curses, earning a glower from me at his language, which he ignored.

Richard nudged me with his elbow. “We’re keeping it on the down-low that you’re still among the living. The Inquisitors on board have sworn to keep their mouths shut long enough for me to fly you to Yellowknife. My wife and her witch have probably set up something for you at the lodge as a temporary residence, but who knows? They’re always managing to surprise me. I hope you’re not used to anything fancy; we didn’t have enough time to plan,” he warned. He paused, his expression turning thoughtful. “I should call her and just tell her to give you some rooms at the house.”

My brother’s laughter spurred me into turning around to face him. Grinning at me, he said, “Don’t worry about something fancy for him. He lives in a two bedroom place that barely classifies as a house.”

Seething from irritation at my twin’s discounting of my home, I snapped, “I like my house, thank you very much.” He was right on the size; it was more of a cottage. Suzanne had liked it far more than I did, but moving somewhere larger and more to my tastes seemed pointless when I didn’t have any need for extra space.

It was a perfectly good place for a man who lived alone.

I engaged my brother in a staring contest, which was broken when Richard cleared his throat. “I’m sure it’ll be fine, then. Is there anything you’ll need until you’ve been given the all clear?”

“The internet and access to your secure line,” I replied.

“Easily done.”

My brother patted my shoulder. “To throw any unwanted attention off your trail, you’re swapping with me. I’ve asked someone to tag along to make it look real, and I’ve already recruited Zachary’s help in making duplicates of my wallet for your use until you’re in Yellowknife.”

I felt like a trap was closing in around me, caging me into the schemes of others. Making plans and tricking people was my job, and I clenched my teeth at the realization that Richard, Zachary, and my twin were cornering me. “Who?”

“My boss,” Elliot replied.

I pinched at the bridge of my nose, wondering if I’d be expected to take orders from my twin’s boss—and what sort of things I’d have to do to pretend I was the Shadow Pope of the Inquisition. The more I thought about it, the less I liked the idea. The number of things that could go wrong increased exponentially. “This is a terrible idea.”

To make matters worse, I had a difficult time imagining Elliot taking orders from anyone. Sometimes I managed to twist his arm to get him to do things my way, but it wasn’t often. Usually, I danced to his tune.

“You’ll like her,” he reassured me.

Evelyn’s grip on my arm tightened. I patted her hand with mine, uncertain of what was causing her reaction. I wasn’t certain what was going on, but I decided I’d find out eventually, which would have to suffice until after dinner. “I’m pretty sure the Inquisition is going to be upset when they find out I’m running around as you,” I warned my brother.

“That’s my problem, not yours. Until I find out who was behind what happened here and at Oconee, you’re going along with it. You’ll be staying with Richard, and you’ll be going as me to get there safely.”

Judging from my brother’s firm tone, he wasn’t going to accept no for an answer, so I sighed my surrender. “Fine, but I’m going to be digging for information, too.”

“I was counting on it.”




[image: Image]




The table reserved for us was tucked in a quiet corner away from the main crowd, far enough from the buffet I sighed in resignation. The walk across the ship established my knee was stiff, sore, and not likely to improve over the course of the evening. Derek took up residence nearby, leaning against a wall, watching the passengers.

The brown-haired woman from my brother’s photograph waited for us, dressed in a blue blazer jacket and matching slacks. She rose at our approach, her eyes widening as she looked between my twin and me.

“Anderson?” she asked, her tone uncertain as she inspected us both. For a moment, I wasn’t certain if she’d be able to tell us apart. She focused on my brother. “You didn’t tell me your brother was so much like you.” There was a faint touch of a British accent in her voice.

“Traditionally, we’re called twins,” my brother conceded with a smug grin. “Victoria, this is Emmett Jackson, the black sheep of the family, and my older brother.”

“Pleased to meet you, Mr. Jackson,” she said, holding out her hand. We shook, our grips firm, and I could feel her testing my strength, although I kept my touch light.

“I hear you’re Elliot’s boss. My condolences, ma’am,” I replied, freeing my hand.

There was something predatory about Victoria’s smile. “Call me Vicky, please. You must have some interesting stories to tell, if you’re his brother.”

I bristled at the ‘if’ in her statement, but forced myself to smile back at her. “Not as many as you might think, I’m afraid.” Gesturing to Evelyn, I said, “This is Evelyn.”

“Charmed,” Evelyn murmured, and with a smile that was the match of Vicky’s, she held out her hand.

I took advantage of the distraction to free my arm from the Fenerec’s so I could pull out a chair for her. When I caught a glimpse of the wolf-yellow tint in Evelyn’s eyes, I froze. I held my breath when I realized that Vicky’s brown likewise shone with gold.

“Oh, dear,” Richard said, clearing his throat to catch Vicky and Evelyn’s attention. “Ladies, please. Could this wait until later?”

It was Alex who snorted, circling the table to stand between Evelyn and me. I took a step back, baffled at the Fenerec’s behavior. When I glanced at Elliot, he held his hands up, his expression a mix of worry and confusion.

“As if you’d wait if a male came into your territory,” Alex said when the silence dragged. “You wouldn’t, and you know it.”

I frowned, turning to the two women, wondering what they were disputing and why. I considered Alex’s words and decided to deal with the men first. “I’ll have you know that this is my territory, thank you,” I said in my firmest tone, allowing some of my irritation to surface. “Zachary belongs to me. If you want to snarl at each other, by all means do so—overboard, if you please.”

Evelyn and Vicky stepped away from each other. While Evelyn’s cheeks flushed as red as her hair, Vicky looked away and down at the floor. I watched them both, tensing as I waited for one of them to speak. They both remained silent.

Richard touched my elbow, drawing my attention away from the women. “Let’s get something to eat, Jackson,” he suggested, tilting his head to the side in a gesture I didn’t recognize, one that exposed the Fenerec’s throat. Alex sucked in a breath, paling several shades.

My brother crowded Alex aside, linking his arm with mine to pull me in the direction of the buffet. “That sounds like a fantastic idea, Richard. Come on, Jackson. You need to eat something before you do something we will all regret but won’t be able to blame you for.”

My stomach gurgled its agreement, which irritated me even more. Jerking my arm free of his, I stalked towards the buffet, muttering curses under my breath. Elliot trailed after me. “Relax, Dante. Vicky’s just tired and doesn’t like surprises—which is why I enjoy surprising her so much.”

“Your girlfriend is a Fenerec, Elliot. Are you insane?” I hissed back at him.

My brother sucked in a breath, and his eyes widened. “How did you know she’s a Fenerec?”

“Her eyes.”

“Her eyes? What about them? They’re hazel.”

I stopped to regard my brother with an arched brow. “There’s a difference between hazel and wolf-yellow, Elliot.”

“They’re hazel,” he repeated, the muscles of his jaw twitching.

“I’ve seen Evelyn’s eyes, Elliot—I know what it looks like,” I replied, forcing myself to look away from my brother to grab a plate. An intimidating assortment of food waited for me. After a moment of thought, I headed for the salad bar.

Richard intercepted me, taking my empty plate and handing me one burdened with a mountainous pile of roast beef. “What you need is a lot of protein. Trust me on this one.”

With a shake of his head and a disgusted snort, my brother claimed the meat from me. “He’ll die if that’s all he eats.”

“I think I’m capable of picking out my own dinner,” I muttered, grabbing a new plate and heading to the salad bar, leaving my twin with two plates. Grumbling complaints at their efforts to dictate my dinner and offer advice, I retreated back to the table.

I was a little relieved to be alone for a few minutes, claiming a seat and leaving the others to sort out where to sit around me. Richard claimed a chair beside me while Evelyn snagged the other one. My twin ended up seated between Alex and Vicky. For better or worse, the two women sat next to each other.

“Rabbit food?” Evelyn stared at my plate, wrinkling her nose at my dinner.

“An entire plate of fried chicken?” I countered, both amazed and disgusted at the vast quantity of meat at our table. Even Elliot was indulging, his plate devoid of greens or vegetables.

“It’s good.” As though proving some point I didn’t understand, she grabbed one of her drumsticks and chomped on it.

Smothering my desire to laugh, I skewered a piece of cucumber. “So is this,” I replied, taking a bite to mimic her.

“Rabbits,” she complained, wrinkling her nose at me.

I stabbed a tomato and pointed it at her. “You’re just mad it got away.”

I should have known she would steal it. Huffing at my loss, I wrinkled my nose back at her.

“It’s okay, Evelyn,” Richard said, his laughter rumbling in his chest. “We’ll make certain he eats real food.”

Alex waved his finger at his brother. “Says the man who kept an entire duffel bag of chocolate in our room in Las Vegas. If I recall correctly, your wife demolished your stash in the matter of a single morning.”

The Alpha Fenerec sniffed and said in his most dignified tone, “Chocolate is good for you, and my wife has exceptional tastes.”

I relaxed at the banter, staying quiet as I ate. When Richard deposited a piece of roast beef on my plate, I looked up to see everyone staring at me. “What?” I asked.

“How are you feeling?” My brother leaned towards me, his elbows resting on the table.

I pointed at him with my fork. “I’d feel a lot better if you removed your elbows from the table, Mr. Anderson.”

Laughing, he obeyed. “Seriously, how are you feeling?”

“I’ve been better, for obvious reasons. I’m sore, but nothing a few days and a long soak won’t cure. Thanks for the save, by the way.”

My brother’s expression darkened for a moment before he forced a smile. “I came for a healthy dose of revenge, but I’ll take a rescue op instead any day. Anyway, Brandon did the real work—we were the distraction, it seems.” Elliot nodded in Richard’s direction. “He came along, offering his help to find out who was responsible.”

“No one kills one of my friends and walks away,” the Fenerec growled. “Next time, call me when you land in hot water. I can swim.”

I sighed, shaking my head. “Doesn’t it ever get old, you all teasing me about my inability to swim?”

Before Richard or Elliot could reply, Evelyn snarled, “There will not be a next time.”

Raising his hands in surrender, Richard said, “In the hopefully non-existent possibility that someone attempts to kidnap you again, you should give me a call.”

I poked at the piece of meat on my plate dutifully, shaking my head at the uncomfortable direction the conversation was taking. “What I want to know is why she came after me and not my brother. He’s the real problem.”

“Problem?” my brother asked, straightening in his seat. “Excuse me?”

“You’re easier to grab?” Richard suggested.

“You’re wealthier,” Vicky added, smirking at my brother. “You’re also much better at your taxes. I’m impressed, Mr. Jackson.”

“Has everyone seen my taxes?” I grumbled, matching my brother’s glare. “Respect your brother’s privacy.”

“My brother was dead,” Elliot snapped at me.

“Enough, both of you,” Alex said in a firm tone. “We all had a look at them, Jackson—we wanted to see if we could find any connection with your work and who might have wanted you dead. Once we knew it was a kidnap attempt and not a hit, we wanted to know who wanted you and why.”

Vicky set her elbows on the table, tapping her fingertips together. “We didn’t find anything obvious, to say the least. Do you know anything at all?”

“I don’t know anything. Evelyn?”

With a shiver, the Fenerec leaned closer to me, staring down at her plate. Bones were all that remained of her chicken. “They were all Normals. There wasn’t anything other than human scent about them. They were armed with silver, and they seemed to know what they were doing.”

“How did you get away?” Richard asked, watching Evelyn. I bristled at the way his attention was focused entirely on her. Clenching my teeth, I straightened. Evelyn’s hand slipped into mine, and she tugged on me until I looked at her.

“Luck,” she replied.

“They shot you and left you to die,” I said, my voice deepening as my anger grew at the memory.

“Is that true?” the Alpha asked.

Evelyn kept her gaze lowered to her plate and didn’t reply. I sighed, answering, “I think so. We missed the edge of the blast radius by about fifty feet. That’s how I got bit; the explosion took us both by surprise. My hand was too close to her muzzle.”

If they wanted to know the rest, including our staring contest and her lack of interest in clothing, they’d have to find out from someone other than me. All I could do was hope that Evelyn remained quiet on the matter.

“Why did you have your hand close to her mouth in the first place?” my twin demanded. “I warned you about injured Fenerec. Also, will you please stop staring them in the eyes? That tops the list on things you shouldn’t do. I told you this once, I even told you twice. Would you please listen this time?”

“I’ve managed just fine around them up until this point,” I replied, matching his curt tone. “If you must know, I had been holding her muzzle shut so she wouldn’t howl when I cut the silver bullet out of her leg. She didn’t mean to bite me.”

Richard nodded. “Lesson learned. Now you know not to do that. What I want to know is what happened to that truck. I saw the before and after photographs, and the destruction is impressive.”

I gawked at Richard before turning to my brother. “You have pictures?” I held out my hand, waggling my fingers at him. “Show me.”

With a heavy sigh, Elliot took out his cell, and after a few moments, he handed it to me.

All that remained of where the truck had been was a crater. Twisted metal littered the forest. A splotch of red drew my eye to the trees, where the charred remains of the fender dangled from a branch. A collection of shrapnel was embedded in the tress that had somehow managed to survive the detonation. Most of the wreckage was unidentifiable. I held the phone out to Evelyn, who took it from me.

“So how did you do it?” Richard demanded, leaning towards me. “It’s a horror show. We found debris at least half a mile away. There were a few trees blasted to mulch.”

I couldn’t help myself; I chuckled at the destruction. “Thirty pounds of C4 spread throughout the truck. I didn’t think it’d be quite so effective.”

“Thirty pounds? That’s insane, Jackson. Ten would have been more than enough. Why thirty?” Richard pinched the bridge of his nose, shaking his head.

I held my hands up in surrender. “I didn’t know how much I needed, so I used it all.”

“He let me hit the button,” Evelyn said in a smug voice, spearing my piece of roast beef. She batted her lashes at me as she took a bite.

“So I did,” I replied, still laughing a bit as I handed my brother his phone. “Sorry, Elliot. I’ll set up your replacement toy when you get it, and I’ll make sure to include a nice present or two under the hood.”

“You better,” he mumbled.

Vicky grabbed Elliot’s phone out of his hand, grinning at the picture. “Damn, Anderson. He’s even more thorough than I am.”

My brother flinched. A flush darkened his cheeks as he muttered, “That’s not funny, Vicky.”

“Too soon?” was her amused reply.

I watched them with interest, and after deciding Vicky was the most likely to answer me, I said, “I detect an interesting and funny story somehow involving my younger brother. Do tell us, Vicky.”

“Please don’t,” my brother begged.

Vicky met my gaze before pointing at my empty plate. “Eat some real food, and I’ll indulge you.”

As my brother groaned, Richard slid over the plate of roast beef. “I told you, protein is what you need right now.”

“Carnivores,” I grumbled, taking a few slices to appease the Fenerec surrounding me. “What did you do to my brother?”

“I played dead and blew up an SUV to do it,” she replied, turning to face my brother. They stared at each other for a long moment before my brother sighed.

“Vicky has multiple personality disorder and enjoys pushing me around,” he said, scowling. “And the second time you almost died; yes, it is too soon.”

I sucked in a breath at the emotion in Elliot’s voice. It took me several moments to remember the explosion in Washington—and the fact that my brother had been at ground zero, escaping with more than a few scrapes and bruises. “You were in D.C. for that funeral a while back. I remember him calling me about it.”

“I was in the middle of it,” she confirmed. “I hit my head.”

“That’s a nice way of putting it. You cracked your skull,” my brother snapped.

Revenge wasn’t something I did often to my brother—mainly because of the lack of opportunity. I pointed at him and said, “He was about twenty feet from losing his head altogether.”

Vicky stiffened, her eyes widening. “What? You were there? You didn’t tell me that!”

My twin stared down at the table, his face turning redder with each passing moment. “Of course I’d gone.”

“You just hit pay dirt on your brother,” Richard informed me with a grin. “I do believe he is blushing.”

I smiled. “It does indeed seem like he is blushing. Elliot, I hope you’re aware that I still have those photographs,” I said to test his reaction.

My brother lifted his head, his eyes wide. The red bleached to a sickly gray.

“Pay dirt indeed,” I told Richard, my smile broadening to a grin.

Elliot groaned, covering his face with his hands.
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Long after I was full, my brother and the Fenerec plied me with food. By the time they deemed I had eaten enough, I was ready to sleep for a week, something I doubted any of them would appreciate. While I watched, the Fenerec each ate enough for four, both disgusting and enthralling me. Evelyn was working her way through yet another plate of fried chicken while I wondered where she was putting it all.

I was so engrossed in watching her devour her food that I flinched when Max whispered in my ear, “The captain wants to see you in his quarters after dinner.”

Once I could speak without gasping, I replied, “Aren’t his quarters right next to mine? He should come visit me.”

Max laughed, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “Captain’s orders.”

“He’s so pushy. Is now fine?” I glanced at the Fenerec, who didn’t seem inclined to want to leave their feast.

“Now is fine. I’ve been told you’re welcome to join him, Mr. Anderson.”

My twin rose from his seat. “If you’ll excuse us, ladies and gentlemen?”

The Fenerec waved us off. Evelyn smiled at me and said, “I love buffets.”

My knee ached as I stood, but the pain didn’t stop me from returning her smile with one of my own. “I’m glad. Please excuse me.”

If I had my way, I’d make sure she never looked so hungry again, even if it meant I had to take out stock in a cow farm to make it happen. I limped for a few steps before I forced myself to even my stride. Derek fell in behind me as we crossed the dining hall. The captain’s quarters were far enough away that by the time we arrived, I was wincing with each step.

“Are you okay?” my twin asked as Max knocked on Zachary’s door.

“It’s sore, that’s all. I’ll be fine. Stop worrying.”

“That’s not happening,” he replied. “When I’ve dealt with those behind everything that’s happened, then I’ll cease worrying.”

Zachary opened the door and waved us inside. “The Fenerec are still at dinner?”

“They’re going to savage the supplies at the rate they’re going,” I warned, wondering if the ship could handle the presence of so many Fenerec; if four could eat so much, how was Zachary going to feed all of the ones on board?

“We’ll be fine. I planned accordingly. How are you feeling?” He held the door open, gesturing to the opened door across the entry.

I waited for Zachary. “I’ll feel a lot better when everyone quits asking me that. What do you need?”

“I don’t need anything. We’re going to watch a movie,” he informed me, shoving me in the direction of his entertainment room. I blinked, letting him propel me along. Watching a movie was a tradition of ours, but one we usually indulged in during the first night of a voyage.

The last time had been my choice, not that we had a wide selection of our preferred genre. “Which one?” I asked.

“I’ll let you decide, but there are certain rules you must follow when choosing. We can watch one about a sinking ship, one about a sinking ship, or one about a sinking ship.”

I chuckled. “Sorry, but I’m not picking The Titanic. If you even try to convince me, I’m asking Richard to take you for a swim.”

“Oh, come on, Boss. We could wait for the wolves. I’m sure Evelyn would love an excuse to cuddle with you on the couch for four hours,” Zachary replied.

Shaking my head at my friend, I claimed the armchair, sinking down into its comfortable embrace with a low groan. “How about The Poseidon Adventure?”

With a huff, he countered, “The Perfect Storm.”

My brother sat on the couch, stretching his legs out. “How about 2012? That has a shipwreck in it, doesn’t it?”

“Disaster films are always fun,” I replied, leaning the chair back. “However, I stand by my original choice: The Poseidon Adventure.”

Zachary pointed at me, striking a dramatic pose. “You want to sleep through it, don’t you?”

I widened my eyes, pressing my palm to my chest. “Me? Sleep through The Poseidon Adventure? Why would you think such a thing?”

“I don’t know who improved your sarcasm skills, but I want to hit them,” Zachary grumbled, sitting beside my brother, snatching the remote from the coffee table. “Pick a movie you won’t sleep through.”

My brother ran his hand through his hair. “Are you seriously telling me that you watch ships sink while on a ship? Is this your idea of fun? Dante, you can’t even swim. Are you insane?”

Zachary laughed. “It was the Boss’s idea. Makes him feel all safe and secure, I think. Max, you have popcorn duty.  Derek, take a load off—this is a strict no-working zone.”

“Security doesn’t work that way, sir,” Derek replied.

“Order one of your minions to go guard something—maybe the boss’s lady. You can watch over him from the comfort of the couch.”

“How effective, Zach. Why hire a security detail if you’re going to tell them not to do their jobs? Don’t listen to him, Derek. Guard and watch as you can—from the couch.”

Derek shook his head, sitting on the far end of the couch. “You’re as bad as he is, sir.”

“You’re both being all responsible,” Zachary complained. “Stop it. We are going to enjoy this film without any sign of seriousness at all. Captain’s orders.”

“I can’t believe you sent Max over just for this. I thought you needed something important.” I shook my finger at Zachary.

“It was Max’s idea.”

“Bullshit,” I muttered. “Hey, is there any chance you can get me a replacement phone, by the way?”

“We are not discussing business during movie time. There will be a new phone for you in Yellowknife. You’ll live until then. You can thank me later, but I already asked someone to set you up with a laptop. You’ll have it in the morning. Is there anything else?” Before I had a chance to reply, he snapped his fingers. “Didn’t think so. Movie time! What are we watching, gentlemen?”

“The Poseidon Adventure,” I grumbled.

“How about Ghost Ship?” my brother suggested.

I heard a bowl hit the counter in the adjacent kitchenette. “That movie is so nasty,” Max complained.

“All the more reason to watch it,” I replied, pointing at the television. “Make it so, Zachary! Maybe it doesn’t technically sink, but it’ll do.”

“This should be fun.” Zachary turned on the TV and selected Ghost Ship from his digital library. “Someone turn off the lights. This one is even creepier that way.”

“Don’t you mean disgusting?”

“Creepy, disgusting—close enough.”


Chapter Nine
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Much to my amusement, I was the only one awake when the movie ended. Leaving my brother and friends to sleep sprawled on the couch in a haphazard pile, I turned the television off. When I made a quiet escape from Zachary’s quarters, one of Derek’s men was standing outside on guard.

“Do you know which room is mine?” I asked wryly, making a sour expression. “And I don’t suppose you happen to have a key, do you?”

A soft chuckle answered me, accompanied by a nod. “Follow me, sir.” It wasn’t far, and the guard opened the door to let me in. “Sleep well.”

“Thanks,” I replied, pausing halfway into the room. “Could you call the staff and let them know that someone is going to have to peel Zachary, my brother, and a few others off the couch?”

“I’ll take care of it.”

With a nod, I slipped inside and shut the door, heaving a relieved sigh at successfully ensuring some privacy. I slipped the door’s chain into place.

I flicked on the light. The stateroom proved to be one of the nicer ones on board, complete with a sitting area stolen directly from the Victorian era. There was a kitchenette, a bathroom, and a single bedroom. Evelyn was sprawled across the king-sized bed, still wearing her sleek satin dress. Her hair spilled around her, offsetting her tanned, freckled skin.

For a long time, I stood frozen in the doorway, admiring her as she quietly slept. When I finally managed to tear my gaze away, I was in dire need of a cold shower or a long soak. I found the promised jacuzzi tucked into a corner of the bedroom, a marble and gold gilded monstrosity capable of holding four comfortably. It looked deep enough to drown in. I shook my head, wondering why anyone would put such a thing in the bedroom.

As I explored the stateroom, I discovered that the bathroom also had a shower and a large claw-footed tub.

“This is insanity,” I muttered, tossing my jacket across the back of a chair in the sitting room. If I wanted to use the jacuzzi, I’d risk waking Evelyn—and end up in an easily compromised position.

I stared at her, fighting with myself yet again. I wanted her—I wanted her like I hadn’t wanted anyone since Suzanne. Guilt tainted my desire, as the realization sank in that I wanted Evelyn more than I had Suzanne.

Evelyn was a brightly burning fire, threatening to consume me if I stared at her for too long or got too close. Suzanne had been a colder woman, less vocal and forthcoming when it came to sharing my bed. I closed my eyes, sighing.

Maybe Zachary was right, and that bothered me most of all. He’d never doubted my love for Suzanne, but he had always doubted her affections for me.

In Evelyn, I couldn’t find any doubt, just need, desire, and comfortable companionship.

Part of me wanted to have a long, angry talk with Zachary about the impracticality of the room and his shamelessness in throwing Evelyn and me together. The other part of me wanted to thank him for it.

I wanted a lot of things, and most of them I wanted to do with Evelyn. Stifling a groan, I headed towards the privacy of the bathroom.

“Enjoy the movie?” Evelyn murmured sleepily. I froze. When I returned to the doorway, she was rubbing her eyes, yawning.

“Go back to bed,” I said in a soft voice, loosening my tie and dumping the scarf on top of my jacket. “I’m sorry I woke you.”

“The movie?”

I chuckled. “I was the sole survivor, I’m afraid. They fell asleep halfway through it.”

She looked at me, nodded, and snuggled into the blanket, revealing a lot of leg as she squirmed on the bed. I flushed, staring at her despite knowing I should look away. “Come to bed,” she murmured.

I wanted to obey her so much it hurt. I sighed and shook my head. “I need a cold shower followed by a long soak.”

Evelyn pointed at the jacuzzi. “Plenty of room for two.”

“That’s true,” I replied, wondering how I was going to emerge from my predicament intact and doubting whether or not I wanted to escape her in the first place. She sat up, her hair spilling over her shoulders in a tangled mess, which only made me want to run my fingers through her locks and restore them to order. The dress, which was rumpled from her sleeping, wasn’t helping matters any. It clung to her in all the right places, showing off the curve of her side and hips, as well as offering a glimpse of her muscular legs.

It was even worse than when she’d been crawling all over me in the nude. The satin teased me with just enough of a peek to make me want more.

“What’s bothering you?” she asked, staring at me with wide eyes, the jade tinged with the faintest ring of wolf gold.

“You’re too beautiful,” I blurted.

Groaning at my graceless compliment, I banged my forehead against the doorway. I was rewarded with her laughter.

“Thank you,” she murmured, the yellow in her eyes intensifying. “But something is actually bothering you. What is it?”

“Can I plead the fifth?”

“No, you may not plead the fifth,” she replied, her smile turning predatory as she slid her way off the bed. I held my breath as she closed the distance between us. “You’re trembling.”

It was entirely her fault, but I was powerless to say a word. She loosened my tie and untied the knot before tossing it aside. It landed on the floor behind her. I drew a deep breath to steady my nerves. “The proper order is for me to buy you a ring, get on my knees, beg and plead for you to marry me, and then have a ceremony,” I choked out. “That’s when you’re supposed to wear the white dress.”

What happened after didn’t involve her wearing the white dress for very long.

“I must test your restraint so much,” she murmured, dragging a finger along my jawline down to my neck. I winced when she touched the bruises circling my throat. “She hurt you.”

“She did,” I confirmed. “It’ll heal.”

“It better. I don’t require a ring, and there are better things you could be doing than getting on your knees. You can beg and plead as part of your proposal, if that pleases you. Ceremonies are for courts, not for Fenerec—or their mates.” She smiled at me, tapping my nose with her finger. “I’d be happy wearing a white dress for you whenever you want, if you like them so much.”

“I like you in that dress,” I replied.

“So why are you bothered, Jackson? They’re needless symbols. I know what sort of man you are. You won’t leave me. I will not leave you. I’m a Fenerec; that is who we are. I won’t change my mind. You won’t change yours. The rest isn’t important. I’ll let you hunt me to your heart’s content, if that’s what you want. You can give me a ring if you’d like, and I’ll give you one if you’d like. In the meantime, we’ll be very close friends with many, many benefits,” she whispered into my ear.

I closed my eyes and shivered at the feel of her breath on my skin. “You deserve better than that.”

“I think I’m the only one qualified to determine what I deserve. Maybe I deserve you ripping me out of this dress right here and now,” she growled, nipping my ear. “I deserve your loyalty in all things. You’re mine. Mine, Jackson. Get used to the idea.”

“Don’t I get a say in it?”

“We were discussing what I deserve, sir—and I deserve a man who will be as loyal to me as I am to him. That man happens to be you; therefore, no, you don’t get a say in it.” There was laughter in her voice. She nipped my ear again. “I suppose you can have a say in things.”

My worries warred with my immediate desires. “When I’m fifty, sixty, or older, you’ll still be young, beautiful, and spry. That’s part of who you are. I’ll age. You won’t.”

Evelyn sighed and rested her forehead against my shoulder. “I know. That isn’t going to change my mind. You’re an earth witch. You’ll age slowly enough yourself, sir. That is, of course, if you keep out of trouble and stop trying to get yourself killed.” She pinched my arm in rebuke.

“I don’t need another bruise,” I complained half-heartedly.

“We’re only guaranteed today. Being a Fenerec doesn’t mean I’m immortal; we die. It’s just a little harder to kill us. I’ll be yours for as long as we live.” She rubbed my arm where she had pinched me. “You’ll be mine, too. That’s how it works.”

“What if—”

Evelyn pressed her fingers to my lips, silencing me. “You don’t want to lose someone close to you again, not like you lost Suzanne. I understand. That’s what’s so beautiful about you—and it’s why you’re perfect for me. You understand commitment the way we Fenerec do. I can’t promise how long we’ll live. No one can. But as far as gambles in life go, I’m the safest bet you’ll ever make.”

She was right, and my crumbling resistance bothered me almost as much as the feel of her pressed so close to me. “How are you so certain?”

With a laugh, she pinched my arm again, just hard enough to hurt. “I asked Richard at dinner.”

I groaned from despair at the thought of what he had said to her. “Dare I ask?”

“You’re like another brother to him, Jackson. You scared him—you scared me, too. I can’t protect you if you escape from me now.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s my job to protect you,” I protested.

“From all the unwanted males? Certainly. Just as it’s my job to guard you against the unwanted females.” She sniffled, flicking my nose with her fingers. “Open your eyes and look at me.”

I obeyed. Her jade eyes were rimmed in gold, and I held my breath. She smiled at me, stroking my cheek. “I’ll hunt you until the day you die, if I must.”

“I thought I was supposed to hunt you.”

“It’s mutual, just as it should be. You’re chasing my tail. I’m chasing yours. That’s how these things work.” She tugged at my shirt, fiddling with the top button. “That’s how it should be, and if Suzanne wasn’t chasing after you as hard as you chased after her, her loss. Neither Richard nor Elliot liked her. They said you deserved better.”

I scowled, torn between anger at their belittling Suzanne and my growing unease. I had harbored many doubts after Suzanne’s death, but I hadn’t considered another woman in my life until Evelyn had come along. She was a tornado, ripping away all of my defenses, leaving me raw and torn up in her wake. She was volatile and drew me to her flame. A shiver ran through me at the realization that I wanted her to burn me, if only to prove I was capable of the emotions I had smothered over the years. Suzanne was gone, and there was nothing I could do to change that.

It didn’t make it any easier for me to accept what Evelyn was offering. I wanted to feel alive, with her skin against mine. I wanted to please her.

I sighed.

“She hurt you,” Evelyn whispered.

“No, I hurt me,” I replied, wincing at the truth of my words. In too many things, Zachary had been right—as had my brother and Richard. It didn’t change my love for Suzanne. Unfortunately, all that remained were my memories of her, which were dulled by the passage of time.

I was running out of reasons to deny Evelyn what she wanted, but I feared what would happen if I gave in to what we both desired.

I shuddered at the thought of what I would do if Evelyn vanished out of my life.

“Jackson,” she murmured.

Why was being honest so difficult? What I needed to say stuck in my throat. Evelyn waited for me with patience I didn’t feel I deserved. When I managed to speak, it was in a broken whisper, “I’m afraid.”

“Of what?” The concern in her voice was reflected in her eyes.

“I won’t be able to handle losing you,” I said, unable to keep looking her in the eye. When I had lost Suzanne, I had lost so much. If I lost Evelyn, there’d be nothing left for me, and that frightened me most of all. When had she become so important to me? How had she worked her way under my skin so quickly?

“You’re so much like a Fenerec, Jackson. You will do everything you can to protect what is yours. I’ll be careful if you promise to do the same.”

“I’m careful.” It was a part of my job; mistakes risked the lives of those working for me, which was unacceptable.

“Then there is absolutely no problem, is there? We’ll be fine.” She ran her thumb over my lower lip. “The only thing you’ll have to worry about is keeping away the other males.”

“Have you looked in a mirror recently?” I said, groaning at the thought of trying to keep other men from admiring her as much as I did. “I’ll have a lot to worry about.”

Lacing her fingers together behind my head, she pulled me down. “Tough luck for you,” she said, pressing her lips to mine. Pulling away, she released her hold on my head, trailing her hands down my neck. “I don’t like that she hurt you.”

Her touch on my bruised throat hurt enough I couldn’t hide my wince. “I don’t like it either.”

“How are you feeling?”

Certain that ‘aroused’ wasn’t the answer she was looking for, I replied, “I’m tired, sore, and ache in places I shouldn’t.”

“Is that all?” she murmured, making me doubt my original assessment of what she wanted to know.

I swallowed, torn between wanting to know exactly what she had in mind and trying to make my escape while I still could. “Not entirely.”

“Do you need me to kiss it all better?” she murmured in her smoky, seductive voice.

I sucked in a breath, shivering as she ran her fingers up and down the side of my neck. If I moved, what little restraint I had left would crumble away to nothing. My voice was as husky as hers when I asked, “Do your kisses have curative powers?”

“We should do extensive scientific testing to find out.” She started with my ear, nibbling at my lobe, stealing my breath when she licked tentatively at my skin. She worked her way down to my bruised throat. Her touch hurt, but I didn’t want her to stop.

She did, long enough to say, “What did she do to you?”

“From what I understand, there’s a video.”

Evelyn’s teeth scraped against my neck. “I haven’t seen it. I was too busy looking for you. That woman had your scent on her.” She growled before nipping me again. “What did she do to you?”

My embarrassment was smothered by my desire to find out what she intended to do to me when I told her. “She strangled me with her hair,” I whined in a blatant bid for pity.

Once again, her lips brushed against my skin, and I shivered at her touch. “That wasn’t very nice of her.”

“No, it wasn’t. Not at all.” I couldn’t help myself; I ran my hands over the soft and smooth material of her dress, caressing her sides. She pressed closer to me, and I slid my fingers up her back.

The knock at the door startled me so much I jumped backwards. I tripped over my own feet and ended up in a heap on the floor, taking Evelyn with me. She sprawled on top of me, sighing in what I took to be a mixture of disgust and frustration at the interruption.

I echoed her and grumbled, banging the back of my head against the carpeted floor. “If I kill them, do you think it’d classify as justifiable homicide?”

Evelyn kissed me on the forehead, untangling herself from me. “I’ll go deal with whomever it is.” She rose, smoothing her dress with a wordless growl. “Don’t go anywhere.”

Prowling to the door, she cracked it open without removing the chain. I heard Richard’s rumbling voice in the hall. She listened for a few moments before saying, “Yes, he is here. No, you may not come in. Go away. You’re interrupting us. I’ll tell him you were here. Please do us both a favor and tell everyone that he’s occupied for the rest of the evening.”

She didn’t quite slam the door, although I could tell by her tense stance that she wanted to. “Nosy male!” she snarled.

“What did Richard want?”

“To annoy me,” she grumbled, crossing her arms over her chest. “He was just checking in. He wanted to make sure you made it back here intact. You’re popular.”

“I’m sorry.”

From my position on the floor, I got a wonderful look at her legs as she crossed the room. “You’ll be sorry.”

There was a wicked gleam in her eye, and I felt my breath quicken. “Have I told you that you’re a very beautiful woman, Evelyn?”

She smiled down at me. “You’re not so bad yourself, Jackson. You know, I haven’t confirmed—personally—that you indeed made it back here intact. This is unacceptable.” Stepping over me, she sashayed her way to the jacuzzi, sat on the edge, and started filling it. “I seem to recall telling you that I do not let my prey escape.”

“So you did. What do you do with your prey once you’ve captured him?”

“Whatever I want.” She beckoned me with the flick of her finger. Stifling a groan, I got up from the floor and made my way over to her, doing my best to hide my limping. She tilted her head back to look up at me. “I’m not letting you escape this time.”

“It’d be a slow and painful escape attempt,” I admitted, faking a heavy sigh.

“You poor, abused rabbit. Don’t worry, I’ll kiss you and make everything all better.”

While I was expecting her to do something, it wasn’t her grabbing hold of my shirt and dumping us both into the jacuzzi, clothes and all. It didn’t take her long to live up to her threat, erasing all of my concerns and worries with her kisses.
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Someone was banging on the door, but I was too warm and comfortable to want to move. The cinnamon scent of Evelyn’s hair encouraged me to remain exactly where I was, with my cheek nestled against her shoulder. I draped my arm across her side to pull her closer to me.

“You need to let me go,” Evelyn said, her tone amused. Mumbling disagreement, I rubbed my nose against her neck, drawing a deep breath of her scent. She reminded me of freshly baked cookies. All I wanted was to go back to sleep, secure in the knowledge she was nearby.

“Jackson, they’ll break the door down if they keep it up.”

“Let them.” I nipped her neck, and she shivered against me. For a moment, I thought my shameless ploy would work. Then, with a giggle, she smacked me with a pillow, beating me with it until I retreated under the blanket, grumbling protests. Ignoring my complaints, she abandoned our bed, grabbed a bathrobe, and headed to the door.

“I’m awake, I’m awake,” she called out, and I heard her curse at the door’s chain. “Keep your pants on, Elliot. What is it?”

“He better keep his pants on,” I snarled, covering my head with a pillow while considering how I could remove my twin from existence.

“Where’s Jackson?”

“He’s still in bed, denying that it’s time to get up. What time is it, anyway?”

“Ten. Can I come in?”

“Jackson, your brother’s here.” Evelyn poked her head into the bedroom. “You better put your clothes on. There’s another bathrobe over there.” She pointed at the floor.

The robe was near the wrinkled ruins of my suit, which still looked wet from its adventure in the jacuzzi. There was also a rip in the jacket’s shoulder, which I didn’t remember happening. After a moment of consideration, I retreated back into the warmth of bed, covering my head with the blanket. “Why don’t you come back to bed?”

“Later,” she promised. Laughing, she came into the room. I peeked as I heard her draw closer. The bathrobe smacked me in the face. “You’ve done plenty of sleeping. Rise and shine.”

“I brought you a laptop, courtesy of Zachary. I have the schedule for once we reach shore,” my brother called out from the other room. “I also come bearing a gift, but it’s bad coffee.”

“That’s not a gift, that’s poison,” I grumbled. “What happened to my getting rest? It’s necessary to heal.”

“Does he need more rest, Evelyn?”

The Fenerec chuckled. “Unlike you, he didn’t fall asleep during the movie, or so I hear.”

“We all have our flaws,” my twin replied. “You’re looking lovely this morning, Evelyn, albeit slightly rumpled.”

“I’m getting up,” I snapped, throwing off the blankets and grabbing the robe. With my luck, if I didn’t intervene, she’d tell my brother just why I hadn’t gotten enough sleep and why her hair was even more of a mess than it had been before I’d found her asleep in bed. When I staggered out of the bedroom, hissing at the stiffness in my knee, my brother was seated on the couch booting up a laptop.

“Good morning, Jackson,” he said, lifting his hand in greeting.

“It’s ten, which means it’s too early to be awake when on a cruise ship. What are you doing? Go back to bed and leave us alone,” I complained, sitting down beside him with a groan.

“Your throat looks terrible.”

I sighed, wondering how much worse it’d look before it healed. Last night, it had been a deep black and blue band around my throat. “Let me guess; I’ve graduated to green and yellow to go along with the black and blue?” When I touched my throat, it ached. “All the more reason to hide here for the next few days.”

There were plenty of things to keep me amused and occupied, and all of them involved Evelyn. As if reading my mind, she smiled at me and blew me a kiss.

“Doctor’s orders, Jackson. You’re to get up and walk, like it or not. That means leaving your room.” My brother leaned over and pulled out several scarves from the laptop bag beside his feet. “Zachary sends his regards and hopes these match your various suits. You can start a whole new fashion trend this way.”

“Wonderful,” I grumbled, grabbing the gauzy fabric and tossing them onto the coffee table. “Is this a thinly veiled excuse to get me back to work?” I accused, scowling at the laptop. “If that’s Inquisition-issued, I’m going to be spending all day removing the spyware, I hope you know.”

“It’s Zachary-issued, and he claims that it’s set up just how you like it. Amanda claims she will accept a hug in payment for staying up last night, so long as you give it to her where Zachary sees you doing it.”

Evelyn stiffened, her gaze fixed on me. Smiling at her, I shook my head before saying, “Amanda will, alas, be forced to suffer without a hug from me. She only wants to make Zachary jealous, anyway. Tell her I’ll shove her into one of the pools the next time I see her.”

“That’s what she said you’d say,” my twin replied with a chuckle. “I’ll tell her to jump in to spare you from having to push a lady.”

“Why don’t you hug her for me?” I asked, elbowing my brother.

“She’s pretty, but she’s not my type—and anyway, she’s Zachary’s woman.”

I grinned. “Vicky’s your type, isn’t she?”

Flushing at my comment, my brother spluttered something unintelligible, shoving the laptop in my direction. “I loaded a few databases on it for your use, current as of an hour ago. Maybe you’ll find something I’m missing. Also, Richard found something in the cargo bay that he insists has your scent all over it, so he wanted me to give it to you.”

I frowned, wondering what I had lost in the cargo bay. My brother reached into the bag and pulled out a red stone. The light reflected on its facets, drawing my gaze.

The names of the dead slammed into me, so many I couldn’t comprehend a single one of them. Pain burst through my head, centered behind my eyes. Voices shrieked at me, so loud that my ears throbbed.

“Jackson?” My brother’s voice cut over the wails of the dead, and they quieted to hissing whispers. Shuddering, I shook my head, tearing my gaze from the stone.

“What’s wrong?” Evelyn perched on the arm of the couch, resting her hand on my arm. “You look like you’ve seen a ghost. What is that stone?”

“This is yours, isn’t it?” When my brother held the gem out to me, I recoiled, my back pressing against Evelyn in my effort to distance myself from the stone. The names of the dead once again rattled in my head, one after another, the individuals lost in the deluge hammering away at me.

“No,” I choked out.

“What is wrong with you?” my twin asked in exasperation.

I opened my mouth to snap a reply, but the stone once again caught the light, and I remembered what it felt like to die. The pain, the disbelief, and the terror consumed me. It wasn’t Scarlett’s death; hers had been brief. It hadn’t taken long for her to die.

Someone screamed, a plea for mercy and relief, and my horror welled up. The voice was one I hadn’t heard in so long, but knew without doubt. It was Suzanne screaming, her cries unheeded as her life fled from her body after what felt like an eternity of agony.

All I caught was a glimpse of whitewashed walls, seen through her eyes in her final moments.

Suzanne had been killed instantly in the car accident. That’s what I had been told—that’s what I had spent the past five years believing. Yet, I heard her screams and felt her pain.

“Jackson!” Evelyn’s voice was shrill, silencing Suzanne’s misery.

The dead cried out for me, striking out in their need.

“Can you tell what’s wrong with him?” my brother asked.

“I don’t know, I don’t know,” was Evelyn’s reply.

The voices, the echoes of so many lost lives, wailed in dismay, their wordless cries turning into demands for justice and freedom.

The stone flashed as it skittered across the coffee table. I was faintly aware of my brother grabbing his phone and dialing a number. When the stone vanished somewhere behind the laptop, I went limp. Evelyn cried out, grabbing hold of me and pulling me against her in her effort to keep me from sliding to the floor. Sweat stung my eyes, and my breath wheezed as though I’d run a race.

“It’s Anderson. I think my brother is having a seizure,” he snapped into the phone. “No, I don’t know. His eyes are dilated, and his breathing is really fast. He’s shaking. No, he’s never had a seizure before.”

“One-twenty,” Evelyn reported. I hadn’t been aware of her fingers pressed to my throat until she had spoken.

“Evelyn says his heart rate is at one hundred and twenty beats per minute. His normal is half that.” My twin leaned towards me, pressing the back of his hand to my forehead. “Yes, he feels hot.”

I stared blankly at him. I didn’t feel hot; the chilling presence of the dead froze me from within. Closing my eyes silenced their cries in my ears. Tremors swept through me.

Why couldn’t I escape them? There were so many names thundering through my head that I couldn’t think beyond my horror. It was worse than when I went to the cemetery. My Suzanne hadn’t even left me her true name or the name of our daughter. Their grave had always been cold, still, and silent.

“Jackson?” Evelyn’s voice was full of concern and uncertainty.

“She says to check his heart rate again,” my brother said.

Evelyn’s touch was icy against my neck. “It’s still really fast.”

“Give me a minute,” I forced out in a whisper. It took effort, but I opened my eyes. The ghosts resumed their whispers, but too soft and disjointed for me to make out what they were trying to tell me.

“You’re awake, Dante?” my twin asked, once again leaning close to me.

“Yes,” I replied, alarmed by how weak my voice sounded.

“He seems conscious—he’s answering me at least,” he said into the phone. “How long until you can be in the air?”

When my brother started cursing, I reached up and tugged on his arm. He caught my wrist with his free hand. It was easier to let him hold onto me than try to pull free. He ignored me, listening intently to the person on the other end of the line—Dr. Wilson, if my guess was correct.

“Yes, there are several fire witches on board. Why?” He paused, sighed, and after a moment of listening, he nestled the phone against his ear and pressed his fingers to my throat, his gaze fixed on his watch. “Twenty beats in fifteen seconds. Okay, I’ll do that. I’ll call you back.” He hung up, setting his cell on the coffee table.

“There’s something wrong with that stone,” I gasped out. When my brother reached for it, I flinched.

“Don’t touch it,” Evelyn snapped. Grabbing a tissue, she tossed it over the gem. “It did something to him when you held it up.”

“Stay with him,” my brother ordered, jumping off the couch and heading to the door. He yanked it open and said, “Tell Zachary I need him in here yesterday. I don’t care what he’s doing—it’s important.”

Whether covering the stone helped or the dead had otherwise lost their hold on me, they fell silent, allowing me to relax against Evelyn. I panted in my effort to catch my breath. She wrapped her arms around me.

I shivered in reaction to the stone and the dead imprinted within it. Without them crying out, one name filtered through all of the rest. My doubts surged, but Evelyn murmured them away, running her hands through my hair.

She was a Fenerec. She wouldn’t abandon me. She had promised.

However, the memory of Suzanne’s screams echoed in my head. I knew her true name at last, and the knowledge crushed me.

Suzanne Annemarie Greene hadn’t taken my name with her to her grave.


Chapter Ten




[image: Image]







It took almost an hour for me to shake off the stone’s influence. Despite it being covered and out of reach, I was aware of it. The dead hissed at me, but their voices were distant. Evelyn hovered nearby, her attention focused on the tissue, as though she expected the gem beneath it to attack us.

The four fire witches my brother had summoned stared at me as though I’d grown a second head.

My brother rubbed his temples, drawing my attention back to him. “Are you certain you’ve never seen that stone before?”

After five times of hearing the same question, I wanted to reach over and shake sense into him, but I’d have to get closer to the gem to do so, which saved him from a brotherly beating. “I’ve never seen it before,” I confirmed, careful to keep my tone even so I wouldn’t betray my irritation.

Elliot sighed, looking over at the witches. “And you’re absolutely positive that this rock has an aura and this same aura is also on my brother?”

“Yes, sir,” they chorused. The three women stared at each other.

I knew the senior witch, Paul, by reputation; at twenty-six, he was a rising star of the Inquisition. With blond hair and blue eyes, he had the looks of an angel to go with his devilish temper. He pointed at the stone. “I don’t know what that is, but it’s making my skin crawl. Mr. Jackson, you’re a sensor, aren’t you?”

I nodded.

“You’re an earth-element sensor. I think it’s obvious why he’s reacting to it,” Paul said, shrugging.

“That woman had the stone. Could she have done something to him using it?” Wiggling her way across my lap, Evelyn perched on the edge of the couch, remaining between the jewel and me. I rubbed her back, and she leaned into my touch.

“It’s possible,” Paul conceded. “How likely? That I can’t tell you. That rock looks like bad news to me, sir.”

My brother clacked his teeth. “His affinity is with stones, too—precious gems, to be specific.”

With a shake of his head, Paul took a few steps back from the coffee table. “Since it’s enough to cause me discomfort, I’m not at all surprised by his reaction. What do you want us to do with it? I don’t think touching it is wise.”

“I was able to handle it with no problems,” my brother replied, scowling at the piece of tissue. He shifted the laptop aside, and I recoiled against the arm of the couch. While I could see there was something dark-colored beneath the thin white material, the spirits continued to be held at bay. Their whispers were anxious and demanding, but I withstood them.

I didn’t want to know what would happen if I caught a glimpse of the blood-red facets again.

“With all due respect, sir, you’re a null. We aren’t. There’s something very wrong about that stone.” Shuddering, Paul rubbed his arms.

“That’s not very helpful, I hope you know. Could you perhaps describe what feels wrong with it?” My brother’s tone was sharp with annoyance and frustration.

“Rot,” I blurted, the word surprising me. The ghosts’ discontent vanished in a surge of triumph. I heard their whispers again, and they lamented their deaths.

The word belonged to them, and they had used my voice to speak. Their chilling presence closed in on me.

“Rot?” Elliot faced me, his eyes narrowing. His expression twisted from confusion to worry. “What do you mean by that?”

After visiting Suzanne’s grave so many times, I was disgusted I hadn’t recognized the feeling sooner. “It feels like a cemetery.”

One of the witches snapped her fingers, a smug smile appearing before she controlled her expression. “That’s exactly it. It has the aura of a morgue or cemetery.”

“More like a crematorium,” Paul muttered.

Elliot frowned. “Do all of you feel this way?”

I nodded, as did the other witches.

“Well, I already know what’ll happen to my brother if he gets too close to it. Witches, out of the room—I’ll put this in a box and send it to a lab for testing. There’s no point in making you all suffer for a pointless experiment,” my twin said, pointing towards the hallway door.

A knock startled all of us, causing nervous titters. Evelyn scowled, rose, and answered the door. Dr. Wilson stepped in, her glare settling on me. “At this rate, I’m just going to remain on board. You don’t look dead, Mr. Jackson.”

I couldn’t tell if she was pleased by my living state or not. “My apologies, Dr. Wilson.”

“What happened?” The woman pointed at the four other witches. “You, you, you, and you. Your pupils are dilated, and your color is off. You’re a match for Mr. Jackson.”

“We think this stone has something to do with it.” When my brother reached for the tissue, I lurched over the arm of the couch and retreated towards the stateroom’s balcony. My back pressed against the floor to ceiling glass door. The other witches joined me, with Paul standing beside me.

“They’re insane,” he whispered to me.

“No kidding.”

“What type of stone is it?” Dr. Wilson asked.

Without knocking, Zachary opened the door, poking his head into the room. “You’re a noisy lot. For the record, I’m calling it a death rock, as I’ve heard it about scared the boss to death. Sorry I couldn’t get away sooner; there was a tidal wave alert.”

“A what?” my brother demanded.

“A tidal wave alert. It’s a nasty warning when there are underwater earthquakes. The Mid-Atlantic Ridge had a nasty shake about an hour ago, and it’s been rumbling ever since. The last aftershock was about ten minutes ago. Fortunately for us, we were already close to the edge of the shelf, so we’ve changed course for deeper water, just as a precaution.” Zachary stepped inside and closed the door behind him. “Are you okay, Boss?”

“I won’t be if he touches that stone again,” I replied in a strained voice.

“Is that why you’re hiding over there? What’s going on?” Dr. Wilson sighed. “It’s more superstitious nonsense, isn’t it?” Before my brother could stop her, the old woman snatched up the tissue, depositing the stone in her palm. The red gem reflected the room’s light, bathing the coffee table in a crimson glow. “This stone seems to—”

The distance didn’t save me from the wails of the dead. They all shared one thing, and they blinded me to everything else. They had died in a white-painted room full of laboratory equipment, and their pain seared through me. Trapped within the confines of the gemstone, they endured an eternity of anguish as they once again experienced their lives bleeding away.

I was faintly aware of Paul collapsing to the floor beside me.

My brother slapped the stone out of Dr. Wilson’s hand, severing my connection with the dead. The stone clattered as it hit the table, bouncing onto the carpet. With a life of its own, it rolled until it came to rest at my feet. One by one the ghosts quieted, leaving behind the silence of the grave. The dead waited, and their hope was a painful weight compressing my chest. Somewhere far away, I heard the buzz of angry voices.

I ignored them all.

~Dante,~ the ghosts begged.

In my name, I heard their plea for help, for freedom, and for release into true death. I was a puppet on strings, obeying the whims of the dead. At their command, I knelt and picked up the stone in my left hand, nestling it in my palm.

The warmth of freshly spilled blood spread through me.

“Are you insane?” my brother shrieked.

“Justice,” the ghosts demanded in my voice. Their satisfaction burned through me. They departed, stealing everything from me as they went.

I crumpled to the floor.
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I was alone when I woke. The other half of the bed looked untouched. The light was on in the main room, and hissing at the protest of my sore knee, I got out of bed. A bathrobe waited, draped over the back of a chair near the bed. I limped to the sitting room, puzzled. No one was in the suite, and all was quiet. Of Evelyn, there was no sign, which worried me enough that I stalked through the stateroom in search of evidence of where my Fenerec had gone. My anxiety increased with each passing moment as I returned to the bedroom, scratching my head. I pinched myself to make certain I wasn’t still asleep. It hurt as I expected.

Leaning against the doorframe, I tried to piece together what had happened. With surprising clarity, I remembered joining the four Inquisition witches on the floor in a faint. Passing out wasn’t something I did often, but under normal circumstances, I didn’t have any recollection of it happening. Time usually did a funny lurch without my awareness of having fainted at all. “Huh,” I muttered, shaking my head and making my way to the bathroom.

I found Evelyn sound asleep in the claw-footed tub, her head pillowed on her arms, her breath making a soft whistling when she exhaled. Her hair was a tangled mess, falling over her face. Kneeling beside her, I dipped my fingers into the water to find it chilly. With a grimace, I plunged my hand in, pulling the stopper.

I couldn’t help myself; I smiled at her, carefully brushing away the locks of hair plastered to her cheeks. Trailing my fingers along the gentle line of her jaw, I worked my way down so I could flick her ear. I was rewarded with a sleepy murmur. Tickling the side of her neck earned me a louder complaint. I kissed her cheek, and unable to resist the lure, I nibbled my way to her throat. “Evelyn, why are you sleeping in the tub?” I whispered in her ear, hoping my voice wouldn’t startle her.

It did. Her shriek ended in a gurgle as she flailed, slipped, and submerged in the draining tub, splashing me as she floundered in her efforts to sit up. Water dripped down her face. With a cough, she shook her head.

I covered my mouth so I wouldn’t laugh. When I could contain my mirth, I asked, “Are you okay?”

For a long moment, she stared at me with a blank expression on her face. Her hand trembled when she lifted it to touch my cheek. I captured her hand with mine, turning my face to kiss her fingers. “Let’s get you to bed, Sleepy,” I murmured, reaching over to grab one of the room’s fluffy white towels. “You’re going to freeze to death in there.”

“Jackson?”

“I assure you that I would never allow my brother anywhere near my lady in nothing but a bathrobe,” I replied. “I would be more than a little upset with him. Why were you sleeping in the tub?”

Evelyn sniffled, which was all of the warning I needed to recognize there was a great deal of trouble in my immediate future. I froze, horrified at the thought of the Fenerec crying over anything. The thought of strong, rip-a-woman-to-pieces Evelyn reduced to tears sent a surge of panic through me.

There was only one question I could ask, and I knew it was the worst thing I could say. Her tears were likely my fault. Bracing myself for the inevitable, I asked, “What’s wrong?”

Her red-rimmed eyes stared into mine. “You wouldn’t wake up.”

I winced, wondering how long I had been unconscious thanks to the ghosts I wasn’t quite ready to tell her about. “I’m awake now,” I replied, running my fingers through her hair. “I’m sorry I worried you.”

Evelyn sniffled, wiped her eyes, and nodded. “The other witches haven’t woken up either. Your brother was so mad, Jackson. I thought he was going to kill Dr. Wilson for a minute there. He sent her back to shore and called in a witch from the west coast.”

“He’s going to kill me,” I stated, wondering how he’d choose to finish me off for making him worry again. “It wasn’t my fault this time, I swear. I didn’t know—”

Pressing her fingers to my lips, she shook her head. “It may not have been your fault, but I already called dibs on you. What were you thinking, picking it up? I’m so mad at you,” she blurted. Balling her hand into a fist, she thumped my shoulder hard enough that I yelped.

“That’s going to bruise,” I warned, draping the towel over her head so I could dry her hair. “There’s a very steep fine if you cause bruises.”

“Oh?” she watched me, her eyes half-lidded. I smiled, rubbing her briskly with the towel, not saying a word as I ran my hands over her. “Does it hurt?”

“Terribly,” I lied, grinning at her. While my knee was going to hate me, I ignored my apprehension at the pain I was about to cause myself. Slipping one arm under her knees and the other behind her back, I lifted her out of the tub. My spine popped and creaked in protest.

She didn’t weigh nearly as much as I thought she should, and I was smart enough not to tell her that. “When was the last time you ate?”

With my luck, she’d take my question the wrong way, but there was something dangerous about being the only living thing in the room with a hungry Fenerec. The worry of her hunger distracted me from the throbbing in my knee as I carried her to bed. With a playful grin, I dumped her on my side. She squeaked, bouncing as she landed. “Well?”

“I don’t remember,” she admitted sheepishly, yawning.

Although I wanted to do a lot of things with her, I grabbed the blanket and covered her, sitting on the edge of the bed to kiss her forehead. “Is there anything you want?”

She shook her head, and her sleepy smile tore at my heart. I stroked her cheek. “I’m going to go grab the laptop and come back here. There’s a few things I need to do before I can go back to sleep. I’ll stay right beside you, okay?”

Snuggling against my pillow, she breathed deeply, making a contented noise. It took her less than a minute to fall back to sleep. For a long moment, all I could do was watch her sleep, wondering why she would choose someone like me. I didn’t deserve her, which made me want to please her all the more. I had made her worry. Guilt tightened my throat and made it difficult to breathe.

It took me a long time to leave Evelyn’s side long enough to fetch the laptop and its charging cable. I eased into bed, making myself comfortable next to her, wiggling my toes under the blankets so I could brush my feet against hers. She murmured, rolled over, and latched onto my arm. I shifted so I could accommodate her and still use the computer.

If I wanted to know the truth, I needed to remember. The names of the dead couldn’t hurt me, but their final moments did—and would. One by one, I typed out their names. As I worked and the number grew, I trembled, sickened by how so many had died due to one little stone.

Several hours later, I neared the end, until only two whispering spirits lingered, waiting for me to acknowledge them and write down their names. The first was Suzanne, and if she had ever held any affection for me, I couldn’t tell by the way her ghost chilled me. It hurt, writing down her birth name, knowing she had rejected me in her death.

Her presence abandoned me the moment I finished typing the final letter, and the abruptness of her departure was a knife to my heart. I stared at the screen, at the long list of names, and wondered whom I would meet when I found the courage to resume typing. Unlike the others, the spirit was warm, as though eager for my acknowledgment.

I hesitated, fearing what I would learn if I let the last ghost in.

My wife’s grave was empty, and the circumstances of her death were a lie I had carried with me for five years. Suzanne was dead, but when had she died? Why? What had she done for her death to be linked to the blood-red stone?

The question I feared the most consumed me. What had become of our daughter? If the last of the ghosts was hers, I didn’t want to know. I didn’t want to feel the stab of betrayal again. Had my wife taken everything or had she given something of me to our daughter?

What had I done that was so wrong she would leave me, convincing me of her death? Had my daughter been born, somewhere far out of my reach, never knowing how much I would have loved her if given a chance? My eyes burned.

I didn’t want to know.

The choice was taken from me as the spirit’s eagerness surged, warming me from within. With Evelyn sleeping quietly beside me, I silently wept for Jacqueline Emily Anderson, the daughter I would never meet.
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I hid from my grief in the only way I knew. I worked, searching through the Inquisition databases for something—anything—to tie the dead together. One thing became apparent with little effort.

The dead weren’t American. While I had an occasional match in the databases, the records were few and far between, usually tied to a green card or other visa allowing the individual the right to live within the United States. Of those few, they were all flagged as witches, which I dutifully recorded in my spreadsheet. If I wanted to learn more, I would need to dig deeper, taking my hunt elsewhere. My access to federal databases was limited, but my login did allow me to browse through certain choice bits of immigrations records. By researching the history of one of the witches with a green card, I was able to track their origin country to Canada.

Accessing Canadian registries was something I didn’t like doing; without fail, my contact in Ottawa would come calling when he found out I had been snooping around. He would want an explanation of what I was up to and why I needed his data. He’d pressure me into making a run north of the border. Without fail, he’d sink his Canadian claws into me, determined to show me his country’s hospitality in his efforts to keep his government on good terms with the Inquisition.

I liked Gerald, but I wasn’t sure if I wanted him knowing why I was looking up so many names. With a resigned sigh, I tunneled into the Canadian database. I’d find an excuse later—after I found who had killed my daughter. Then again, I probably wouldn’t need an excuse.

Gerald had two daughters of his own.

It didn’t take me long to find the common tie between the dead. While I would never know for certain, I suspected it applied to my daughter as well. Every single one of them had been a witch in life. The women outnumbered the men seven to one, and my rage grew as I sought out the truth behind their murders.

With the exception of Suzanne, my daughter, and a handful of others, the dead had been young, ranging in age from fifteen to twenty-one. While they had ceased speaking to me, all I had to do was think of them, and the memories of their deaths haunted me. Sometimes I caught glimpses of their lives. My chest hurt each time I thought of Suzanne, and the bitterness of her betrayal ate away at me.

Someone—many someones—had lied to me. My daughter had been born. I could feel her warmth within me, soothing away the hurt and the grief despite my desire to lash out at those responsible. Along with her name and her presence clinging to me, I was aware of a few details. She had been three years old when she had died, and her life had been stolen from her while she slept, caught unawares and without pain.

She had loved a little fox stuffed animal, which she had been holding when she had died. Its fur matched Evelyn’s, and the knowledge tore at me.

Beneath those memories was an edge of anger, but my daughter’s reasons behind it were lost to me.

While I was aware of the other ghosts tickling at the fringe of my awareness, only my daughter’s spirit lingered, refusing to let go of me. She didn’t wail as the others did—she didn’t make any sound at all. All she did was hold tight, as though afraid I would push her away.

All I wanted was to hold her, but I couldn’t. I should have let her go, but I didn’t. For as long as she desired, I’d let her stay, enduring the heat of her presence within me.

It was all I had of her.

My need to know as much about my daughter as I could drove me into delving deeper in the Canadian databases. Jacqueline didn’t have an obituary or death certificate; officially, she was listed as missing, along with her mother. I was able to download a digital copy of her birth certificate, which I stared at.

Suzanne had listed me as the father, using my birth name in defiance of the Inquisition. I swallowed back the lump in my throat. I, Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson, was a father. My daughter would never be found, not that anyone was likely looking for her, except me. I read over her certificate, staring at her birthday in disbelief.

We had the same birthday, three weeks after Jacqueline’s official due date.

I closed my eyes, wondering what I had done to deserve Suzanne’s betrayal. What had I done to drive her away? Would I be doomed to repeat the past? I shuddered, opening my eyes to stare at Evelyn. I was torn between fear and hope. The Fenerec didn’t abandon their mates.

It didn’t stop me from worrying. Where had I gone wrong with Suzanne?

She had been my world, and I had done everything I could for her. What had I done to force my wife to fake her death, choosing to give birth to our daughter in secret? I clenched my teeth, shaking my head. Later, I would worry about it later.

Working through the list gave me a purpose and a goal.

Later, when it didn’t hurt so much, I’d tell Evelyn the truth. Would she hate me as a result?

I drew a deep breath, scrolled to the top of the list, and began my search. Diving into the Canadian databases, I learned that most of the victims had lived in Montreal, Quebec; over half of them were listed as missing, presumed dead. While a handful of the bodies had been found, I wasn’t able to acquire any information on the causes of death. The hours ticked by as I took notes, trying to puzzle out how the blood-red stone could carry the imprint of so many deaths.

When I reached the end of the list, I stared at Suzanne’s name. Instead of grief, all I had left was rage, one that burned away everything but my knowledge that she had purposefully stolen my daughter from me, faking her death to do it. Who had known of Suzanne’s deception?

The answer to that question frightened me most of all. If I asked, would I be told the truth? Would the lies continue, with those who knew the truth hoping I wouldn’t learn of what she had done? I sighed.

It didn’t matter.

I couldn’t change the past. All I could do was live, hoping I wouldn’t repeat my mistakes.

“The truth will set you free,” I muttered, shaking my head. My love had kept me tied to Suzanne, but the knowledge of her deceit left me empty, tired, and broken, but free. I closed the laptop and set it aside, shifting on the bed to stare down at Evelyn. She was smiling in her sleep. I reached out, looping one of her curls around my finger, rubbing the silky strands.

No matter what, I would figure out where I had gone wrong with Suzanne. I’d make sure never to give Evelyn a single reason to turn away from me.

She was mine.


Chapter Eleven
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It was a little after eight in the morning when someone knocked. Setting the laptop aside, I secured my bathrobe and went to answer the door.

A startled Zachary blinked at me. “Boss!”

“Shh, Evelyn’s asleep,” I hissed, holding the door open. “Come in, and you better have coffee.”

My friend sighed, shaking his head at me. “You’re aware that you have a coffee maker in here, right?” He came in, crossed to the kitchenette, and busied himself at the counter. “How are you feeling?”

“I’m fine. Knee is stiff.” I checked on Evelyn, who hadn’t budged since I’d left bed. With a groan, I flopped onto the couch. “She fell asleep in the tub sometime last night.”

“That poor lady. You need to be more careful, Boss. You’ll scare her to death at the rate you’re going, and Fenerec don’t frighten easily.” Zachary leaned against the wall while waiting for the coffee to brew. “Hell, you scared all of us. I think your twin took the award for most anxious, requiring sedation. Unfortunately, Richard used his fist to do it. Just wait until you see him. He’s sporting a gloriously black eye. Once he was up, he got a second helping, courtesy of his woman. Apparently that was an accident. He looks like a demented raccoon now.”

I stretched my legs, propping my feet up on the coffee table. “You realize I’m going to have to defend my brother’s honor now, right? Richard will destroy me.”

“Or you could just accept it was a necessary measure,” Zachary suggested.

“Unlikely. How are Paul and the other witches doing?”

“Groggy, but conscious. The last of them came to about an hour ago. How long have you been awake? Evelyn was supposed to tell us when you woke up.” Zachary poured me a mug of coffee and brought it over. “I thought you’d appreciate the warning, but you have some trouble possibly coming your way.”

I groaned, taking a sip of the black coffee before asking, “What now? Don’t I have enough trouble?”

“Your status with the Inquisition might be getting a notable upgrade. Your twin had some witch from California flown in last night. She’s a doctor, and apparently a pretty notable one. Richard knows and trusts her, which is good enough for me. She took one look at you and demanded to know what sort of incompetent idiot deemed you were a two-bit, powerless witch. She blew her top over it. It was a pleasure to watch.”

I set my coffee aside, chuckling a bit. “The incompetent idiot must not have been very happy with her.”

“Your brother had a bit of a row with her, if that’s the incompetent idiot who deemed you were a two-bit,” Zachary replied, sitting next to me. “Her show of temper was brilliant, but your brother? It was a sight to behold. I’m sorry you missed it. He looked her in the eye and told her that you were, indeed, a two-bit witch who had the misfortune of being a sensor, was nothing more than a two-bit sensor, and would never be anything more than a two-bit sensor. He declared that was the end of the discussion. It took the good doctor about ten seconds to clue in that the Shadow Pope wasn’t about to sell out his brother to the Inquisition.”

“Who else heard this?”

“Richard, Vicky, and I were the only witnesses. Max had your lady out for a stroll and some dinner, since I had informed her that a hungry Fenerec wasn’t standing watch. Hungry Fenerec are cranky beasts.”

I laughed. “So I’ve been told. So, what’s the verdict?”

“Dr. Cerimino pointed out that fire witches are sensor types, one and all. She refused to get within ten feet of the stone, but made a few observations of her own. First, the stone has attuned to you. She doesn’t know why, but she believes it might have something to do with the fact you’re an earth-affinity sensor. Her instructions were to keep it near you; it’s strong, and she thinks you might react if we take it too far away. It’s in my quarters for the time being until we can figure out what to do with it.”

I wondered how I could tell Zachary what I had learned without sounding too crazy. I wanted to talk to him about Suzanne as well. Closing my eyes, I sighed. “If I tell you something, will you swear you will never tell anyone?”

Zachary sucked in a breath. “You know I won’t tell.”

I stood and went into the bedroom to retrieve the laptop. Setting it on the coffee table, I hesitated, wondering if I was making the right choice.

“What’s wrong, Jackson?”

“This is so hard,” I whispered, and I heard the pain in my voice. My throat ached from trying to suppress my emotions so I could find the courage to show him my daughter’s birth certificate. Once I opened the file, I wouldn’t be able to deny the truth. I would be acknowledging that he had been right all along about Suzanne.

Lifting the lid, I selected the document, opened, it, and turned the laptop so he could see the screen.

Zachary snatched the laptop, pulling it closer to him. “That… that… I’m going to fucking kill that piece of shit whore.” Drawing a deep breath, he looked up at me. “Sorry, but I’ll do it, I swear to God.”

I buried my face in my hands. “It gets worse.”

“How is that even possible?” Zachary made a noise that reminded me of a wolf’s growl. “I’ll help you find your baby—and deal with that slut.”

Yesterday, I would have been angry over his calling Suzanne a whore or a slut, but I couldn’t bring myself to feel anything other than anguish. “She’s dead, Zachary. She was three.” My eyes burned, and I swallowed to keep my tears contained. I couldn’t force myself to tell him that I could still feel her clinging to me, a little spot of living warmth within me, when I was otherwise cold.

“Oh my God, Dante. What about Suzanne?”

When I had the courage to look over at him, he was biting one of his knuckles. I couldn’t tell if he was on the verge of tears because of rage or grief.

“She’s dead too. Where had I gone wrong, Zach?” I asked, my voice broken.

He lifted his head, glaring at me. Jabbing me in the chest with a finger, he leaned towards me and snapped, “It was never you. It was Suzanne. She didn’t deserve you, and she sure as hell didn’t deserve anything you had done for her. Goddamn it all.” My friend’s breathing hitched, and he drew several deep and long breaths. “We didn’t want to tell you this because we knew how much it would hurt you, but I guess there’s no point in hiding it now. She left a note, sent to your brother of all people. We’d thought all along it hadn’t been an accident, but a suicide. It was never your fault, Dante. She hated the Inquisition more than she loved you. You hadn’t done anything wrong, not a single damned thing. How did you find out about this?”

“I was looking into something else and stumbled onto her birth certificate,” I replied, wondering if he’d know I wasn’t telling him the complete truth. Zachary didn’t need to be burdened with the nature of my witchcraft or what was lurking in the depths of the crimson stone he had in his quarters. I sighed.

Zachary bowed his head. There was something horribly wrong about watching my friend cry when I couldn’t. The feelings were there, but I felt like a dried out well. My throat ached and my eyes burned, but something kept my eyes dry.

I wanted my little girl, but she was gone, nothing left of her but the lingering memory of a ghost determined to haunt me. I’d never know what it would feel like to have her thump against my legs, as I often saw little girls do when their fathers returned home from work. I’d never feel her weight in my arms as I acquiesced to her demands to be held. There wouldn’t be any bedtime stories. I’d known that five years ago.

Then, however, I hadn’t known I would miss her growing up and learning how to walk and talk. I had missed tucking her in as she clutched her favorite stuffed animal. All that was left for me was a spirit who would never know how badly I had wanted her in my life.
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Zachary and I sat together in silence, the minutes stretching into an hour. When someone knocked at the door, Zachary reached over, closed the laptop, and crossed the room. He answered in silence, letting Richard in, who was followed by my twin. They halted several steps in, gawking at me. Zachary reclaimed his seat on the couch, moving the laptop into its bag.

As warned, Elliot looked like a raccoon with his matched pair of black eyes. While I hurt and didn’t want the company, I pushed my anguish aside and said, “Good morning, Raccoon. Good morning, Richard. By the way, the only one allowed to blacken my brother’s eye is me.”

“Sorry,” Richard replied with a faint smile. “He needed someone to put him in his place and you were napping. Where’s Evelyn?”

I pointed over my shoulder in direction of the bedroom. “Sleeping.”

“No, I’m awake,” the Fenerec murmured behind me before draping her arms over my shoulders, nestling her cheek against my throat. “Come back to bed.”

When she relaxed against me, her breath slow and even, I was able to smile, reaching up to ruffle her hair. “You can’t sleep there,” I informed her, trying to extract my fingers from her tangled locks. “Go bring a me a brush and I’ll get those knots out.”

“I can stay here if I want to,” she protested, securing her grip on my bathrobe.

I wanted to make certain she stayed, preventing her from ever wanting to leave my side. Some of my tension eased as she snuggled as close to me as she could. “Go get the brush and sit here,” I said, turning my head to kiss her cheek.

“If I must,” she complained, wandering to the bathroom. When she returned, she held a brush in her hand, which she held out to me. Instead of sitting down on the couch like I expected, she flopped down, her legs stretched over Zachary’s lap while the rest of her was sprawled over me. She pillowed her chin on her arms.

I was grateful that the bathrobe she was wearing covered her right down to her ankles. While I’d let Zachary function as a leg rest, I didn’t want him getting a single peek at her legs or at her charming splattering of freckles.

I went to work on her hair, brushing my way from the ends towards her scalp, careful not to pull too hard as I defeated tangle after tangle. “Elliot, why do you have two black eyes? While I’m aware you had a disagreement with Richard’s fist, I was under the impression he only hit you once.”

There were some things an older brother simply had to do, and teasing neared the top of the list. It also let me act like there was nothing wrong.

“I don’t want to talk about it,” he grumbled, collapsing onto one of the armchairs.

“But I want you to talk about it. Maybe I should go ask Vicky what you two were doing—”

“Don’t you dare,” my twin hissed.

I paused in my brushing of Evelyn’s hair to arch a brow at my brother. “I trust I will be invited to the wedding.”

Elliot’s face turned scarlet. “Jackson!”

“You know what, Richard? If he doesn’t get around to proposing to her sometime in the near future, you have my permission to beat sense into him.”

“You’re so mean,” Evelyn said, straining to poke me in the side. I caught her hand and gave it a squeeze before returning to my brushing duties.

My brother scowled at me. “That’s not funny. He hits hard.”

“She’s pretty, she’s smart, she’s capable of keeping you in line, and she makes more money than you do. What’s the problem?”

“You’re being rude,” Evelyn chided.

While it was tempting to give her a playful pinch, I settled with a discreet flicking of her ear under the guise of gathering her hair. “I am not. It’s my sacred duty as the older brother to tease him.”

“Listen to her,” Elliot pleaded. “What did I do to you?”

With a chuckle, Richard sat on arm of the couch near me. “I solemnly swear to beat your brother, should he fail to propose to his Fenerec girlfriend. Furthermore, I solemnly swear to beat you if you fail to do the same.”

“That’s not necessary,” Evelyn replied, jabbing at the Alpha Fenerec, poking him in the side with a finger. “I can beat him myself, if needed. Which it won’t be, thank you very much.”

“It won’t be necessary,” I muttered. My hand had mostly healed from her bite, and while she had left a bruise on my shoulder, I had every intention of never giving her a reason to want to leave—and every reason to say yes when I did propose to her. I believed in her promise to let me hunt her to my heart’s content. When I was done, she’d have a ring as beautiful as she was, and I’d give her the wedding she deserved.

A proposal wasn’t needed; she had my promise already, and I had hers.

I was determined to make Suzanne a fading shadow, insubstantial and powerless to separate me from Evelyn.

My brother sighed. “You are all aware that there are restrictions on who I can marry, aren’t you?”

“Change the rules,” I snapped, my annoyance spiking at the thought of our blood family once again ruining our lives. “Go tell them to fuck themselves and make new rules.”

I sucked in a breath, dropping the brush to cover my mouth when I realized what I had blurted. Everyone stared at me with wide eyes. My brother’s mouth hung open, although he didn’t say a word.

Evelyn broke the silence, kicking her legs and howling her laughter. She rolled over on my lap, grabbing hold of my neck to pull herself upright. Once situated to her liking across my legs, she kissed my cheek. “You’re so adorable.” Still chuckling, she grabbed the brush, hopped off of me, and retreated to the bathroom. “I need a shower.”

“Well, if you had any doubts of your brother’s opinion, Mr. Anderson, you can lay them to rest,” Richard said, his voice rumbling from his amusement.

“I can’t believe I said that,” I mumbled into my hands, feeling my face burn.

Through the closed bathroom door, I heard Evelyn laugh again.

“I will take your suggestion under consideration. What, pray tell, should I tell them to use when following your non-biased opinion?”

I bit my lip in my effort to contain my growing need to laugh. When I could control myself, I said, “I have a set of golf clubs I would happily donate to the cause.”

My brother cracked his knuckles. “Why don’t I come over there and blacken your eyes so we’re better matched.”

“Children,” Zachary chided. “Play nice. There is a lady present.”

“If you blacken Jackson’s eye, Elliot, I’m breaking your arm,” Evelyn called out. “No one will be beating my mate, thank you very much.”

My brother’s eyebrows rose. “Mate?”

I flushed and kept my mouth shut, knowing there was nothing I could say that wouldn’t offend someone—or leave me the butt end of a long-term joke.

Richard saved me by chuckling. “What exactly were you expecting, Mr. Anderson? He is an earth witch and she is a Fenerec, a rather lovely one at that. They’ll be good for each other.”

I considered if I could make a strategic retreat for the bedroom. Zachary clucked his tongue and said, “Interesting. So, when’s the wedding? Should I get out my dress uniform? I’m certain I could whip something together for this evening…”

Evelyn opened the bathroom door enough to poke her head out. “I deserve a proper proposal and engagement, if you please. Stop bothering him.” She slammed the door, and moments later, I heard her turn on the shower.

“Listen to her,” I pleaded.

“I claim the honor and privilege of helping him pick out the ring,” Zachary declared.

“No, I’m his brother. That’s my right.”

“This is not up for debate,” I cut in desperately, relieved when my glare managed to silence both of them.

“Listen, Dante. I already had to change the rules once for you,” my twin said, lifting his hands in exasperation. “You’re trying to kill us both, aren’t you?”

My resentment flared, and I straightened, narrowing my eyes at my brother. While I still couldn’t believe Evelyn wanted someone like me, I couldn’t sit and let my brother lose his chance. He had changed the rules so that I could marry Suzanne without fearing the Inquisition’s wrath.

If he could do it for me, he could do it for himself—and maybe even put an end to the necessity of a pure, null line ruling the Inquisition. If necessary, we had cousins—and a lot of them—who could pick up the mantle.

I trembled as my anger spiked. “No, I am not trying to get us both killed. You deserve to love who you want to love, be she Normal, witch, or Fenerec. Take it from me, you could do a lot worse than a Fenerec.” For a long moment, I clenched my teeth before snarling, “She won’t abandon you.”

My twin’s eyes widened and his color faded to a sickly gray. “Dante—”

“Don’t you Dante me. Change the rules, Elliot. For your sake and for hers. If she chooses you, she won’t change her mind—ever. She’ll wait for you until the day you die—or she dies. Don’t do that to her. Neither one of you deserves it, especially if you’re as committed to her as I think you are. Don’t be like me, left alone and regretting it for years.”

“Well, this is awkward,” Richard muttered. The Fenerec sighed. “Unfortunately, he’s correct. I didn’t want to mention this quite yet, but I guess now is as good of a time as any. The lady carries your scent, Mr. Anderson. Like it or not, it’s a problem you’re going to have to deal with. I hope you don’t have any Normal girlfriends in the wings, Your Eminence. Fenerec are all the jealous type, and for whatever reason, the mating bond has taken hold on the pair of you.”

For a moment, I thought my brother was going to topple over in a faint. I was halfway to my feet when Richard’s arm slapped against my chest and he shoved me back down. “Easy, Jackson. If he makes a fool out of himself, I’ll catch him so he doesn’t crack his head on anything.”

My brother closed his eyes and groaned. “She’s the one with the shaman boyfriend and two adopted kids, both of whom live with him, if you must know. You’re wrong.”

“My nose doesn’t lie. Sure, I have to work a little harder to tell you two apart, but you carry Miss Vicky’s scent and she carries yours. Any Fenerec who catches a sniff will know,” Richard warned.

I settled back on the couch, shoving Richard’s arm aside. “Welcome to my life, little brother.”

Richard rubbed his temples, making thoughtful noises. “If it makes you feel better, you didn’t smell like her when we first boarded. Maybe she felt threatened by Evelyn and chose to stake her claim then? Either way, the mating bond has taken hold. Perhaps that might have something to do with your second black eye? All it takes is a Fenerec committing to someone who is likewise committed. It isn’t an exact art, and you won’t be the first or last pair forged accidentally. Just ask my mate and wife, as we’re such a pair. It is, however, quite permanent, for better or for worse. You better get used to the idea. Take your brother’s advice. Change the rules while you can.”

“Why me?” Groaning, my brother bowed his head. “Don’t I have to agree to this?”

With a shake of his head, Richard rose and crouched next to my twin, patting his shoulder. “It doesn’t work that way, sorry. Maybe you didn’t say anything, but pack magic doesn’t need spoken agreement. If both parties are committed, the mating bond can take hold. Usually it takes intent and effort—and sex—but not necessarily.”

“What about him?” When my brother pointed at me, I lifted my hands.

Richard snorted. “Take one good look at who we’re talking about here. He was likely committed the instant he decided to defy the Inquisition to save his little wolf. You saw what she was willing to do for him. If you have any doubt, maybe I need to beat some more sense into you.”

“I’d like to remind you all that I’m right here,” I complained. Arguing with the Fenerec wasn’t an option, not when he was right. Whether or not I had meant to create a permanent bond between us, I had decided to help her, and I didn’t back out of such a commitment lightly. I had liked her from the very beginning.

Evelyn was easy to love.

“You were carrying Evelyn’s scent from the start,” Richard informed me. 

“But doesn’t that mean Vicky had no reason to worry?” My twin scowled at Richard, looking away when the Fenerec went to meet his gaze.

Getting up from his spot on the couch, Zachary grabbed my coffee mug and headed towards the kitchenette. “I think I need more coffee for this.”

“You’re twins, Elliot. Even I’m hard-pressed to distinguish your scents. It takes effort, and I have to concentrate to tell you two apart. On a casual sniff? She probably confused your scents. That’d give any Fenerec reason for concern.”

“Evelyn looked ready for a fight,” I said, thinking about the incident at the dinner table. My mood hadn’t been much better, I remembered with a grimace.

“You’re hers to defend,” Richard said, grinning at me. “Just ask Nicole when you see her, if you don’t believe me. Ladies guard what is theirs, and if you’re wise, you won’t get in their way while they’re doing it.”

“So, let me get this straight.” Pointing at my brother, I leaned forward, smiling. “My little brother, who has been fawning over Vicky, is now her mate as a result?”

Our family was going to have collective seizure when they found out, and I looked forward to beating sense into all of them if they even thought of trying to interfere with my twin’s new relationship. I couldn’t help myself. Letting my smile widen to a grin, I said, “Copycat.”

“You’re too relaxed about this,” my twin grumbled.

“Have you looked at them? They’re gorgeous, both of them. Of course, Evelyn’s prettier, but you didn’t do bad yourself.”

“You’re a pig,” Zachary said, bearing two cups of coffee. He handed me one, shaking his head as he chuckled.

I feigned innocence. “Me?”

“He’s a terrible, horrible, and unforgivable pig, holding doors open for ladies, displaying proper protective instincts, and caring for those he views as his. Absolutely unforgivable.” Evelyn emerged from the bathroom dressed in a spaghetti-strap shirt and a pair of tight jeans. She toweled at her hair. “However, Vicky is prettier.”

“Absolutely not,” I blurted.

When she laughed, I flushed.

“Well, it’s true enough that this does cause some problems, although I think I can solve a few of them now. If I bring Vicky into my pack, it’ll offer you some protections. She’s unaffiliated, correct? I hold the Inquisition’s finances, and you being in a relationship with one of my bitches would give them a reason to back off—a billion reasons, really. That’s a lot of power.” Richard joined me on the couch, claiming the spot between Zachary and I, leaving Evelyn to perch on the arm. “While Jackson will give me headaches, you’re not nearly as dominant as he is. Vicky’s aggressive enough, but I’ve been Alpha a long time, and Nicole is easily her equal. Bringing her in won’t hurt the pack’s dynamic. If you can’t change the rules, I can twist their arm to protect you.”

“She won’t accept it,” my brother replied, and the bitterness in his voice surprised me.

Evelyn crossed her legs, resting her clasped hands on her knee. “Leave that to me. Sure, Vicky’s a rogue, but I’m sure she’ll listen to reason.”

“You?” Richard growled, and I didn’t like the way he frowned at Evelyn. Tensing, I watched him, feeling the rumble of a wordless growl building in my chest.

Leaning over, Evelyn kissed my cheek. “Yes, me. Is there a problem? We’ll be sisters, after all. Anyway, I’m older than both of you.” The challenge in her tone made me want to get between the two Fenerec. I shifted my weight, unable to tear my gaze from Richard.

“And I take it you know how old she is?” Richard countered.

“Sure, she’s Queen Victoria’s little girl. I knew her mother quite well. Ah, you were aware, yes?” Evelyn flushed, running her hands through her hair only to snag her fingers in a knot she had somehow created in the shower. I reached up and freed her before going to work once more untangling her hair.

“I knew,” my brother admitted.

Richard grumbled something before nodding. “Fine. I’ll leave Vicky to you. I can bring you both into the pack at the same time, once we’re in Yellowknife.”

“Thank you. So you’re aware, I prefer a more submissive role in a pack. Relax, Jackson. He’s not going to do anything.”

I couldn’t force myself to look away from the Alpha, sitting rigid as I watched him regard Evelyn with a faint smile.

When he spoke, there was laughter in his voice. “There’s absolutely nothing submissive about you at all. You’re both going to give me headaches.”

Evelyn covered my eyes with her hands, nipping my ear. Trying to duck my head away did me no good; she tightened her hold and sank her teeth into the side of my neck. “Behave.”

“Where’s Alex, anyway?” Zachary asked. “He’s usually your shadow.”

“Probably lazing in bed,” Richard replied, relaxing into the couch and kicking his feet up onto the coffee table. I freed myself from Evelyn’s grip and her teeth, elbowing her gently in the side.

She poked me in the ribs, managing to tickle me in the process. Batting away her hands, I scooted closer to Richard, where I might be safe from her advances. She laughed.

After taking a sip of his coffee, Zachary said, “It’s a Fenerec thing, isn’t it? You all like sleeping in given a chance. I’m astonished you’re up so early, Richard.”

“My wife’s fault. She called, wanting to make certain I was still among the living. I think it’s a twins thing. Please tell me you aren’t a twin, Evelyn. Two sets is more than enough. Once Nicole finds out, she’ll never let it go.”

“Don’t worry. I’m guaranteed unique, as I am an only child.”

“It’s almost a shame you aren’t Vicky’s sister. That’d make it perfect. A pity.”

My twin watched me with narrowed eyes. “You aren’t at all bothered by the fact she’s old enough to be our grandmother?”

I turned to look at Evelyn. “Are you my grandmother, my great grandmother, or any form of distant grandmother?” It was impossible, I knew; the Anderson line had more than six hundred years of proud, Normal heritage, without a single witch or Fenerec tainting the bloodline.

“Absolutely not,” she snapped. “That’s so rude.”

I leveled a glare at my brother. “I am not bothered. Are you?”

A puzzled frown marred his expression. “Huh. I guess I’m not.”

“What’s the problem, then?”

“No problem,” he replied, holding his hands up in surrender.

Richard sucked in a breath, looking between us with wide eyes. “How old are you two?”

“Thirty-two,” we chorused.

I shook my head. “You should know how old I am, Richard!”

“Quiet, you. Are you aware you don’t look a day over twenty-one?” he asked, furrowing his brow.

Zachary burst out laughing. “You’re being generous, Richard. They don’t look a day over eighteen. Trust me on this one, I know. I met them when they were freshly minted adults. They’re blessed with eternally good looks, curse them both.”

“Don’t throw stones, Richard. You’re no different, nor is your wizard wife.”

“We’re Fenerec. We don’t age. You’re a witch, you do. Are you—wait, only one of you is a witch. That doesn’t make sense. A witch can use a glamour to look young, but only you could do that, Dante.” He stood, prowled to my brother, and took a deep breath. When he returned to me, he sniffed at me, his eyes narrowed and were rimmed in yellow. “And yes, I had a rough idea. I just didn’t think anything of it because I’ve known you since before you turned into a giant.”

I placed my palm on his forehead and pushed him away. “Keep your nose to yourself. No, I can’t do a glamour, if you must know. What’s your problem?”

“I’m confused,” he admitted.

“Well, that’s two of us.” He leaned closer to me, and I finally relented, letting him sniff at me, muttering a few curses under my breath. “That’s creepy, stop that.”

“Stalled aging is a Fenerec trait,” he said.

“So I’ve been told. We are not Fenerec, and I am the only witch.”

Richard sank back down on the couch, staring at me. “This is going to drive me insane.”

“Well, that’s a short trip for you,” I grumbled.

Richard snorted and replied, “You’re not funny.”

Zachary drained his coffee and stood. “All right. I think it’s time we broke this party up. We should give the lovebirds a chance to have some peace and quiet, something neither one has had since boarding. I have work to do. We’re still on tidal wave watch, since there’s been aftershock activity on the ridge all night long. I’m not expecting anything, but why take chances? If you’re hungry, Boss, give Max a ring. He’s your gopher for today. Also, Brandon asked me to tell you that he wants to see you sometime today about something.”

I sighed. “Down in his pitiable excuse for an office?”

“Yes.”

Wrinkling my nose at the thought of having to face the cargo bay again, I shook my head. “No, thank you.”

Zachary laughed. “You’ll have your very own army composed of at least two bodyguards and a Fenerec. You’ll be fine.”

I recognized the inevitable when I saw it, so I surrendered with a long-suffering sigh, exaggerated for Zachary’s benefit. “I suppose if I must.”

“You must. Sometime today. That means before midnight, Boss. Now, as for the rest of you—out! Give him a chance to get a shower and dressed… or not.” When Zachary waggled his eyebrows at me, I glowered at him.

It didn’t take long for Zachary to herd everyone out of the room. Groaning my relief at their departure, I stretched my legs and propped my feet on the coffee table. “That was interesting.”

“It was,” she agreed, sliding down onto my lap to nibble on my ear. “Mine.”

“I seem to recall agreeing to something of that nature,” I replied, leaning my head back and closing my eyes.

“You needed to hear it again.”

I couldn’t argue with her on that score. Certain I would never tire of her staking her claim, I accepted defeat with a murmur of agreement.

“How are you feeling?” she asked, snuggling close to me.

“I’ve been better.”

She rested her chin on my shoulder. “Do you want to talk about it?”

I felt like I was standing on the edge of a precipice. With a single misstep, I’d fall, likely ending up at the bottom of a ravine as a smear on the ground. With Suzanne, I never would have considered talking about it. I hadn’t wanted to burden her.

Then again, Suzanne hadn’t been one to ask me such a question, and that made all of the difference in the world to me.

Evelyn wanted to know, and for that reason alone, I replied, “Want to? No. Should I? Probably.”

“I’m listening.”

It took me several long minutes to work up the courage to fetch the laptop, open it up, and show Evelyn my daughter’s birth certificate. For the second time in my life, I told someone the truth about my witchcraft, sharing with her how I carried the names of the dead with me, and what I had learned of Suzanne’s betrayal.

I couldn’t bring myself to tell her that I remembered what it felt like to die.


Chapter Twelve
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I wasn’t sure what to expect from Evelyn, but her slow burning rage wasn’t it.

The way she paced with her jade eyes glinting with gold was an echo of my turbulent feelings, which I contained behind a stoic mask. While she prowled the stateroom, I sat still and quiet, wondering what I would do next. I knew what I wanted, but revenge wasn’t something I’d actively pursued before.

Before I could do anything, I needed to find out who was responsible for my little girl’s death.

“Someone murdered your baby girl,” Evelyn snarled, whirling to face me. Her knuckles turned white as she clenched her hands into fists. “When I find them…”

The promise of violence in Evelyn’s voice drew a wince out of me. If the Fenerec got a hold of Jacqueline’s killer, I doubted there would be much left of them. I wanted to help, which didn’t make matters easier on me.

“I have to find them first,” I replied, careful to keep my voice quiet and my tone even. With Evelyn’s temper volatile enough for the both of us, the last thing I needed was to set her off even more.

Narrowing her eyes, she regarded me as she did the rabbits on television, calculating my every move. “You?”

“Me,” I confirmed, meeting her gaze. “They were after me. That woman had the stone, and it seems obvious to me that she wanted me alive. I need to know what she was doing with that stone and how Suzanne was involved.”

Evelyn slid her way over the arm of the couch onto my lap, prodding my collarbone with a finger. “And that’s the exact reason I will find out the truth. They want you, not me. They aren’t touching you. Never again, Jackson. Never,” she hissed, grabbing hold of my shirt. Her face reddened, and she stared at me in defiance, tense as she waited for me to reply.

I took hold of her hands, prying her off of my shirt. Pulling her close, I rested my cheek against her hair, drawing a deep breath so I could savor her cinnamon scent. “I have no intention of letting them try that again,” I promised. “Once was enough.”

She sighed, leaning against me. “Richard wants to fly us to Yellowknife.”

I grinned a little at the complaint in her tone. “That is where he lives. He’s a good pilot, so don’t worry.”

“I don’t fly.”

“Well, I’d certainly hope not. I like you just as you are. Wings would make certain things more difficult,” I replied, proving my point by running my hand through her hair and trailing a finger down her spine. She squirmed, giggling as I stroked her sides.

“Stop that,” she protested. Instead of obeying, I worked my hand under her shirt, running my fingertips in circles along her lower back and ribs. She squealed, batting at my arms. Her back arched as I found a particularly ticklish spot on her side. “Jackson!” she shrieked, scrambling across the couch in her effort to escape.

“See? It’d be much more difficult to do that if you had wings, so I’m very appreciative that you don’t fly.”

“I’ve never been on a plane before.”

“Really?”

She settled at the other end of the couch, hugging her legs.

“Well, I’m a pilot as well. Between Richard and I, you’ll be safe. Is it because Vicky will be with us?”

Evelyn shook her head. “No, she knows you belong to me.”

Unable to resist the urge, I reached over and stroked my finger along the bottom of her foot. She squealed again, falling off the couch in her haste to escape. Laughing, I leaned over to peer down at her. “I’m pretty sure you belong to me,” I replied.

Evelyn pouted, crossing her arms over her chest. “I’m the hunter. You’re the prey.”

“A rabbit with powerful legs can escape even the most tenacious wolf,” I countered, smirking at her.

“Rabbits,” she hissed.

Reaching down, I took hold of her hand and nipped one of her fingers. “This rabbit has teeth.”

“I bite harder.”

I laughed. “You also cheat.”

“I do.” Shuffling across the carpet, she leaned against the couch next to me. “I’m still angry.”

Leaning over, I ran my fingers through her hair, loving the way the smooth, soft tresses flowed through my hands. “Why?”

“I saw the video.”

“This is when the rabbit makes a run for it,” I muttered, wondering if I could escape her before she got a hold of me. I doubted it, so I surrendered with a sigh. “That was not one of my better moments.”

“No, no it was not. You didn’t even fight her.”

“I don’t like hitting women,” I reminded her, despite knowing it was probably one of the worst things I could say in my defense.

“She could have killed you.” Evelyn leaned against me, resting her head against my knee. “I’m so mad.”

“Then it is a very good thing you hit her enough for the both of us. Thank you for that, by the way. She wasn’t a very nice lady.”

“I still think you should have hit her.”

“Give me a little credit, Evelyn,” I begged. While I couldn’t bring myself to say it, I had taken some offense with the woman, though I hadn’t liked doing it.

Evelyn scowled. “Very well. You get a passing grade for your clever use of hand sanitizer.”

“How about this: I’ll leave the hitting of women to you if you leave the hitting of men to me.”

Twisting around, Evelyn crawled her way up onto my lap, poking my nose with a finger. “That’s so sexist.”

I widened my eyes in my effort to feign innocence. “Women make up approximately half of the population. It’s an equal distribution of labor.”

Laughing, Evelyn flicked my ear. I ducked my head to the side, sucking in a breath as she took advantage of the opportunity to nip my neck. “It’s a sexist distribution of labor,” she murmured.

“Would you rather me hit on women instead?” I teased.

My comment earned me a harder bite, which sent a shiver running through me. “Absolutely not!”

I wrapped my arms around her. “Then it’s settled. I’ll hit the men, you’ll hit the women.”

“But what if I want to hit a man?” she complained in a whine.

Faking a sigh, I made a show of considering her question. “I suppose it would depend on why you’re hitting him,” I conceded.

“If he hurts you, I’m hitting him.”

I laughed. “I could always hit him myself.”

“That isn’t as satisfying.”

“Come on, Evelyn. I view it as a chance to give my fellow man a chance to preserve his pride. You, of course, would win without question.”

She snuggled against me, trailing her fingers down my throat.

“Stop that,” I murmured, squirming in pleasure at her gentle touch.

She didn’t listen, chuckling softly as she worked her way down to my shoulder. “Why don’t I hit them all? I’d be content with that. I’m a Fenerec. I’m more durable than you, my delicate witch.”

I closed my eyes, savoring the feel of her hands. “You may be more durable, but you’re also far prettier. I wouldn’t want so much as a single scratch on you,” I replied, my voice husky from my growing desire.

“I’m pretty sure I’m supposed to say something about flattery getting you nowhere right now,” she countered.

“I can’t help it you’re beautiful,” I complained.

She traced the healing bruises around my throat. “You’ve been hurt enough as it is.”

“Well, I believe there’s a simple solution to that problem. We haven’t done nearly enough scientific testing on the theory of your kisses and their curative powers.” I pulled her close, once again slipping my hands beneath her shirt. “If you absolutely must hit men, I suppose I can’t stop you. That said, please be considerate of yourself. I don’t want you to be hurt either. I have it on good authority that being hurt is painful and entirely inconvenient.”

She made a contented noise. “I’ll hit them so hard they’re incapable of hitting me back.”

“I can live with this arrangement. I will also hope I never give you a reason to hit me,” I said, laughing at the thought of her cleaning my clock. If she did, I’d deserve it.

“Hit you, no. Hit on you, as often as possible,” she replied.

“Prove it,” I demanded.

She did.
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I managed to delay heading to the cargo bay until after dinner, which was when Evelyn decided she had enough of my anxiety.

“We’re going,” she stated, holding out my jacket.

I looked up from my laptop, sighed, and closed the lid. “I could think of something better we could do.”

“I’m sure you could.” Shaking the jacket at me, she tapped her foot. “Maybe after, if you’re good.”

“How about before and after?”

Laughing, she threw the jacket at me. It landed on my head. “No. Put your jacket on. Don’t forget your tie.”

After shrugging my way into my jacket, I went on a hunt for a tie that wasn’t wrinkled. “I need more ties,” I complained, tossing aside several that had fallen victim to Evelyn’s enthusiasm in one way or another.

“We only used a few of them,” she countered, smirking at me. “Try the bag. There’s also a scarf that should match your suit in there.”

Grumbling at the thought of wearing a scarf to hide the bruises circling my throat, I dug through the bag, finding a red and silver striped tie and a dark red scarf to go with it. As I finished dressing, Evelyn prowled around the stateroom, tidying the rooms.

“I don’t know why this is bothering you so much,” she admitted, hanging up one of my other jackets in the closet. “There won’t be any problems.”

While she had accepted my witchcraft with a smile, I hadn’t worked up enough courage to talk about Scarlett’s death, which I still remembered despite the interference of the ghosts. They couldn’t strip away the memories from me, although they numbed me—mostly. The spot of warmth in my chest served as a constant reminder of what I had lost.

Until I found out why Scarlett had been carrying the stone entrapping my little girl’s soul, I’d hold tight to the woman’s final moments. With time, Scarlett and Jacqueline would inevitably slip through my fingers, but I wouldn’t let them go easily.

“Jackson?” Evelyn touched my cheek, drawing me out of my thoughts.

“Sorry,” I mumbled. “Woolgathering.”

“What’s in the cargo bay that’s worrying you? Is it because of your witchcraft?”

“Elliot’s going to want to know the names of the dead,” I replied, wrinkling my nose.

Batting my hands away, Evelyn adjusted my tie to her liking before going to work on the scarf. “Does learning their names hurt you?”

I sighed. “It’s a bit complicated.”

“So explain it to me.”

Even before experiencing Scarlett’s death, learning the names of the dead was uncomfortable. It took years to forget the names I learned, and each time, I felt like flinching away in case I learned more than I wanted to know. I was afraid of enduring their deaths. “It can hurt,” I admitted, not certain how I could begin to explain the shock, the anguish, and the absolute finality of death.

“I’ll be with you.”

I smiled at her, wishing she could somehow protect me from my inconvenient and unwanted witchcraft. “You can keep me from cracking my head open, in the worst-case scenario.”

Her eyes widened. “You will not faint. That’s an order.”

Laughing at the absurdity of her impossible demand, I kissed her forehead. “I’ll try not to.”

“It happens? You really can faint because of it? Because of your witchcraft?”

“You saw it happen,” I reminded her. It had happened twice, but I wasn’t going to tell her I had witnessed her killing Scarlett.

“You mean because of that stone,” she grumbled.

“Yes.”

“Is there anything at all I can do to help?” She gave the scarf a final tug before smoothing my jacket over my shoulders.

“If I end up on the floor, just throw water on me until I get up,” I replied, considering what other little things she might be able to accomplish if I ended up as a heap on the ground. “Don’t let the security detail freak out too much. There aren’t many who know I’m not just a two-bit gemstone sensor.”

“You’ll never be a two-bit anything.”

“If you keep talking like that, we’ll never make it out of the room,” I informed her, stealing her habit of biting to nip at her neck. She made a sound that reminded me of a purring cat, which encouraged me to take another nibble.

I couldn’t imagine ever tiring of her, and the realization warmed me.

“So, all I have to do to get into your bed is compliment you?” With a throaty chuckle, she flicked my nose. “I’ll keep that in mind. Keep your clothes on, Jackson. Brandon’s been patient enough. You’ll survive until later, I assure you.”

I pouted at her. “It’s your fault, you know.”

“It must be so difficult being a man,” she replied with a dramatic sigh, pointing at the door. “March.”

Slipping my arms around her, I pulled her close and shifted my nips to her ear. “What if I don’t want to?”

“You poor deprived man. You’ll live, I promise. March, Jackson. That is, if you want to make it back to our room sometime tonight…”

“I still think we need to do more testing to find out how effective your kisses are at curing bruising.”

“Your bruises are mostly gone. You’re not using your sexual appeal to get out of going to the cargo bay.” She wiggled her way out of my grip, took hold of my hand, and pulled me towards the door.

“Says the woman who views her clothing as optional,” I complained, letting her drag me along in her wake.

“Only for you,” she teased, swaying her hips.

“That’s not making me want to leave, Evelyn.”

“I’m a terrible tease, I know. Don’t worry. I’ll take good care of you later.”

“Promise?”

She pulled me to her, patting my cheek lightly. “You’re a rabbit. We’re going.”

“Okay, okay. We’re going.”

Our departure was delayed by my security detail, who shared my reservations about the cargo bay. While Evelyn grumbled at the wasted time, Derek didn’t relent. After a few phone calls, Alex joined us outside of my stateroom.

“Paranoid,” the Canadian Fenerec muttered.

“Can you blame us, sir?” Derek asked, his expression as neutral as his tone.

“Two Fenerec is overkill, don’t you think?” Alex leaned against the wall beside me, shoving his hands into his pockets. “If anyone looks at him wrong, I promise you that his mate will rip them to pieces. He’s probably the safest person on board.”

“I was more thinking that you could stop her, sir. If anyone does try for him, I’d like them alive for questioning.” Derek’s smile was bloodthirsty. “We all have a few answers we’d like to peel out of them.”

I had a feeling that Derek was being literal, which sent a shiver running through me.

Evelyn growled. “I’ll question them for you.”

“Ah, the overprotective zeal of the newly mated. Don’t worry, Jackson. She’ll settle down in a few days.” Alex jabbed me with his elbow.

“I like her just as she is,” I replied, glowering at the Fenerec, shoving him back.

“Don’t even think about it, boys,” Evelyn warned. Alex stared at Evelyn with wide eyes, and I joined the Fenerec, kicking the side of his foot. He retaliated with another elbow jab.

There was something nice about having my desire to protect Evelyn echoed by her. There was something also very nice about teasing her, watching her eyes narrow and glint as I tested the boundaries of her patience. Maybe other men felt threatened, but I didn’t mind. I’d still strive to keep her safe. While I did so, I was confident that she would be doing the same.

Suzanne never had.

Determined not to let my dead wife’s memory sour my mood, I answered Alex’s jab by snaking my arm around his neck and pulling him down in a hold, grinding my knuckles into the top of his head. “I’m not thinking about it, are you?”

With a grunt, Alex ducked out of my grip, taking hold of my wrist and twisting my arm behind my back. “Thinking about it? No, not at all. I’m doing it,” he replied. “You’re hopeless.”

“As are you,” Richard said directly behind me.

The noise I made was something between a yelp and a squeak. Forgetting Alex had my wrist, I went to whirl around. His hold on me and my knee conspired against me. Before I could lose my balance completely, Alex grabbed me under the arms and shoved me aside.

Evelyn spat curses at the Alpha Fenerec.

“Puppies.” Richard chuckled. “I thought I’d come along to keep an eye on things.”

Derek’s face turned gray-green, and he slid his pistol back into his shoulder holster. “Would you please stop doing that?” he begged.

“When you catch me before I startle you, I’ll stop,” the Fenerec promised. “I’m not the only one on board who can do that. Alex, you should know better.”

Shaking out my wrist, I fought to catch my breath before muttering, “You’re not funny, Richard.”

There was a feral edge to his grin. “If you don’t feel safe with three Fenerec protecting you, you have more issues than I can solve.”

“I’m more worried about the three Fenerec,” I countered, stabbing his collarbone with my finger. “Two severe cases of testosterone poisoning is a serious reason for concern.”

Evelyn fixed her glare on me. “What about me?”

Turning to her, I captured her hand in mine, nipping her fingertips. “You are by far the most lovely and dangerous creature on board this ship.”

“Two wolves, one chauvinistic male pig, and a lovely lady walk into a bar,” my brother said, joining us. “It’s the start of a very bad joke.”

I squeezed Evelyn’s hand before letting her go. “Two wolves, a pig, an impossibly gorgeous lady, and a talking raccoon,” I corrected. “Do you need a split lip to go with your black eyes?”

My twin grimaced. “No, thank you.”

“I like the pig,” Evelyn stated, linking her arm with mine. “I also like bacon.”

“First, I was a rabbit. Now I’m a pig. Can’t I be something a little more impressive? How about a lion or a tiger?”

“Don’t want to be the big, bad wolf?” she teased.

I pointed at Richard and Alex. “Those two are the wolves. A little variety, please,” I teased. “And anyway, I’ve been told many times I already suffer from excessive levels of testosterone poisoning. I don’t think we need to make it worse.” Most of the accusations leveled at me had been by Suzanne, usually before I went to take my car out for a spin. She hadn’t liked my car one bit, which had resulted in my selling it to keep the peace.

I missed it; like my trashed watch, the 1971 Jaguar E-Type V12 had been a gift from my father, left in my driveway as a teen with a note and the keys.

Evelyn scowled at me, pulling on my arm. “You hardly have testosterone poisoning.”

“You may change your mind once you meet his mistress,” my brother warned.

I winced. Mistress had been Suzanne’s name for the Jag, which she only had pulled out when particularly upset over one of my longer drives.

“Mistress?” Evelyn’s eyes widened in surprise. “Him? Have a mistress? I don’t believe it.”

My brother’s smile was predatory. “She’s a 1971 Jaguar—a horrific shade of green, if you must know.”

I sighed. “I sold the Jag years ago, Elliot.”

“I know. Richard snitched on you. Your wife couldn’t handle your love for it, or so I hear.”

“Could we not discuss this?” I begged in a strained voice, glaring at Richard, who shrugged.

“I will not discuss this with you, then,” my brother snapped, turning to the Fenerec. “Evelyn, it’s in my garage gathering dust. Please do something about it—and him, while you’re at it. He loved that car.”

I tensed, staring at my brother. For a long moment, I couldn’t speak. “That’s not even possible. I sold it to someone in Chattahoochee. Some businessman wanted to give it to his son as a gift.”

“You sold your car because of Suzanne?”

I recoiled at the anger in Evelyn’s voice. Before I could escape, she tightened her grip on my arm. I felt the blood drain from my face as I tried to think of some way to explain myself. Floundering, I gawked at her.

Tugging on my arm again, she waited in expectant silence.

“He’s not used to someone yelling at him for the right reasons,” my brother added with a smug grin.

I drew a deep breath, sighed, and said, “Yes, I sold the Jag because Suzanne hated it.”

“He also quit drinking, smoking, as well as anything that might have even resembled a vice,” my brother reported.

In that moment, I understood what a deer caught in the headlights of an oncoming car felt like. Impact was imminent, and I had no idea how to escape or if a strategic retreat was even possible.

“I have it on good authority that he’s a gentleman when drunk, if you must know,” Evelyn said, loosening her grip on me. When I tried to pull free, she dug her fingers into my forearm. “So, you were saying something about this mistress being in your garage, Elliot?”

“Indeed. That businessman happens to be one of my employees. I asked him and his kid for a favor. They were happy to play along, especially since the kid got to drive the Jag for a week before delivering it. Thus, the mistress is safe and sound, taking up valuable space in my garage, as she has been for the past six or so years.” My twin crossed his arms, arching a brow at me. “I’ll consider selling it for a reasonable price.”

Evelyn abandoned me for my brother, bracing her hands on her hips. “How much?”

“You have a perfectly good sports bike,” I muttered.

“I didn’t ask you, Jackson,” Evelyn hissed.

My brother cleared his throat. “Well, I’ll have to think about the price, Miss Evelyn. What are you willing to pay?”

I went to say something, only to have Richard clap his hand over my mouth, pulling me back against him. “Wise wolves remain quiet when their mates are upset.”

Stomping her foot, Evelyn replied, “What do you want for it?”

“It depends on if you’re willing to agree to a few conditions,” my brother replied.

I tried to say something, but Richard’s hold on me tightened and he shifted his hand to pinch my nose closed. “Quiet,” he ordered.

He didn’t let me breathe until I nodded my agreement.

My brother’s expression was as serious as I’d ever seen him, and he stared down Evelyn without any sign of backing down. “He got that car when he was thirteen—before he could even drive. It didn’t run. It took him two years before he could get the engine started. He spent his free time rebuilding that beauty of a mistress, right up until Suzanne had enough of it and gave him an ultimatum. If you tell him he can’t have his mistress, he’ll sell her. If you tell him he can’t smoke, he’ll quit. That’s the kind of man he is. Do you understand what I’m getting at?”

To my shock and dismay, Evelyn lowered her eyes before turning to face me. “You let her do that to you?”

When my brother reached out, placed his fingers under Evelyn’s chin, and pulled her around to face him, I was so tense I was ready to jump out of my skin. I fought Richard’s hold on me, but he kept me pinned.

“You’re talking to me, ma’am,” my twin said in a tone so cold that it chilled my blood. “Yes, he did all of those things. Richard was the one who informed me that he was selling his car. I won’t sit idle and watch someone ruin him again. Am I understood?”

“I understand.” Evelyn stared at the floor. I didn’t realize I was making a distressed noise in my throat until Richard pinched my nose again. “How much for the car?”

“I’m not charging either one of you for it. Just make sure he keeps his mistress in his garage where she belongs.” My twin relaxed, exhaling long and slow. “Please be careful with him.”

“Is all of that true, Richard?” she asked.

Richard eased his hold on me and let me catch my breath. “It’s true,” he admitted. “The Jag was a gift from his father—a classic junker, perfect for a kid with a little too much time on his hands. I helped pick it out, and I may have made some arrangements for its delivery, seeing that the engine was dead at the time.” Letting go of me, Richard gave my shoulder a squeeze. “Since we’re discussing this anyway, I only have one thing left to say: Jackson, I’m going to make your eyes a match of your brother’s for even thinking of selling it.”

Evelyn straightened and snarled, “You will do no such thing.”

Holding his hands up in surrender, Richard took a single step back. “He’s off the hook for the moment.”

I shook my head. “No, Evelyn. I deserve it.”

Evelyn closed the distance between us, standing on her toes to look me in the eye. “You do not.” She stabbed my chest with a finger, hard enough I sucked in a breath through clenched teeth. “You absolutely do not.”

With a faint smile, I kissed her on the tip of her nose. “He’s a man, so I get to hit him,” I declared.

“That’s cheating!” she wailed.

“You snoozed, sweetheart,” I replied. “That means you lose. Unfortunately for me, that also means I’ll end up with a pair of black eyes.”

“That’s not fair.”

Richard chuckled. “He’s safe for the moment, Evelyn. Don’t worry. I prefer my opponents in good health before I beat the snot out of them. Let’s get down below before the other guests report us as troublemakers.”

“Good idea,” I muttered. Facing the cargo bay was a far kinder fate than giving Elliot, Richard, and Evelyn a chance to join forces, even if their scheming meant I got to have my Jaguar back.


Chapter Thirteen
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I regarded the doubled doors leading into the cargo bay with apprehension and disdain.

“Maybe we should blindfold you,” my brother suggested.

Glaring at him, I considered whether or not it was worth adding to his raccoon mask of bruises. “I’ll be fine.”

“Liar,” the three Fenerec chorused.

Evelyn slipped her hand into mine and squeezed.

“I won’t like it, but I’ll be fine,” I snapped.

“Don’t mind him,” my twin said, punching in the code to open the doors. “Earth witch sensors and dead bodies don’t get along very well. We already removed the corpses and cleaned everything up.”

“Your lead, Anderson,” Richard said, shoving open one of the doors. “You know more about his issues than I do. That said, let’s leave him alone. We’ve had enough entertainment at his expense today. We can resume picking on him tomorrow.”

“Thanks, Richard,” I muttered, shaking my head. “It’s not my fault I’m a sensor.”

I led the way to Brandon’s office, wincing when I reached the bottom of the stairs. Blood caked on the grated metal was the only evidence remaining of a man’s death. A flash of pain in his neck was all he had felt to my relief and dismay. I caught a glimpse of the Fenerec responsible, who wasn’t much smaller than Evelyn, reminding me of an oversized German shepherd. It had taken the wolf a single bite to break Michael’s neck. I stepped over the spot, shivering.

Brandon’s office contained two more death imprints, also victims of snapped necks. Neither had seen their killer.

“Looking better, Boss,” Brandon said, rising from his chair to circle his desk. He clasped my hand in a firm grip. “Nice army you have there.”

“Want a few of them?” I asked, avoiding the chairs in favor of leaning against the wall. “So, you have succeeded in luring me down here. What can I do for you?”

“I got to thinking about what happened, so I decided to have a look at the inventory from the cargo we picked up on Monday. I found a few interesting things I thought you’d want to have a look at,” he replied, returning to his desk and pulling out a jewelry box from one of his drawers. It was the kind typically reserved for rings. He opened it and set it on his desk.

A red gemstone sat on white velvet, and it was burdened with the names of the dead. I backed up, bumping into Richard, unable to force myself to look away. The ghosts within it whispered to me, but when their chilly presence washed over me, my daughter’s warmth held them at bay.

“That’s an ugly stone,” I choked out.

Richard pulled me back, coming between the desk and me, breaking off my line of sight with the stone.

“That is not the reaction I was expecting,” Brandon said, his tone baffled.

“Shut the box,” Richard demanded.

“Keep your pants on,” Brandon muttered. I didn’t relax until the box snapped shut. “What’s going on?”

“We’ve had a bad experience with red stones on board so far,” my twin said, scooping up the box. “I’ll take this for the time being.”

While I wanted to keep the Fenerec between the stone and me, I drew a deep breath, worked up every bit of courage I had, and stepped forward to snatch the box out of my brother’s hand. I shoved it in my pocket. “I’ll hold onto it for now.”

“Are you insane? You’re insane. That’s the only reason I can think of that you would want to be anywhere near that thing.” Elliot made a grab for my pocket, and I stepped back out of his reach.

“Probably. My cargo bay, my rock. Hands off, Elliot. I’ll explain later.” Until I could get my brother alone, I didn’t want to tell him about the deaths imprinted on the stone. With the box closed, I couldn’t feel anything from the stone at all. “What else did they have?”

“Nothing as interesting as that,” Brandon replied, picking up a sheet of paper and holding it out to me. Taking it, I read over it, listening as he said, “Most of it is medical research supplies—things to build a really nice, state-of-the-art lab. What do you want me to do with it?”

Making a thoughtful noise, I gave my brother the paper. “What do you think?”

“I think you’ve lost your mind.” Sighing, he looked over the sheet. “I also think that someone spent a great deal of cash on this equipment. How much were you paid to haul this?”

Brandon snorted. “None of your business, Your Eminence.”

“Humor him,” I ordered, taking the page back. “I’d ballpark this at least several million in equipment, and that’s probably an underestimate. There’s equipment on this list I can’t even pronounce,” I grumbled, stabbing at the sheet with my finger. “That automatically makes them more expensive.”

“A slick five hundred thousand,” Brandon replied, pulling out a slender binder and offering it to me. Tucking the inventory sheet under my arm, I took the bind and opened it. It contained a itemized list of more medical equipment. “Their insurance claim on it sits in at ten point three million for the entire load.”

“How handy are you with a screwdriver, Brandon?” I asked, flipping through the sheets as I looked over the list.

“What do you have in mind, Boss?”

“Deliver it to the hire as planned, but let’s add some extras, on the house. Load it up with bugs and get some tracers mixed in. Bury the stuff in deep, but please don’t break any of it. If I bleed out ten million, I’m taking it out of your hide,” I replied, snapping the binder closed and tossing it back to him.

“They’re not insured with us, Boss—there was no way in hell I was signing off on a ten million job without clearing it through you first.”

I feigned shocked, widening my eyes and clapping a hand to my chest. “I’m amazed, Brandon. Absolutely amazed. Have you finally learned?”

“Who taught him sarcasm?” Brandon complained. “He wasn’t like this last week. When I find out who did it, I’m kicking their ass. He was bad enough before.”

“I think it’s cute,” Evelyn said, worming her way under my arm.

Pleased at her approval, I leaned against her. “Listen to her.”

“Get a room,” Brandon muttered. “So, bug and trace the cargo. Anything else you want, Boss?”

“If you can dig out more on who hired us for the load without drawing attention to yourself doing it, do so,” I ordered.

The red stone in my pocket was all the proof I needed that there was a solid connection between the equipment and my daughter’s death. If they were also connected to the killers of the Inquisitors in Oconee National Park, I wouldn’t be surprised. There was a very thin line between coincidence and connection.

All I cared about was the identity of those responsible for the pair of gems. The rest of their crimes were a secondary concern.

“Consider it done, Boss.”

“Anything else you need from me?”

“What do you want me to do with the stuff if they don’t pick it up?”

I grumbled at the thought of my quarry escaping me before I could get solid information on who they were and what they wanted with me. “Want it, Elliot?”

“What am I going to do with ten million worth of medical research equipment?” my twin asked.

“I don’t know. Sell it? Set up a new lab? I’m sure you can think of something.”

“You’re the black market crook. You sell it.”

Huffing at him, I shook my head. “I am not a crook, thank you very much.”

“The boss is right. Crooks are low-life peddlers. He’s first class,” Brandon said, pointing at my brother. “Have some respect. He’s a very wealthy crook.”

“Not helping, Brandon,” I grumbled.

“Aw, don’t be a spoilsport, Boss.”

“Anything else?”

“That’s it. I just wanted to see how you were doing and force you to walk on that gimp leg of yours.”

Running my hand through my hair, I gestured at his office. “I think you need a real office. Send me your wish list. You’re one of my best, and you could use something a little classier than a shipping box.” I nudged one of the folding metal chairs with my toe. “You’re going to end up a cripple if you keep using these things.”

“Next week,” he replied in a tone that I translated to mean never.

“Do you like this box?” I demanded.

“There are many boxes, but this box is mine.”

My twin laughed. “You’re as bad as Vicky.”

“Oh?” I asked, turning my attention to my brother. He grinned at me.

“She has this ratty little apartment in Atlanta she goes to whenever she needs some space. It’s worse than this, but she refuses to get something better. I swear on my honor that I speak the truth. It’s complete with a cardboard box serving as a table. She said the same exact thing to me when I offered to acquire her a proper table.”

The disgust in my brother’s voice made me chuckle. “I had an apartment like that in college.”

“You have a house like that now,” he retorted, earning a glare from me.

“I do not have a cardboard box for a table.”

“Oh? Upgraded to a plastic card table?”

I flexed my hands, restraining my desire to wipe his smug expression off his face. After careful consideration of how much work it’d take to put him in his place, I said, “Oak.”

“He’s going to lose his temper if you keep it up, Anderson,” Richard warned, nudging me with his elbow. “Let’s not trash Brandon’s office. He needs it to work. No brotherly brawling.”

My brother’s grin widened. “I know. It’s my sacred duty to nettle him whenever possible. And anyway, with the way he’s limping around, he couldn’t catch me if he wanted to.”

The trash talk and banter reminded me of when we had been little, before my witchcraft had manifested. Did my brother also long for the days before life—and our parents—had torn us apart? Despite bristling at his challenge, I relaxed, curling my arm around Evelyn’s waist. If he wanted to play games, I’d show him I was his match regardless of my sore knee. “I’m going to count to a hundred, Elliot. May someone have pity on your soul should I catch you, for I won’t.”

Bursting out in laughter, my brother pushed by me, elbowing me in the stomach as he did so. “You’re such a child.”

“Says the one making a run for it,” I called out after him. Richard and Alex choked on their laughter, and I pointed at the door. “I’m counting now.”

Evelyn squirmed in her attempts to pull free of me, giggling. “Let me go.”

“Go, Brandon,” I ordered, securing my grip on Evelyn by hugging her tightly.

Heaving a sigh, Brandon circled his desk and headed out into the cargo bay. “You’re terrible, Boss.”

“I know,” I replied, waiting for them to disappear into the cargo bay before stealing several kisses from my Fenerec. I sent her off with a playful pinch before settling in to count to a hundred. If running around in the cargo bay didn’t give me a chance to prove there weren’t any more unwanted surprises laying in wait for me, nothing would. At least this way, I would be able to explore the entire place and memorize the name of the dead without anyone seeing my reactions to those who had died to the Inquisition and the Fenerec.
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The next time I even dreamed of playing games with Fenerec, I hoped someone would stop and talk sense into me. After several hours of stalking through the cargo bay, I managed to catch two of my security detail by surprise. It hadn’t taken them very long to relegate me back to seeker duty. At least my plan to explore the ship worked to a certain degree. I doubted I could find my way back to Brandon’s office, but I had managed to learn the names of all of those who had died.

While their final moments were brutal, their deaths didn’t hurt me.

Fenerec didn’t play with their prey, and the knowledge put me at ease. If one of them did turn on me, they wouldn’t leave me alive for long. When I got a hold of my daughter’s murderers, I wondered if I would be capable of such clean and efficient executions. I wanted to make everyone responsible for Jacqueline’s death suffer for a long, long time, which bothered me even more than experiencing the final moments of those who had invaded the Wave Dream.

I forced my thoughts to the game, easing my way through a narrow gap between plastic-wrapped pallets. The knowledge I was woefully outclassed—even before I considered my sore knee—agitated me. My work didn’t require physical fitness, although I did make a point of hitting the gym every few days to keep in shape. When I wasn’t lame, I ran a decent mile. I’d never match an Olympian, but I wasn’t a slacker either.

The Fenerec and my security detail put me to shame, and the fact my twin even managed to elude me was the insult added to my injured pride. Stopping to listen didn’t help; the others were either far away or far stealthier than anyone had any right to be.

“They’re ninjas,” I mumbled, peeking around a corner.

I froze when I saw Richard and Alex huddled near a pile of crates, whispering to each other. Richard’s back was to me, and Alex met my gaze for a brief moment before focusing his attention on his brother.

There was a trick to moving quietly on grated metal floors, and it involved slow movements, careful lifting of the feet, and a great deal of patience. Luck was with me; the plates didn’t creak or groan beneath my weight as I moved into position behind Richard. I was so focused on the Alpha Fenerec I didn’t catch what Alex was whispering about.

There was something viscerally satisfying about jabbing a Fenerec in the ribs from behind. With a startled yelp, Richard whirled and dropped into a crouch. Wolf-yellow eyes bore into me, and a snarl burst out of him.

A shiver ran through me, accompanied by a giddying surge of satisfaction and adrenaline. I answered his growls with a grin. “You’re it, Richard.” I saluted Alex. “Thanks, Alex.”

“Anytime, Jackson. Now, could you please lower your eyes? You’re going to get yourself killed if you keep challenging him like that.” Alex grabbed the back of Richard’s neck and squeezed. “Richard.”

Part of me recognized the wisdom in Alex’s advice, but I discarded it all the same. The round belonged to me, and I wasn’t letting go of my victory so easily.

Richard growled, the deep sound rumbling in his chest. “I could have hurt you.”

Ignoring the ache in my knee, I dropped into a crouch in front of my friend and business partner, resting my elbows on my knees. “You know, my brother keeps warning me about the volatile nature of Fenerec, but I have a theory. While you wolves can be violent, I’ve yet to see one turn on those they view as friends, partners, or pack. I’m not afraid of Evelyn, and I’m certainly not afraid of you.”

To prove my point, I reached out, grabbed Richard’s ear, and twisted. He hissed, tilting his head to the side. “Stop that,” he snarled.

“Jesus Christ, Jackson. Are you insane?” Alex hissed.

I let Richard go. “The next person to warn me about dangerous and uncivilized Fenerec is getting punched in the mouth. I’m tired of it.”

Richard rubbed his ear, shaking his head. “You’re going to cross the wrong Fenerec one of these days, Jackson, and they’re going to rip your arms out of their sockets and feed them to you. You’re too damned dominant for your own good. It’s going to get you killed one of these days.”

“We’re equals, Richard. That’s all.”

Both of the Fenerec stared at me as though I’d grown a second head. Alex sighed, relaxing his grip on his brother. “He’s right. One of these days, you really are going to cross the wrong Fenerec, and you’re going to learn just how right your brother is. You’re wrong about us being incapable of turning on friends, partners, or pack—even our children. It happens. When it does, it’s almost always lethal.”

“That’s my problem, isn’t it? If I backed down whenever some muscle-bound freak stood up to me, I’d never get any work done. If you think Richard’s bad with his posturing, I should introduce you to some of the folks I have to work with overseas. Their superiority complexes make you Fenerec look good in comparison.” I wrinkled my nose, wondering how much of a mess I’d have to untangle when all of my contacts learned I was still among the living. If word of my death spread too far, I’d be spending weeks sorting the mess out. “Maybe I should hire you Fenerec to browbeat some of my contacts when they figure out I’m not actually dead. I’ll pay good money to watch that.”

“Please never choose to become a Fenerec,” Richard said, standing and offering me his hand. He pulled me upright. “If you can work with Fenerec, you’ll be priceless as a witch.”

“Explain,” I ordered. “While I’m aware that some witches are able to help Fenerec in certain capacities, I was under the impression that the job typically fell to fire witches, which I am not.”

“It’s complicated,” Richard grumbled.

Alex sighed. “While it is complicated, it isn’t that difficult to understand. I’m not actually a witch, but I’m dominant enough to rein my brother in when he loses his temper—something that happens often enough. We’re not human, Jackson—we’ll never be human. Some of us have a harder time pretending to be human. We’re predators, pure and simple. Witches make it easier for us to play at being human. Dominant witches can help maintain the balance between wolf and man—or at least let us look a little more like a regular human. Submissive Fenerec can as well, but they’re far rarer. The type of person who typically chooses to become a Fenerec isn’t the type of person who likes bowing their head to anyone, and once they let the wolf in, those instincts are amplified.”

There was no point in denying the truth of Alex’s words; while amazing in every way, I could see the wildness in Evelyn, and the way she reacted to things. With her, instinct ruled before thought, and the honesty of her behavior made me want her all the more.

“I like Fenerec because they’re honest,” I said, shrugging. “Maybe that’s something people fear. I haven’t had a lot of exposure to Fenerec in person, but all of the ones I’ve met? What you see is what you get. I know when I’m being threatened—or they’re trying to threaten me. It’s not hard to tell if you’re being serious. If you wanted me dead, I’d be dead.”

“That’s a pretty simple way of looking at it,” Alex said, shaking his head. “It’s more complicated than that.”

“Is it?” I leaned against one of the crates, bending down to rub my knee. “Evelyn’s pretty straightforward, as were the Inquisition Fenerec. Richard’s the same.”

“That’s only because you’re too damned dominant for your own good,” Richard replied. “You didn’t hurt your knee, did you?”

“Just sore, it’ll be fine. I’m not limping nearly as bad as I was earlier,” I replied. After taking a few moments to think about it, I confessed, “I still have no idea what it means to be dominant.”

“It means you’re too stupid to look away, thus holding eye contact with a Fenerec, which is a form of challenge. Fenerec typically answer challenges with violence,” Alex grumbled.

“You may as well leave him alone about it, Alex. He’s not going to learn. That’s what makes him dominant. I should have known he’d be this way from all of the times we’ve spoken on the phone. Of course he’s dominant. He wouldn’t be able to browbeat me into his dirty work all of the time otherwise.”

“I don’t browbeat you, Richard. I just tell you what to do and expect you to do it.”

Richard chuckled. “So you do. You play the black market game almost as well as I play the financial game.”

“Almost as well? In your eye. I play my game better—that’s why you have so much money to work with,” I countered, pushing away from the crates to stretch my legs. “I’m pretty sure I’ve been through this entire place twice over by now. My knee hasn’t quit, and if there are any strays in here, they had plenty of chances to grab me.”

“We already checked it several times. If I thought there was anyone in here, I wouldn’t have let you wander off,” Richard replied, his words accompanied by the low rumble of a growl.

“I saw Zachary had the codes changed when we came in,” I commented.

Richard nodded. “He’s also got an order for a new lock system altogether—he’s installing it when we reach shore. He’s still pissed anyone got close to you in the first place. If he finds out who leaked the code for the doors and lost their key, heads are going to roll.”

“Wonderful,” I muttered, alarmed at the thought of there being a traitor on board the ship. There were ways to get copies of the keys; I had several in my house. I’d need to check and make certain they were where they belonged. “I’ll have to check my place. If they were after me and not my brother, it’s possible someone cracked my safe—especially if they did it sometime after Oconee.”

“I didn’t think to ask if anyone had been to your place. You got an alarm system?”

“I do, but someone with skill could get by it easily enough. That said, if someone did, I should have video of who did it. That’s the nice thing about my house; it’s small enough it wasn’t hard or expensive to install monitors.”

“Will all of the idiots in the cargo bay please report to Brandon’s office?” Zachary demanded over the intercom.

“I think he’s talking about you two,” Alex said.

“Impossible. We’re both far too smart,” I replied. “I don’t suppose you two know how to get to the office from here, do you?”

“Judging from that question alone, I’m pretty certain you’re one of the idiots.” Alex pointed behind me. “It’s that way, somewhere.”

“Judging from that answer alone, I’m pretty certain you’re also one of the idiots,” I replied.

It took us almost half an hour to find our way out of the maze. Zachary waited in the doorway of Brandon’s office, his arms crossed over his chest. “You shook your detail,” he accused.

I hadn’t even considered my security detail while hunting for the others in the cargo bay. I widened my eyes at my friend. “I didn’t shake them. I was actively hunting them down the entire time. They shook me.”

“It’s true. We got a little carried away,” Alex admitted. “You missed it. He frightened Richard.”

After a long moment of looking between Richard and me, Zachary replied, “You look alive. Richard doesn’t do scared. I’ve seen him. He has two modes of operation, and frightened isn’t one of them.”

“I solemnly swear on my honor that Richard yelped. He was definitely scared. At the very least, gloriously startled.” Alex clapped his brother’s shoulder. “It was fun.”

“Alex,” Richard growled.

With an unrepentant grin, Alex stepped out of his brother’s reach. “Nicole’s going to love you, Jackson. You’re going to keep Richard in line far better than I can.”

“Is it too late for me to change my mind about taking him with me to Yellowknife?”

“Yes, it is,” Zachary replied.

“We’re here, Zachary. What’s the problem?” I asked. A yawn slipped out of me before I could stop it.

“Brandon called. It’s almost five in the morning. Don’t any of you have any common sense or restraint? What were you doing, anyway?”

After exchanging looks with Richard and Alex, I said, “Elliot challenged me.”

“See?” Alex demanded, poking me in the collarbone. “You just had to go prove your dominance. Don’t blame your brother. Admit it, you wanted to do it as much as we did.”

“I’m confused,” Zachary admitted.

“Hide and seek,” Richard replied. “Jackson was the seeker for most of it, seeing as it’s shamefully easy to outrun him when he’s limping around like a cripple.”

I scowled, but decided it was wiser to keep my mouth shut. 

It didn’t save me from Zachary’s wrath. He turned on me and blurted, “Are you insane? Have you lost your fucking mind? Playing a hunting game with Fenerec? You’re going to die.”

“See? I keep trying to tell you,” Alex muttered.

“I don’t know what the big deal is. Look, I’m fine. I’m not even limping as bad as I was earlier today.”

With a rather unimpressed expression, Zachary replied, “You mean yesterday.”

“Even better, then. You all wanted me to exercise, now you’re complaining that I went and did what you wanted.” I shoved my hands in my pockets, grumbled a few curses under my breath, and attempted to change the conversation by asking, “Where’s Evelyn?”

A pair of arms slipped around my waist from behind, startling a gasp out of me. Evelyn murmured, “Here I am.” Her breath tickled my ear. “Did you have fun?”

I leaned against her, swallowing the lump out of my throat before replying, “I did. I caught Richard.”

“Hey! He had help. Without me, he would have noticed you,” Alex protested. “I noticed you.”

“Oh? You caught yourself a big bad wolf? Good hunters are rewarded for their efforts,” Evelyn murmured, pressing her lips to my neck.

“Please go to your room first,” Zachary complained, shaking his head. “Why were you playing hide and seek in the cargo bay, anyway? You could have done it up top if you wanted.”

“Privacy?” I improvised.

“Opportunity,” my brother corrected, emerging from between two shipping containers. “You didn’t catch me. I thought you said you could.”

“I caught Richard. He’s worth more points,” I replied. Another yawn worked its way out of me. “I’m ready for bed.”

“Are you now?” Evelyn whispered in my ear.

Zachary shook his head. “Is there even a point in going to bed now?”

“Think about it this way. We confirmed there were no stowaways in your cargo bay,” Richard said, stretching his arms over his head. “Sleep sounds good.”

“I could have told you there were no stragglers—and you know full well there aren’t any. You helped me check!” Zachary sighed.

Taking hold of Evelyn’s hands, I freed myself from her grip, turning so I could give her a gentle push towards the staircase. “I needed the exercise anyway.”

Brandon chuckled. “Lay off, Zach. He was perfectly safe the entire time. I only called you because I was tired of monitoring their play. I need sleep, too.”

“Fine, fine. I’ll lock up. All of you, out of my cargo bay! I guess I shouldn’t complain at you for enjoying the cruise, although I’d prefer if you did so in a more traditional fashion. So you’re aware, we’ll reach Prince Edward Island tomorrow night.”

Apprehension sucked away my good mood, and I tightened my hold on Evelyn. I had forgotten about landfall and the subsequent trip to Yellowknife. What would happen when we reached our final destination? Everything I knew was in Georgia, but I wasn’t going to leave Evelyn. I could relocate easily enough, but I had no idea what she wanted, and that bothered me most of all. My work didn’t matter; I could reach out to my contacts in Ottawa and make arrangements, but so long as Evelyn remained on the Inquisition’s kill list, she’d never be truly safe, even under Richard’s guard.

“Let’s go to bed,” I said, herding Evelyn out of the cargo bay.

I needed to get her cleared by the Inquisition as quickly as possible, even if it meant having to beat a pardon out of my brother. While I suspected Canada would cooperate, if only to take advantage of the increase of revenue my dealings would bring them, they had limits on what they would tolerate. The United States did as well, but neither country crossed the Inquisition lightly.

Supernatural killings weren’t taken lightly by either country and until she was cleared, she’d be at risk.

I drew a deep breath to calm my nerves. There’d be time enough for a trip to Ottawa. First, I needed to get Evelyn to Yellowknife. After that, I had plans to find who had killed my daughter and deal with them permanently. Once those two all-important tasks were completed, I would worry about staying on the right side of the law.
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I spent the rest of the cruise cooped up in my stateroom with Evelyn, learning everything I could about the pair of blood-red stones. Within their depths were the names of almost two thousand dead, the vast majority of them older teenagers. My anger swelled as the hours ticked by. I delved deeper into the limited data I had from the Canadians. The Inquisition files on most of the victims were barren, leaving me with a frustrating tangle of tidbits.

Through it all, Evelyn watched with quiet interest, sitting on the couch beside me. When she ran her hand over my leg, I paused from my data mining to look at her. “What is it?”

“Is this your regular job?” she asked, pointing at the database I was populating with information.

While she seemed relaxed, I was aware of her tension and worry, which baffled me. I stared at her, trying to figure out what was concerning her. When I failed, I replied, “No, it’s not. Officially, I’m a consultant. Businesses and governments hire me to look over their setups and advise them on how to tighten their operations.”

“But you’re also a smuggler.”

“I am. There are several different types of smugglers in the world, Evelyn. I’m one of the good guys—so far as we go. I’m sanctioned; that means I play the game by the rules of several governments, running my operations right under their noses. They know I’m there, and they choose to ignore me. They’re paid a fee to look the other way. The consulting work is legitimate business, too. When I’m not helping them streamline their operations, I’m running operations. Sometimes they’re one and the same, especially when government work is involved. I keep my work clean, if that’s what you’re worried about.”

Evelyn sighed and leaned against me, capturing my hand in hers so she could rub her thumbs against my palm. “What do you mean by clean?”

“I don’t work with terrorists, the mafia, drug rings, or anything deemed taboo. While I have sources in shadier areas, I can’t risk losing my sanctions. Canada is one of my best partners, and their tolerance for such things is pretty low. The United States is willing to turn a blind eye to a lot of things compared to Canada. Right now, if Canada wants something from the United States under the table, they hire me. I consult for them, usually cleaning up one of their smaller offices in the process, which gives me a cover so I can smuggle in what they need. It’s a good arrangement for everyone.”

“Why do it at all? Can’t they handle their own shipments? Isn’t smuggling dangerous?”

“I make the arrangements. People I work with or hire run the actual operations. They do what I tell them, and things usually run smoothly. Sometimes I do the actual transaction myself, but I have people like Zachary who do the heavy lifting. I’m the top of the chain, so I am the one they want to catch—if they find out I’m around. I try to avoid that. Anyway, it lets me help my brother, for one. For two, it’s a challenge, and I like it. I also work with Richard’s pack. I supply things he needs for his Fenerec. I started working with him when I was ten, doing the dirty work for my father and the Inquisition. They decided if I wasn’t going to be eliminated as an inconvenient liability, I needed to be a useful risk worth keeping around.”

The only time my father or mother had acknowledged my existence was when they needed me to run some operation or another for the Inquisition—or when they checked in to make sure I hadn’t outlived my usefulness. While my father had given me my watch and was behind the Jag, I considered them momentary lapses in my father’s judgment and common sense.

Evelyn frowned before lifting my hand to kiss my palm. “You don’t have a very good relationship with your family, do you?”

“I’d call that the understatement of the year, I’m afraid,” I replied.

Letting me go, she turned her attention to the laptop. “Can I help?”

I cocked my head to the side and watched her, thinking it over for a few minutes. I worked with a lot of people all around the world, far too much work for any one man. Zachary and Brandon helped a lot, but I didn’t have a right hand man or woman to help keep things running smoothly. All of the responsibility fell to me. After being unable to come up with a single legitimate reason to exclude Evelyn from my work, I replied, “Sure. I can start training you once we’re in Yellowknife. It’s something we’ll have to work at, to see just what you’re good at. I’ll have to make a few secure calls as well, if I want to bring you into the loop.”

“I’m good at a lot of things,” she murmured.

“There are a lot of things you’re good at,” I agreed, making a grab at her to pull her across my lap. With a giggle, she snuggled against me. “You’ll be good at this line of work. If I could find excuses to hire more Fenerec, I would. I’ve seen Richard play the game a few times, and he’s good at it. He loves it; says it’s a satisfying hunt when he wins. He makes it a point to win often. That’s why he handles the Inquisition’s finances. Since he holds their purse, I end up working together with him quite often.”

“You two are old friends.”

“Yeah, we are. I still remember the first time I talked to him on the phone. I didn’t understand why people seemed so afraid of him then, and I still don’t understand it now. He’s a great guy. I can’t think of anyone else I’d rather have at my back,” I confessed.

“What about me?” Evelyn replied, pouting at me.

“I can think of a lot better places I’d rather have you,” I replied, kissing her forehead.

“Pervert.”

“With you, guilty as charged.”

She laughed. “It’s because you’re dominant, Jackson.”

“I’m not a Fenerec,” I reminded her. “And I hope it doesn’t disappoint you too much that I have no intentions of becoming one.”

Shaking her head, Evelyn replied, “That has nothing to do with it. You’re not afraid of him because you’re his equal. It’s established. You don’t have to prove anything to him, and he doesn’t have to prove anything to you. You don’t want his position, and he doesn’t want yours. You’re not a threat. If he needs to lower his eyes to you, he loses nothing.”

“We’re partners. That is how it works. There are times he sends me backpedaling.”

“That’s not how it works with Fenerec. We don’t enjoy that with many people. It’s always one contest or another. You’re outside of that. You’re like a rock or the ground. You’re something solid he—and I—can stand on. You’re also a witch. You embody stability. You’re dominant, but you can be trusted.”

“You, my dear, are supposed to rely on me for anything you need,” I pointed out.

“You’re not Richard’s mate,” she countered. “I’m right, and you’ll just have to accept that.”

Laughing at her brisk tone, I gave her a hug. “I’ll take your word for it.”

While I was used to getting what I wanted, I hadn’t put much thought into it. My job involved people doing what I told them. It kept them safe while working for me. They knew it, and they knew I did my best for anyone running an operation for me. It was the way I handled things. Her words did make me rethink my reactions to the Fenerec Inquisitors. I had assumed my standing with the team had been due to my being behind the wheel and driving fast enough to unnerve them. Did their claims of my dominance somehow factor into their behavior?

I didn’t feel very dominant, all things considered. If there had been any tests or challenges, I hadn’t noticed them.

When I told them of my intentions, they hadn’t questioned my authority, although they had been shocked at my ready defiance of my twin’s orders. Older brothers did that. I grinned, and unable to help myself, I asked, “Does that mean I can dominate you?”

She laughed. “Do I get a turn dominating you?”

“For some reason, I think I could live with that… somehow. It’ll be a burden,” I teased.

“Poor man, having to submit. I’ll make certain you survive the experience… somehow.”

“That sounds promising.”

“Unfortunately, we don’t have time for that right now.” Evelyn peered at the laptop’s clock. “We’ll be reaching port soon.”

I sighed, and working around Evelyn, I saved my work and shut the laptop down. “You’re right, as always. I wonder if we can just hide in here. I’m not looking forward to this.”

For the next stage of the plan to work, I would spend the next several hours pretending to be my brother, complete with carrying fake copies of his ID and passport. While there were those who knew I was still alive, it was something my twin wanted to keep under wraps until I was in Yellowknife.

“It’s only for a little while,” she soothed, sliding off of my lap to retrieve the laptop bag.

“I can’t believe you’re okay with this,” I muttered. Pretending to be cozy with my brother’s woman was one of the last things I wanted to do. Vicky seemed nice enough, but she wasn’t my Fenerec.

“Vicky isn’t interested in you. She’s as unhappy about things as you are. From my understanding, she came along to keep Elliot company, not his lookalike.”

“Have they dealt with their little issue?”

“Little?” Heading to the closet, Evelyn pulled out the suit tailored to match my brother’s favored style. She sighed. “Of course they haven’t. That would be the wise thing to do. Vicky’s adamant that she has a boyfriend and is just friends with your brother. She’s refusing to acknowledge the mating bond, though I doubt the poor woman would recognize it for what it was even if it grew arms and beat her over the head with a bat. She’s positively dense, Jackson. Sweet, but absolutely dense. Your twin, on the other hand, is still caught up in the Inquisition’s rules and at a complete loss over what to do about it. They’re hopeless.”

“Wonderful. And anyway, give them time to think things through. That said, I’ll ask Zachary to do some digging into Vicky’s boyfriend, then.”

“Oh?”

“If he’s not above meddling with my affairs, I certainly am not above meddling in his. The last thing I need is some angry other man coming around after my brother.” Rising from the couch, I claimed my suit from Evelyn and headed to the bedroom. The classic cut could make any man look good, but I preferred something a little more modern. Elliot wore cotton shirts, where I liked silk, which only made me keenly aware that I was trying to be someone I simply wasn’t and could never be. At least our tastes in ties overlapped.

To complete my disguise, there was even a replica of my brother’s watch, which was similar in style to the one I had broken in Oconee. Finding room for two passports, two wallets, and my twin’s cell phone proved problematic. The final touch to my outfit, at the suggestion of Dr. Cerimino, was the leather pouch containing the smaller of the two blood-red gems. It was attached to a leather cord, and I wore it beneath my shirt. I don’t know what sort of magic the witch had worked on the leather, but I couldn’t hear the whispers of the dead despite the stone’s proximity. However, I could still feel the warmth of my daughter’s ghost lingering within me.

“I feel like I need a purse to carry all of this junk,” I complained.

“You can use mine.”

“Cute, Evelyn. Thanks for the offer, but I’ll pass. Your purse of choice today happens to be pink, in case you hadn’t noticed.”

“I bet you’d make a pink silk shirt look sexy,” she countered.

I laughed. “I might have one or two in my closet somewhere.”

“Really?”

“Sure, I have a few gray suits that look good with the color. I might be a troglodyte male, but I have style.”

Arching a brow at me, she grabbed a dress bag from the closet. “Keep telling yourself that if it makes you feel better. You don’t own a pink shirt.”

“Okay, fine. It’s more of a lavender. Not quite as offensive as that bright neon pink bag you’ve been toting around.”

“I’ll be taking the white purse, if you must know.”

I eyed the pink purse, wondering how much trouble I’d get into if I chucked it overboard. “The white one’s nice. That pink color should be illegal.”

“Touch the purse and you will regret it, Jackson.”

Grinning, I finished getting dressed and packed up the room while Evelyn changed. When she emerged, she was wearing the slinky white dress, which had somehow survived its dunking into the jacuzzi unscathed. She struck a pose, showing off a lot of leg and making me wish we had more time.

“There should be a law against anyone other than me getting such a nice look at those pretty legs,” I murmured.

“Hey, the dress was your idea.”

I chuckled and went to fetch the white heels that went with the gown. “With so many busy looking at you, no one is going to take a second look at me.”

“That was the entire point, dear. And give your brother credit. The shoes were all on him. Even Vicky’s wearing them. With us having three extra inches, no one should realize you’re as tall as you are.”

“I’m buying him stilts,” I grumbled. “Maybe I should take him to a medieval torture chamber and stretch a few extra inches into him. He’s stunted, obviously.”

“Be nice. Are you ready?”

I sighed and made my rounds through the stateroom. “As ready as I’ll ever be, I guess.”

“Let’s go and get this over with, then. Remember, you like Vicky, not me.”

“I’ll pretend to like Vicky, while secretly lusting for my brother’s beautiful woman,” I countered.

“You’re hopeless.”
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I didn’t know the two Inquisitors serving as my bodyguards. They were polite, greeting me with a salute. I kept quiet, answering their courtesy with a nod. The limo wasn’t parked far from the Wave Dream. Vicky, dressed in a beat-up trench coat and ratty jeans, beat us all to the limo and let herself in, followed by Evelyn and Richard. I ended up seated next to the Alpha Fenerec.

The two young men serving as my guards didn’t look too happy about that. One sat on my other side, and the other took the seat beside Evelyn. It was hard not to glare at the younger man. I wanted to gouge out the eyes of the men gawking at Evelyn. She was radiant, and when she smiled, I had to force myself to look elsewhere or betray my interest and affection for her.

“I’m really sorry about your brother. He was a good man,” Richard said for the benefit of the bugs likely installed throughout the limo.

“Thank you. He was,” I replied as my brother had instructed me. “I appreciate you allowing me to look through your correspondence.”

“If it helps you catch those responsible, I’m pleased to offer my records.”

I nodded. “Let’s hope we find something.”

It was a thirty-minute drive to the airport, one spent in uncomfortable silence, another detail the Inquisition expected. While Richard liked my twin and me, he treated the rest of the Inquisition with the same caution most men reserved for spiders, snakes, scorned women, and angry bears. Richard wasn’t at fault; I understood what it felt like to be in the Inquisition’s sights. Nicole was Richard’s world, and the Inquisition kept looking for reasons to get rid of her.

Like me, she had unwanted, inconvenient powers. I didn’t talk to her on the phone often, but I liked her. While she didn’t know the nature of my witchcraft, our situations weren’t too different. We had an understanding.

At the airport, Richard took the lead, guiding me to a charcoal Cessna TTx that looked brand new. It had a silver running stripe, which gave it a bit of charm without taking away from its elegance. The four-seater waited with its engine running. While Richard spent a few minutes doing a walk around the plane and speaking to the ground crew, I leaned against the body. The two Inquisitors helped the ladies board, which involved a stepladder and walking on the wing to access the doors.

Since my brother wasn’t a pilot, I feigned disinterest as I waited.

“Everything looks in order,” Richard said before climbing in. I followed his example, taking the co-pilot’s seat. At least my brother had assured me he’d flown in enough planes to know how to buckle the three-point harness. The ground crew closed the doors, thumping the side of the plane to signal the all clear. I put on my headset and tuned it to the airport’s channel, listening to the chatter as I did my own review of the instrumentation. While it was tempting to poke around on the touch-screen navigation system, I shoved my hands in my pockets so I wouldn’t betray my knowledge or curiosity.

Within ten minutes, we were in the air. Richard tapped my headset to catch my attention. I switched to the plane’s private communication system.

“We’ll be refueling in Shawinigan before crossing into Ontario,” he said, tapping to a zoomed out map, gesturing to the town. “This bird has long range for a single engine. You’re qualified for night flying, right?”

“Unfortunately. It’s not my favorite thing in the world,” I confessed.

“Too bad. You’re taking over in Ontario when we refuel the second time.”

I laughed. “What did I do to deserve that?”

“Hey, I’m being nice. I’m the one flying over lake country. You get the plains. I’ll take over again after two refuels.”

“Sounds good. You ladies good back there?” I asked, twisting around. Evelyn was seated behind Richard, and she grinned at me.

“All good,” Vicky reported.

“It’s like a roller coaster but better,” Evelyn said, pointing at the window. “A really tall coaster, at that.”

“It’s better during the day,” I replied, smiling at her awed tone. “If Richard doesn’t mind, I’ll take you up sometime after we’re settled in Yellowknife.”

“I don’t mind. I have a helicopter you can use if you’d prefer that. That’ll let you land for a stretch. If you really want to explore, though, we have a bunch of ATVs you could use. If you want to go camping somewhere quiet and out of the way, I recommend taking the helicopter. Just don’t tell Nicole or Amber. They’ll want to go,” Richard replied before bursting out into laughter. “If you’re not careful, you’ll end up with an entire pack of chaperons.”

I scowled at the thought of being one of two witches surrounded by a pack of Fenerec out in the middle of the woods. I had no idea how unmated Fenerec males would behave—or if they’d try to get rid of me for a chance to be with Evelyn. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

Once I could pull him aside in private, I’d have to ask Richard about that. Evelyn was mine, and I wasn’t going to let anyone try to take her from me.

“Nap while you can, Jackson. We’ll reach North Bay in approximately seven hours.”

“Wait, North Bay?” I asked, unable to keep the alarm out of my voice, the rest of my worries faded underneath the realization that we were refueling at an airport destined to be near a great deal of water. “I thought I was flying over the plains.”

“Close enough,” the Fenerec replied.

I tapped my way through the plane’s GPS maps until I found North Bay. The lake the small city skirted was huge. I groaned. “I hate flying over water.”

“You’ll survive.”

“We’ll see,” I grumbled. Making myself comfortable, I took his advice and got what rest I could before it was my turn to fly the Cessna.


Chapter Fourteen
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Something cold and wet dripped onto my face.

Terror surged through me, and I jerked forward, cracking my forehead into something hard. Pain blossomed through my skull, centered behind my eyes. I meant to wipe my face, but my arms refused to obey me. My heartbeat pulsed in my ears and my throat throbbed to its frantic rhythm.

I couldn’t open my eyes, and it frightened me so much I couldn’t breathe.

The patter of rain on metal accompanied the gentle lapping of water. My feet and legs were wet, and the realization fueled my anxiety and jolted me to awareness. Shivers rippled through me.

It wasn’t until I convinced my right arm to obey me enough to wipe my face that I managed to contain my panic. My movements were sluggish, but after several minutes of rubbing my eyes, I was able to open them. My vision was blurred and dark at the edges. I shook my head, hissing as stabbing pain lanced down my neck and back. The effort it took to open my eyes drained me of strength.

It took time for my eyes to adjust and focus, but when they did, all I could see was the shredded ruins of a tree, twisted metal, and shards of glass surrounding me. Turning my head woke throbbing pains in my back and neck, and my vision darkened again. My left arm was pinned in a cage of wreckage. Through the gaps in the branches and destroyed cockpit, I watched water lap at the Cessna, not quite as deep as the seat, but too close for my comfort. Dim light streamed in through the shredded plane. I was cocooned in a tangle of debris, which blocked my routes of escape.

I drew a shaking breath and lifted my hand to my forehead, tentatively prodding at my brow until I located a gash near my hairline.

My neck protested when I turned my head towards the pilot’s seat. From what I could tell, Richard was gone. I couldn’t twist around enough to see the back seats.

“Evelyn? Vicky?” Their names emerged as a hoarse croak.

Silence.

My worry for the Fenerec surged. It was one thing my brother had been adamant about; injured Fenerec often transformed into wolves to heal. Once their animalistic nature took over, it was bad news for anyone in their path. While I considered my survival a miracle, it gave me hope that the Fenerec had all escaped, probably in better shape than I was in.

Judging from the proximity of the tree trunk in front of my face, I had dodged death by a few inches. Instead of a merciful and instant end to my life, I faced something far worse—a slow, painful spiral into oblivion. I had a difficult time imagining how my situation could get worse; unless I was wrong, it’d take someone a lot of heavy equipment to peel me out of the wreckage.

I stared at Richard’s seat, wondering what had happened. Had I woken up during the crash? It was possible. The gash across my brow was evidence I had smacked my head on something. After an hour, the chances of surviving a crash plummeted. If the sun, high in the sky, was any indicator, I had been in the downed plane for far longer than an hour.

The fact I was conscious amazed me. By all rights, I should have been dead.

My survival depended on categorizing my injuries and figuring out how to escape from the wreckage. I’d have a host of other problems I would need to overcome after, but unless I could free myself, they weren’t worth worrying about. My biggest fear was broken bones. A broken wrist I could live with for a while. If I had cracked anything in my legs, I was as good as dead. Bracing myself for pain, I tested my feet and wrists one by one. My left wrist was the worst off, but I was able to force my fingers to move. I breathed a sigh of relief.

If I managed to escape alive, I’d have to thank Richard for splurging on his plane; the Cessna TTx had reclining seats, and I could reach the lever, buying me a few extra inches of space to work with. After several tries, I freed myself from the three-point harness. The effort left me panting. Once I gathered my flagging strength, I fought to pull my left hand out from where it was pinned beneath the tree and the armrest.

The leverage didn’t help much; while the wreckage hadn’t cut off circulation to my hand, my arm was pinned at the narrowest part of my wrist. Spitting curses, I shifted in my seat. With the Cessna’s instrument panels smashed to bits, I couldn’t even check where—or why—we had crashed. Richard was a far better pilot than I ever would be; he was in the air whenever possible, and from my understanding, his TTx was less than a year old, broken in to his satisfaction. He didn’t rely on others telling him if something was wrong with his bird, and I remembered him doing the initial walk around to check for the common issues.

Whatever had happened, it hadn’t been violent; while I had hit my head, I should’ve remembered something if I had been awake before the impact.

If I survived, I had a feeling that Evelyn was going to finish what the crash had started. She might permit me to live long enough to witness her taking chunks out of Richard first. Wolf or not, I doubted she would have left if she believed I had any hope of surviving. The golden hour was short, and Fenerec understood how fragile humans like me were. They had no reasonable expectation of me leaving the wreckage in anything other than a body bag.

All I could do was fight to prove them and crash statistics wrong.
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After several hours of trying to free my left wrist from the wreckage, I was ready to give up. Even if I did manage to somehow pull free, I doubted I’d be able to worm my way out of the plane. From what I could tell from my cage of debris, the Cessna had mated with a tree, leaving me in the center of a mess of thick, unyielding branches.

I had no idea how there was any space left for me at all. My final conclusion was that Canadian foliage ignored the laws of physics, because I couldn’t come up with any other explanation. If I could somehow pull free and fit into a gap half my size, I was several feet from freedom. Whether from blood loss, fatigue, or shock, I lacked the strength to do anything other than stare dully at the wreckage.

It didn’t help matters any that as time marched on, I became more prone to losing a few minutes here and there in increasingly frequent intervals.

My determination to prove the statistics wrong faltered as I worked my way towards accepting the inevitable. While my golden hour had lasted longer than sixty minutes, I was at the end of my rope. At best, if I didn’t die from my injuries or hypothermia first, I’d last a couple of days before dehydration finished me off. Despite my legs being submerged in cold water, I couldn’t reach it.

All I could do was settle in and wait, hoping that Richard would take care of Evelyn for me. Guilt tightened my throat and chest. I had promised a lot more to Evelyn than a few days on a cruise. I hadn’t had time to do more than stoke the hope of a long future together.

I hadn’t even considered the possibility of the plane crashing on route to Yellowknife. The odds were so against it that it hadn’t been a consideration. Time went by in a blur punctuated by brief flashes of pain and panic, which faded to bone-deep exhaustion. My ears buzzed, as incessant and tenacious as the wreckage holding me prisoner.

It should have alarmed me when I stopped hurting, but I basked in the warmth I recognized as my daughter’s spirit. I imagined her worrying, despite knowing the dead couldn’t, not really. Those trapped in the stone I wore around my neck were unusual in their relentless desire for freedom, but there wasn’t a true sense of intellect to them.

They were more like sound tracks stuck on repeat, all wanting the same thing and unable to break the repetitive cycle. No matter what people liked to believe, the dead didn’t leave a whole lot behind when they moved on; their names and glimpses of their final moments often proved to be their final legacy.

I wondered what would remain of me when I finally lost the battle. Would another earth sensor see the plane crash, or would they glimpse my slow demise? Part of me envied Scarlett.

Her end had been quick. For me, dying hurt, and as the buzz in my head intensified, it was an unpleasantly noisy affair.

Something hard pressed against my face, startling me into the realization that the noise wasn’t a figment of my imagination. After several confusing moments, I recognized the hissing of an oxygen mask. Then the buzz started again, accompanied by the crack of a chainsaw backfiring. I lost a few more minutes before the babble of conversation around me captured my attention. I struggled to listen to what was being said.

My French was limited to hello, goodbye, and a variety of rude expressions Gerald had insisted were appropriate for sporting events in Montreal. While inappropriate for the situation, I was amused at my utter inability to understand a single word, which made the situation even funnier.

When I tried to say something, there was a disconcerting lurch, and I was aware of someone flashing a bright light in my eyes, which triggered agony in my skull. There was another burst of chatter in French, followed by someone speaking in English. It was a woman, and she sounded awed by something, probably the fact I was still alive.

I was inclined to agree with her.
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One transfusion, numerous x-rays, a CT scan, an MRI, and a stint with an IV later, it was determined that I would survive with a concussion, a sprained wrist, and a handful of scars as mementos of the crash. An overenthusiastic doctor trapped my left hand and forearm in a brace as a precaution, something I regarded with silent disdain.

When I was coherent enough to talk, an agitated nurse scolded me, waving a handful of IDs in my face.

I found out later that they had managed to figure out which Anderson twin I was, at the cost of several hours, thanks to my inability to string two words together. That had been much later, not long before I had been whisked away to endure another gauntlet of tests to confirm how extensive my injuries actually were. As I regained my wits, I suspected that they had redone several of the scans due to their disbelief that I had escaped relatively unscathed.

It was an opinion I shared with the doctors.

Twenty-seven hours after arriving at Queensway-Carleton Hospital, I was released. The nurse thrust a clipboard at me. Instead of the bill I was expecting, she gave me my wallet and a change a clothes. Before I could ask where she had found a suit in my size, she left the room, leaving me to fill out a mountain of paperwork. I changed, having no recollection of anyone asking me about what I preferred to wear. Perched on the edge of the hospital bed and fighting through a skull-splitting headache, I strained to fill out the discharge papers, at a loss of what to fill in. I didn’t have the address of Richard’s Yellowknife lodge memorized, but it didn’t seem accurate to give them my Georgia address.

My lack of health insurance information didn’t help matters any; my card was probably in Inquisition custody somewhere in Georgia, and I didn’t have my policy number memorized. Within ten minutes, I was ready to hurl the clipboard across the room.

“This should help, otherwise you’ll owe your life and all of your wealth to the Canadian health care system,” a sickeningly familiar voice said, followed by a card landing on the papers I was trying to fill out. Gerald Leclerc was a forty-something father of two with gray hair, loyal servant of the Canadian government, and my Ottawa contact.

He grinned down at me, hooked his foot around the nearest metal chair, and sat down beside me. “While I am an avid supporter of you experiencing Canadian hospitality, I didn’t mean for you to visit a hospital, Jackson. Something funny happened yesterday at around four in the morning. I got this strange, rather hysterical call that you had crashed your plane somewhere in the area.”

I balanced the clipboard on my knee to pick up the card. It was a Canadian health card, complete with my real name and a frighteningly up-to-date photograph. “I’m pretty sure this isn’t a legal card, Gerald. Anyway, it wasn’t my plane. I wasn’t flying it.”

He chuckled, reaching over to tap the card. “It’s a perfectly legal card. Have you forgotten that you hold an open work visa? You pay Canadian taxes and you have legal status. I’ve been sitting on the card for the past year, waiting for you to get around to visiting me again.” He snatched the clipboard, flipping through the sheets. “Pen,” he demanded.

I handed it to him. “Thanks, Gerald. What are you doing here, anyway?”

With a chuckle, he filled out some of the information, flipped to a new sheet, and handed the clipboard back to me. “Sign there.”

I did, grimacing at how much my hand shook as I wrote.

“I’m here because I was the best man for the job—and probably the only one capable of getting you to take your medication. I have a long list of prescriptions to pick up for you on the way home, which one of the doctors was kind enough to call in. From my understanding of the situation, there are three Fenerec running wild around the Baskatong Reservoir, which happens to be a prime hunting and fishing location. I would have come for you sooner, but the doctors wanted to run a second set of tests to make sure you were safe to discharge. It didn’t help matters any that I’ve been trying to calm an entire pack of frantic wolves convinced their Alpha is in trouble.”

“Richard,” I groaned.

“And he’s not in trouble for the reason you’re thinking. I’ve been reassured several times that he’s quite lively. The problem is Mrs. Murphy. They’re convinced she’s going to murder her husband once she finds him.” Gerald laughed, took the clipboard, checked it over, and bounced towards the door. “I’ll be right back.”

“You’re supposed to be a dignified government official,” I called after him.

Within several minutes, he returned. “Okay, you’re clear to go. Think you can walk or do I have to hunt down a wheelchair?”

“Ask me again in five minutes,” I replied. While my knee was still sore, it paled in comparison to my other aches and pains. The drugs the doctors had pumped into me left me battling more nausea than vertigo. “I’ll be fine.”

“Then let’s get out of here. Anytime I get a call like I did yesterday, and it ends with a pick-up from hospital instead of a funeral, it’s a good day. Maggie’s frantic with worry, and I’m pretty sure she’s working on her laundry list of ways to scold you once I get you home.” Gerald hovered nearby, probably worried about whether or not he’d have to stop me from hitting the floor.

While I was mobile, walking in a straight line required concentration and effort.

“You were damned lucky, I hope you know. If half of what I’ve heard is anywhere near the truth, you should be dead.”

“I’m rather surprised myself,” I admitted, only partially aware of where we were going, as most of my focus was staying on my feet without bumping into anyone. All things considered, I thought I did pretty well. There was only one time Gerald had to grab my elbow to keep me from cracking my face open on the curb getting into his car.

The Toyota Camry was probably one of the more practical things he owned, and I held a newfound appreciation for it when he turned on the heated seats.

After paying fourteen dollars in penance for parking at the hospital, we were on the road. I couldn’t look out the window without my stomach churning, so I stared at the dashboard. “Thanks, by the way.”

“For what?”

“Freeing me from the hospital, for one,” I mumbled.

“Glad to help, Jackson. Knowing you, you would have checked yourself out, left the hospital, and wandered around for two hours before making collect calls from a pay phone. It’d probably take you that long to find one. Someone had to keep you from doing something stupid while under the influence of hospital-issued drugs.”

Grunting because I couldn’t argue with him, I stretched my legs, grateful the car had sufficient room. “I doubt I would have made it to the sidewalk without an intervention.”

“I doubt they would have let you out without some form of adult supervision.”

“How did you find out I was there, anyway?”

Gerald zipped his way through traffic fast enough that I clutched the armrest of the car, praying I wouldn’t end up in another wreck. “Please be careful,” I whispered, shuddering at the thought of the Camry colliding with the concrete wall or one of the other cars in an equal hurry to get home from work.

Instead of slowing, he sped up, chuckling as I squirmed. “Your ID. What were you doing with your brother’s anyway? The nurse admitting you was about ready to have a litter of kittens. You were in the ER, and the only difference between you two is your height. She ended up calling the police with both names. They pulled your records and started calling around until they got a hold of Maggie. Since we already knew you’d crashed and that you were the one on board, it was easy to sort out from that point. Your brother is frantic, by the way. I’ve never heard an Anderson on the brink of hysterics before. It was something, I’ll tell you that. I wasn’t sure anyone in your family was capable of it.”

“He’s going to kill me, especially after what happened in Georgia.”

“So I heard. Zachary took the phone from your brother and explained all of your misadventures recently. He’s playing the adult supervision for your brother and Yellowknife’s Second at the moment. I was given strict orders to notify them as soon as I learned anything, but I disregarded their demands. I thought it’d be nicer for them to hear from you directly. In case you were wondering, it took the EMS three chainsaws and two hours to pull you out of the wreckage. They were amazed they weren’t dealing with a corpse.”

“It took them two hours?” I gawked at Gerald, my head spinning at the thought of how much work it must have taken them to extricate me.

“Sure did. I was told they might have been able to shave off twenty minutes of the time if they could have cut out the back of the seat, but since they had no idea how badly you were injured, they took the safe route. Richard smacked the bird directly into a tree, which took out the center of the plane. Judging from the photos I’ve seen, the whole thing was a mess. There’s a pretty nasty rumor going on right now that if there were other passengers, they got eaten or dragged off by a wild animal thanks to the number of claw marks in the back. It looks like they tried to get you out as wolves and ultimately had to give up.”

I was both alarmed and relieved by the news. “I don’t remember anything like that.”

“I’m not surprised. What did you do to your knee, anyway? The doctors told me they were pretty sure it was an older injury.”

“I got into a fight with a crazy woman. She won,” I grumbled. “It’s a souvenir from my misadventures on the Wave Dream. What else did they say?”

“Not much. They’re looking over the black box data, but so far, all they’ve found out is that there was a sudden drop in fuel levels in the tanks. I was hoping you knew something.”

“I was asleep. I had piloting duty at North Bay, so I was getting what rest I could so I could take over from Richard.”

“Unfortunate. Oh well. I’ve got some of my best forensics guys looking over the debris, so hopefully they’ll find out something. Still, I feel like I should take you to the casino. Why did you have your brother’s ID, anyway? That caused a ruddy mess, eh?”

“Long story.”

“I’ve got time. You’ll be staying at my place for the foreseeable future. It’s more secure than some dingy hotel room. The girls are going to love to see you, and unless I’m severely mistaken, Maggie’s just waiting for a chance to feed you.”

Groaning at the thought of food, I shook my head. “She’ll feed me and I’ll throw it right back up.”

When Gerald parked at a pharmacy, he went in, leaving me in the car while he fetched the prescriptions. Twenty minutes later, he returned carrying an alarmingly large bag filled with boxes and pill bottles. He tossed it in the back. “I told them you were nauseated at the thought of food, so they added another prescription to the list. Sorry it took so long. The pharmacist had to call one of your doctors and confirm a bunch of things. You’d figure they’d get these things right, seeing how often they have to do it.”

I grunted, curious about the medicinal cocktail they wanted to shove down my throat, but not enough to twist around and make a grab for the bag.

“Zachary tells me you have a new woman now.”

“Her name’s Evelyn. She’s one of the Fenerec,” I replied, unable to keep my worry out of my voice.

“Huh. Good for you, Jackson. It’s about time you found someone.”

“I think you’ll like her. She doesn’t mind the idea of me having a mistress.”

Gerald glanced at me. “Are you getting a new mistress? Finally given up on that ratty Corvette?”

“It seems my devil twin has been hiding the Jag in his garage. I am going to need a second mistress though, something new and with an automatic gearbox. Evelyn bought herself a BMW motorcycle and doesn’t know how to drive it.”

“I call dibs on a ride in the Jag at a track,” Gerald informed me before chuckling. “Good. Sounds like this Fenerec has her head on straight. I look forward to meeting her.”

“I’ve got to find her first.”

“I’ve got people on that, don’t worry. The last thing we need is three Fenerec causing problems in a tourist area.”

I sucked in a breath at the thought of what measures they’d take to keep Evelyn, Richard, and Vicky from causing problems. Gerald bumped my arm with his fist. “Non-lethal force, Jackson. I’m not stupid enough to put out a kill order on your mate—or the Yellowknife pack’s Alpha. I’ve got a few people on the hunt for them until Mrs. Murphy and her witch can get in town. Since she refused to get on a plane, she’s driving over now. Wouldn’t surprise me if she was here by tomorrow.”

My Canadian geography wasn’t one of my strengths, but I thought it was a lot longer than two or three days to drive from Yellowknife to Ottawa. “How long is the drive?”

“Two days if you swap drivers and don’t stop,” he replied. “A little over fifty hours in total. I’ve learned not to question the wizard when she’s upset. If she says to keep you in town and that she’ll arrive by tomorrow morning, I’ll do as told. That said, I’m surprised at you. Your woman’s a Fenerec?”

“She had a compelling argument,” I replied, hoping I sounded dignified. To my ears, I sounded hoarse, tired, and rather pathetic.

“Must have been some argument. I swear, you’re the shyest man I’ve met in my life. I’m expecting an introduction, eh?”

“As soon as I find her and make certain she’s okay,” I promised.

“She’s a Fenerec. I’m sure she’s fine. Fenerec are tough—much tougher than witches like you, and you survived.”

“The same won’t be true for anyone who gets in her way,” I warned, remembering all too well what she was capable of doing. All I could do was hope that the three Fenerec hadn’t lost complete control of their wolves. If they had, I didn’t know what I would do.

No one had taught me how to help a Fenerec regain their humanity once it was lost.

Gerald shook his head, and as though he’d developed the ability to read minds, he said, “Mrs. Murphy will know what to do. Don’t worry. If anyone can track down her husband, it’s her—and Fenerec travel in packs. Your woman’s probably with Richard.”

I kept my concerns to myself, unable to quell my worries for Evelyn and the others. Just because I had survived didn’t mean anything. For all I knew, the three of them were running wild, and I had been left behind, unable to follow where Evelyn roamed.


Chapter Fifteen




[image: Image]







It was a little after eight when Gerald pulled into the driveway of his house on the outskirts of Kanata. The place classified as a mansion in my opinion, tucked away in the woods a twenty-minute drive from the highway. The four-car garage was larger than my house.

Gerald parked, leaning down to pop the trunk. “How are you holding up?”

“On top of the other errands, you took me shopping at three different clothing stores,” I grumbled, glaring at my long-time friend.

“You needed the clothes, the prescriptions weren’t going to fill themselves, and don’t even try to deny your enjoyment of the pit stop at the dealership. I’m just glad they could fit me in for a late-hour oil change. I saw you leering at the sports cars,” he countered, hopping out of the car with enough enthusiasm that I winced at the thought of trying to match him. I didn’t try, stifling a groan as I lurched out of the Camry.

“Toyota doesn’t exactly have a very wide selection of sports cars, Gerald.” I wasn’t about to tell him I had been eyeballing price stickers for the cheapest car on the lot that didn’t look like it was about ready to break down. My prepaid credit cards were still in the duplicate of my brother’s wallet.

With a car, I could go searching for Evelyn on my own, if I could give Gerald the slip.

“That little Mercedes they had in their used lot was pretty nice.”

“A little pricey for what it was. Not sporty enough, either.”

Gerald pulled the bags from the trunk, leaning around the car to point at me. “You can’t trick me, Jackson. I caught you staring at a Yaris. You want to be on the road. It’s not happening, so give it up. If you want to look for something sporty for your lady, we can browse dealerships to your heart’s content soon, maybe tomorrow before your next doctor’s appointment if there’s time. There’s no way you’re going out into the bush after them. Not only would you be in the way, you would distract those trying to find the Fenerec, plus worry everyone. You’re not even cleared to drive, not for at least another three days. Give it up.”

I stared at him, scowled, and sighed my surrender. “Concussions suck.”

“That they do. Now, let’s get you inside. Your brother’s likely beside himself with worry, seeing as I was too busy fetching you and running those errands to call him to let him know you were being released from the hospital.”

The blood drained from my face at the thought of my twin having been left in the dark yet again. “You haven’t told him?”

“I was a bit busy, Jackson. The three Fenerec and you came first. The last time I had spoken with him, all I knew was that they had found the plane and managed to pull someone from the wreckage. After that, I was doing quite the dance figuring out who had survived. At least it made identifying you simple, seeing that I knew it wasn’t your twin on board. Besides, I enjoyed putting your brother on the spot. He does it to me often enough. Did you know it took me four hours to bully my way through the hospital’s administration?”

I groaned. “He’s going to kill me.”

“Likely. He was headed to Ottawa when we spoke, catching a flight from somewhere in Maine. Right now, he’s probably scheming how he can infiltrate the local hospitals. Yellowknife’s Second is likewise in a panic, another problem I didn’t need nor want. Anyway, I ordered them to sit tight in their hotel until I could call them back tonight.”

“You fed the fire and fanned it,” I accused.

“Pretty much. It didn’t help that I left the card with their number in the kitchen when I left to go to the hospital. Maggie’s eager to confirm you’re still among the living with her own eyes, so let’s get you inside instead of hanging out in my garage.”

Maggie was at the stove when I opened the door, spinning around to face me. “Jackson!”

At a hair under five feet, Gerald’s wife had a delicate look to her, and it always caught me by surprise at how strong she could be. She wasted no time crossing the kitchen to give me a hug, standing on her toes in her effort to kiss my cheeks. The custom seemed a little silly to me, but I leaned down to make her happy.

“Hey, Maggie. It’s been a while. Sorry for the fuss,” I replied, kicking off my shoes, which had been the only bit of my clothing to survive the crash. Gerald shoved them aside as he came up behind me.

“Nonsense. First they tell me you about got yourself killed down south, then they call and tell me you crashed your plane. Mr. Jackson, I am displeased with you!” She grabbed hold of my hands and pulled me into the adjacent dinning room, pointing at one of the chairs. I limped the entire way, too tired to pretend I wasn’t in pain and on the brink of collapse.

“Sit,” she ordered. “Dinner will be done in about ten minutes.”

“Yes, ma’am.” I sat down, biting back my groan as every last one of my muscles protested the movement. “I’m sorry I worried you. In my defense, I wasn’t the one flying.”

“I suppose I will forgive you this time. Who was the pilot? Gerald, was it that Richard fellow you were talking about earlier?”

“Yes, Yellowknife’s Alpha—the one with the wizard wife.”

Maggie winced. “Ouch. Is that the firecracker you were on the phone with before you left for the hospital?”

“One and the same,” Gerald replied, leaning against the kitchen’s island, setting down the bag of prescriptions. “These are Jackson’s medications. Can you put it out of the reach of the girls?”

With a laugh, Maggie grabbed the bag and stashed it in one of the cabinets above the kitchen counter. “The girls would love to play doctor for him if given half a chance. Want anything to drink, Jackson?”

“He’s having all of the water he can stomach,” Gerald replied before I had a chance to say anything. “No coffee or soda. Juice is on the allowed list. They don’t want him on caffeine.”

I groaned. “No coffee?”

“Not so much as a single drop.”

“That’s cruel, Gerald.”

“Doctor’s orders. After dinner, you’re getting a lovely dessert of pills, which I’ve been told will make you higher than a kite. Maggie, there’s a pink box in that mess of pills, can you make sure he gets a dose of that before he tries eating?”

“Sounds like a fun time,” Maggie replied, filling a glass from a pitcher before bringing it to me. “The girls are preparing the guest bedroom, Gerald.”

My friend laughed. “That’s my cue to undo their destruction, then. Please excuse me. Call you brother before he has a heart attack, Jackson.”

“He’s exaggerating,” I informed Maggie, who handed me a cordless phone and a business card with a number scribbled on the back of it. “Your girls are incapable of mass destruction.”

Maggie retrieved the medications, digging through them and reading over the labels. “You’re not going to be higher than a kite. You’re going to be sound asleep, if the warning labels are to be believed.”

“I meant the girls. How are they, anyway?” It’d been over a year since I had seen Ruth and Beth, and I was under the impression children as cute as the pair of brunettes were incapable of any wrongdoing.

“They’re good. Don’t tell Gerald this, but it’s obvious they’re too angelic to be responsible for any of the disasters occurring around them. He’s the one who makes the messes and keeps blaming the girls. Make your phone call while I finish up dinner, Jackson.”

I picked up the card, glad that Maggie had been the one to jot down the number; if it had been Gerald, I would’ve been dealing with five or six wrong calls before getting through to my brother. I dialed and cradled the phone between my ear and shoulder.

“Anderson,” my brother answered, and I heard him yawn.

“If someone ever invites you to a plane crash, decline. Richard ditched the bird in the water, and upon deciding that wasn’t bad enough, he wrapped it around a tree,” I said instead of a proper greeting.

If he yelled at me for whining, I’d blame the medications or the concussion and its accompanying headache.

There was a thump and a curse on the other end of the line, followed by the clatter of the phone bouncing on something hard. “Damn it, Dante!” my twin bellowed.

I winced. “I’m reasonably intact, Elliot. I lucked out. However, I have a concussion, so if you could not yell in my ear, I’d appreciate it.”

“Sorry,” he replied in a much softer voice. There was a sharp edge in his tone as he demanded, “Where are you?”

“It’s a top-secret location. I’m about to be wined and dined by one of Canada’s finest chefs, but apparently I don’t get to drink any of the wine.”

There was a long moment of silence. “Are you all right?”

I sighed. “I’ll live. I have a couple of stitches, a sprained wrist they insisted on trapping in a brace, a variety of cuts, and even more bruises. Add in the concussion, and I’ve seen better days. Nothing broken. I don’t know what happened to Evelyn or the others.” I could hear the worry in my voice. Maggie paused in what she was doing to stare at me. I shook my head and waved her off, earning a narrow-eyed glare.

“Alex is frantic with worry about both you and Richard, let alone the ladies. Remind me to thank Gerald for the sleeping pills he managed to get me a prescription for. I don’t know what are in his, but they calmed him down.”

“I’m sorry I worried you.”

“Damn straight you worried me!” he bellowed.

“Headache,” I reminded him.

“Sorry. Seriously, where are you?”

“I’m with Gerald, who has informed me that he didn’t mean for me to end up hospitalized when he wanted me to enjoy Canadian hospitality.”

My twin snorted. “You’re in a good mood.”

“It’s the drugs.”

“What do they have you on?”

“No idea. Gerald had Maggie guard the hoard to ensure they’re out of the kids’ reach and ensure they’re stuffed down my throat at the appropriate intervals.”

Maggie laughed. “Tell your brother I said hello, please.”

“The drug dealer’s lovely wife wants me to tell you hello,” I relayed obediently.

“Tell her thank you for me, and hello as well.”

I played messenger before saying, “Richard’s wife is apparently trying to set a land speed record driving here from Yellowknife.”

“Good, if Richard was hurt in the crash, we’ll need her to keep him under control. But seriously, are you all right?”

I had the feeling he wasn’t going to leave me alone until I told him everything I knew, so I said, “I came within a few inches of losing my head. That said, if I hadn’t been trapped in the cockpit, I probably would have walked away. From what Gerald has told me, it took the rescue people three chainsaws and two hours to cut me out.”

“Three chainsaws?”

“And two hours. I told you, he hit a tree.”

“He really landed in the water and managed to hit a tree?”

“He did. Don’t ask me, Elliot—I don’t know what happened. All I remember is waking up with the plane wrapped around a tree while half submerged.”

“Wonderful. Gerald isn’t going to fetch us tonight, is he?”

I smiled a bit at the frustration in my brother’s tone. “You won’t be missing much. Even if he did, from my understanding of the situation, in about thirty minutes, I’ll either be passed out or higher than a kite from the medications they’ve prescribed. I’m really sorry I worried you.”

There was a long pause followed by a heavy sigh. “You have nothing to be sorry about. Can you give Gerald the phone?”

“He’s with his girls. I’ll give you over to Maggie.” Before I could do anything other than hold the phone out, she claimed it, stalking back into the kitchen. After several moments, she drew a deep breath and bellowed, “Gerald, phone!”

It didn’t take him more than a few moments to make his appearance, claiming the phone from Maggie. “Good evening, Mr. Anderson.”

From behind their father came Beth and Ruth. They both had their brunette hair tied in pig tails, watching me with wide eyes. Both had grown more than I had expected. Ruth clung to a floppy-eared bunny. At six, she was a year older than my Jacqueline would have been, if she were still alive.

“Hi,” she said, clutching her bunny tighter.

It took me several moments to compose myself before I could speak without my voice betraying my anguish. “Hey, girls. It’s been a while.” I couldn’t get over how big they had gotten; when Ruth had been born, Beth had been a wobbly, collision-prone toddler. They fidgeted, which made me suspect Gerald had warned them to be gentle. “Where are my hugs?” I begged, giving my leg a slap.

They swarmed me, jostling and elbowing each other in their attempt to climb on my lap. I picked Ruth up under her arms, and ignoring the stabbing pain in my wrist, I hauled her up. Beth clung to my suit, weighing enough to tip me in her direction. After settling Ruth, I tried to figure out how to fit both of them on my lap without either one of them ending up on the floor.

Maggie put her hands on her hips. “Girls, he is not a tree for you to climb on. Be gentle, he’s not feeling well.”

“They’re fine,” I murmured, hugging both of them. “They’ve really grown, Maggie. At the rate Beth’s going, she’s going to be as tall as I am.”

Giggling at me, Beth wiggled on my leg, wrapped her arms around my neck, and planted a sloppy kiss on my cheek. While both of them could chatter a storm, I was impressed by how quiet and restrained they were. I returned her kiss with one on her forehead.

“Girls, come help set the table. And no, Jackson, you may not help. I won’t have you breaking any more of my dishes!”

The girls jumped down off of me to patter into the kitchen. I feigned a heavy sigh. “It was only one dish, Maggie. Just one!”

“You will stay where you are, Mister,” she ordered.

Gerald leaned against the kitchen counter, mimicked my sigh, and said into the phone, “You’re not getting your way, Mr. Anderson. No, I will not give you my address. I will have someone pick you up tomorrow morning, early. It’s dinnertime, and I have to go supervise your brother. Go to sleep. If you haven’t already, take those sleeping pills. I asked for them to be prescribed for a reason.”

Without waiting for my brother’s reply, Gerald hung up. “He’s excitable today.”

“I wonder why,” I replied.

Maggie tapped the pot with a metal spoon. “Enough play, boys. After dinner, it’s a very early bedtime for you, Mr. Jackson.”

Suspecting arguing would prove fruitless, I said, “Yes, Mother.”

She laughed. “You’re such a brat.”
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I was the first one awake the next morning. Driven downstairs by the pounding in my head, I bumbled around Maggie’s kitchen with the coherency of a zombie, disregarding the doctor’s ban against coffee. The black sludge I ended up with didn’t taste like coffee, but it was hot and it took off the edge of my exhaustion. I made myself at home at the kitchen’s island, flipping through one of Maggie’s gardening magazines. My other options were a two-week old newspaper and a financial magazine I had already read.

Halfway through my second cup of coffee, the doorbell rang. I glanced at the microwave’s clock, wondering who would be visiting Gerald at a little after six in the morning. Mug in hand, I hobbled my way across the house.

Too tired and achy to put in the extra effort to peek through the peephole, I disengaged the security system and opened the door.

I came face to face with my father, whom I hadn’t seen up close and personal in at least six years. Too busy gawking to form a coherent thought, let alone say something, I stood motionless while he shouldered his way in, dragging a pair of suitcases and a gym bag.

“What did you do to your wrist?” he demanded, glaring at the brace. After setting the luggage down, he got out of the doorway to let in the two women behind him. I recognized Nicole from the countless times she had made an appearance during video conference calls with Richard. She had dark rings under her eyes, and her dark hair was a tangled, ratted mess. I admired her for her lack of makeup; many women relied on tricks to be beautiful, but Nicole was genuine, which made me like her all the more.

Ignoring my father, I exchanged kisses on the cheek with Richard’s wife. Like Maggie, she was short enough I had to bend over for her to reach me without forcing her to stand on her toes. “There’s coffee in the kitchen if you’d like, ladies.”

“You look like hell. I hope we didn’t wake you,” she replied. 

“I was already awake. Judging from the lack of squeals and thumps from upstairs, the kids are still asleep, which means Gerald and Maggie are as well.” Operating under the hope that if I ignored my father he would go away, I turned my attention to the taller, brown-haired woman flanking Nicole. “You must be Amber. Forgive me for not shaking your hand,” I said, raising my coffee mug in salute.

Amber nodded. “I am. It’s a pleasure to meet you as well. I agree with Nicole: you look like hell. Go sit before you fall down. I’m too tired to help you up.”

“The kitchen’s this way, ladies.”

As I passed my father, I considered whether or not my coffee counted as a weapon and if I had the energy to smash it over his head. Deciding against the idea, I guided the trio to the kitchen, setting my coffee aside to pull down some mugs from the cabinets, careful not to break any of them. For a second, I considered only fetching two, but I brought down the third to remain polite.

My father remained silent, watching me, probably trying to decide which one of his sons I was. I had no idea what his relationship with Elliot was like, nor did I want to know. Determined to remain at least somewhat polite, I ignored my surging resentment at his presence.

Making coffee delayed the inevitable, so I focused all of my attention on the pot. Stifling a yawn, I eyed the coffee machine warily. “I’ve been told I shouldn’t operate any machinery. I think they were right. I’m fairly certain I made poison disguised as coffee.”

Nicole joined me at the kitchen counter, lifting the carafe to sniff at the brew. “If it tastes as bad as it smells, I’m impressed you still have taste buds.” She dumped the pot into the sink. “Get away from the coffee maker.”

I turned to head back to the island when she snatched the mug out of my hands. Its contents ended up in the sink.

“I’ve heard a lot about you, but I wasn’t aware that you were a threat to coffee,” Amber said, perching on the stool next to mine.

Nicole leaned against the counter while the coffee brewed, flashing a tired smile at me. “He’s the second sweetest man you’ll ever meet. Richard being the first, of course.”

“Richard could have rabies and you’d still think he was an angel,” I countered, grinning back at her. “I’m not going to ask how you got here so fast without flying.”

My father sighed, hooked a stool with his foot, and sat at the far end of the island, well out of my range. “Never have twins, ladies. They’re not double the trouble, they easily triple it.”

Bursting out laughing, Amber shook her head. “I don’t need twins to know that, Mr. Anderson. Nicole’s the elder of a pair, and they’re incorrigible.”

“They picked me up in Toronto. It probably would have taken longer to fly, but would have been substantially safer,” my father announced.

The island was disappointingly devoid of things I could use as a weapon. “I’m the one who doesn’t exist,” I informed him in a grumble.

“You look remarkably intact for someone who was in a plane crash,” was his neutral reply.

“Who was flying?” Nicole demanded.

“Not me. I was napping when the plane went down. I don’t remember anything. When I woke up, it was daytime and the others were gone.”

“Fuck.” Snarling, she clenched a hand into the fist and banged it on the granite counter. “I’m going to kill him once I find him.”

Judging from the way Amber sighed, it was something the wizard had been saying a lot lately. “Easy, Nicole. Richard’s a good pilot. I’m sure he didn’t mean to crash the plane. Take a look at Jackson. If he survived, there’s no way any of the Fenerec were seriously injured. Wherever he is, he’s fine.”

“Richard’s running wild. That does not constitute as fine. He didn’t tell me he was intending on bringing two new Fenerec into the pack. The pack’s in flux, which means I can’t figure out where he’s at.” Nicole spun to pour the coffee, muttering curses.

Most of them were directed at her husband, although I heard a few aimed in my direction. I pretended not to hear any of them.

Amber rubbed her temples. “Please forgive her. She’s worried sick, and I mean that quite literally. She puked in the car twice on the way here. It doesn’t help that she doesn’t know who the two new Fenerec in the pack are.”

Nicole scowled. “He didn’t need to know that, Amber.”

“Their names are Evelyn and Vicky,” I supplied.

With wide eyes, Nicole turned her full attention onto me. “Vicky? You don’t mean Mr. Anderson’s Vicky, do you? His boss?”

I gawked at her. “You know about her? Does everyone know about her? I just met her this week.”

“Did you know about this?”

I grimaced, wondering how much I could risk telling them with my father listening in. It was unnerving enough knowing he was nearby, staring at me. The fact he remained silent didn’t help me relax any, either. “I did. Richard thought it would be wise considering our special familial circumstances.”

On the phone, I knew Nicole as an even-tempered woman who didn’t take any bullshit from anyone, especially her husband. Snorting, she poured a fresh cup of coffee and handed it to me. “That’s the understatement of the year, Jackson. I’ve heard quite a bit about your familial circumstances. They’re crazier than mine, I’ll have you know.”

“What did you mean by Richard running wild?” I asked, sipping at the coffee. It tasted a lot better than what I had made.

“He’s a wolf, that’s what I mean—he’s a wolf without any care of the fact he’s also human,” was Nicole’s subdued reply. “It happened right after he brought the two new members into the pack. I’m willing to bet one of them was at risk of running wild and he got caught up in the pack bonds. That’s why he’s never supposed to bring new members into the pack without Amber, Alex, or I there. We can stop that from happening.”

Amber snickered. “She doesn’t so much stop it from happening as she thoroughly distracts him from anything other than her. All she has to do to accomplish that is walk into the room with him.”

Nicole flushed.

“Probably Evelyn,” I muttered, my anxiety igniting at the thought of her out in the wilds as a wolf. While I knew Fenerec were tough and capable of taking care of themselves, it was likely my fault that Evelyn was running wild with Richard and Vicky. I couldn’t imagine what I’d do if she was hurt.

I didn’t want to think about it. The thought she might not come back made my throat tighten and my stomach churn. I pushed away my coffee.

“Just who is she, anyway?” Nicole demanded.

Amber patted my hand. “I’d bet that she’s his mate.”

I froze, even more aware of my father’s stare boring through me.

“Excuse me, but did you just say his mate?” my father asked, his tone chillingly neutral.

Nicole’s smile terrified me. Bringing a cup of coffee to my father, she leaned over the counter and looked him in the eyes. “He belongs to us now, as does his brother. If you or the Inquisition touches either one of them, you’ll regret it. Am I understood?”

“What does Elliot have to do with your pack?” my father countered, meeting her gaze steadily.

“His mate belongs to us, which means he does too.”

I groaned, slumping over the island. “Now you’ve done it, Nicole.”

“What? It’s the truth.”

Amber rubbed the center of my back with a hand. “You’ll get used to it. Most of the time, she’s this docile, angelic girl. When we least expect it, she turns around and does something like stare Richard down. Sometimes she slugs some idiot into next week, reminding us all that she has a sword for a spine.”

My father pinched the bridge of his nose. “You two are going to be the death of me. Are you seriously telling me that you both have taken complete leave of your common sense?”

I draped both of my arms over my throbbing head. “Yes, sir. Why are you here, anyway?”

“No yelling,” Nicole ordered. “There are sleeping children in this house and we are guests.”

“There are sleeping children in the house,” Gerald confirmed.

I lifted my braced left arm in a wave. “Good morning, Gerald.”

“Good morning, everyone. I’m relieved to see you made it intact, and with the hitchhiker as well.”

Amber kept rubbing my back, working her way up to my neck, which she massaged hard enough to hurt. With laughter in her voice, she said, “He was doing a good impression of a lost puppy. Nicole felt sorry for him. It’s a bad habit of hers, picking up strays. One of these days, I’ll beat it out of her.”

“Why do you have coffee, Dante? I’m pretty sure I told you no coffee last night,” Gerald said. Before I could make a grab for the cup, he stole it and set it in the sink. “How many have you had?”

I held up three fingers. “The first two were terrible.”

“You tried to make the coffee, didn’t you?” Gerald grunted, opened the fridge, and in short order, set a glass of orange juice in front of me. “Drink that and take these.”

Six pills waited for me, including another dose of the anti-nausea medications. I sighed, poking at them.

“Before you continue your discussion, I would like to point out that Dante has a concussion, is under a lot of medication, and is not fit for any sort of argument. If you pick a fight with him, I will have Amber shoot you and deposit your corpse in my basement for Elliot to deal with.”

I made a mental note never to anger Gerald.

“Don’t worry. Mr. Leclerc. I have no intentions of causing you—or him—any problems. Dante, I came because someone called me in tears, telling me that his brother had been in a plane crash. At the time, all he knew was that someone had been pulled out of the wreckage, but no one knew who.”

“Way to go, Elliot,” I mumbled, making a second mental note to have a long talk with my twin.

“He has a concussion, a sprained wrist, required a few stitches, and had a transfusion, but otherwise emerged in remarkably good shape for someone who had come within several inches from losing his life,” Gerald reported. “I’d like to keep him that way.”

“As I said, don’t worry. The person he really has to worry about is his mother. Fortunately for all of us, she’s in Atlanta making Inquisition heads roll.”

The doorbell rang.

“I’ll get it. It’s probably Elliot,” Gerald said.

I groaned. “Just kill me now.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll protect you,” Amber said, patting my shoulder.

“Think you can convince Gerald to let me have my coffee back?” I complained.

If I wanted to survive through having most of my immediate family nearby, I was going to need something. With two women present, I swallowed back the myriad of curses I wanted to spew. Sitting up, I grabbed the collection of medications Gerald had set out for me and swallowed them back with a single gulp of orange juice.

“You can’t have the coffee, Dante. What are you, a child?” Gerald asked.

I twisted around to level a glare at him.

My brother stood behind Gerald, halting when he saw me. “Dante—” When his gaze slid over to our father, his mouth dropped open. “Oh, shit.”

“Language,” I snapped. “If I can’t have coffee, you can’t curse. Evelyn’s missing, and I am not up for your—”

“Shut up, Dante. You’re going to get us both in trouble,” he warned, closing the distance between us to hug me. He thumped my back, and I hissed as he hit a tender spot. “You worried us all.”

“What did you do to your face, Elliot?” our father demanded. “You’re a sight to behold. You look like the plane crash victim, not him.”

Elliot straightened, pulling away from me to scowl. “What are you doing here, Dad?”

“It was either me or your mother.”

“Oh my God,” I whispered, shuddering at the thought of facing my mother. I hadn’t seen her since I had been evicted from the Anderson household and put into fostering with my godfather at age five. All of my life, I had lived under the impression that she wouldn’t care if I died. Things would have been much simpler for her.

I wondered what I had done to deserve the hell of my family storming back into my life after so many years. “Have you forgotten that I don’t exist? I haven’t.”

“Well, this could get ugly,” my brother declared, claiming a stool and sitting between our father and me.

Amber’s hand dropped to her side, and with a shift of her weight and a flick of her wrist, she revealed a holster. “All I have to say is that I’m armed, dangerous, and haven’t had enough coffee or sleep for this. I deal with enough of this shit between Nicole and her father to put up with this right now.”

“Dante, please,” my brother begged.

I scowled, wondering why it was my fault.

Maybe I was a witch, but I had been five years old. At least I hadn’t blabbed about my uncomfortable relationship with the dead. Most of my family believed all I could sense was gemstones, witchcraft that couldn’t threaten them. Sometimes, late at night, I still wondered what they would have done if I had developed stronger powers.

My godfather had been happy to take me in, although I had spent most of my time on my own.

“Don’t waste your breath, Elliot. He’s completely justified. The last time we spoke, if you can call it that, I was dressing him down in an email. I had told him to clean up his act or start praying that the Canadians liked him enough to let him stay. I’m pleasantly surprised he’s grown into a well-adjusted adult without nearly as many abandonment issues as I expected.”

I tensed, holding my breath. A shiver ran through me.

Evelyn hadn’t abandoned me. I kept thinking that, but it didn’t ease my surging anxiety. She had no reason to believe I had a chance of survival. She hadn’t abandoned me.

Richard was smart and a realist. To them, I was dead, and their lives came before that of a corpse.

It wasn’t her fault that I hadn’t been killed.

To cover my dismay, I took a sip from my orange juice. Maybe if I ignored my father, he would disappear. “Where’s Alex?”

Elliot frowned at me. “He’s currently in his wife’s custody. They are getting ready to go ATV shopping, which will be necessary for any trips into the bush looking for Evelyn.”

“Credit cards are in the wallet,” I replied, digging it out of my pocket and sliding it to him. “If you get Zachary to send you one of my cards, just charge it.”

“A trip you won’t be going on, Dante,” Gerald said, taking my wallet. “Yellowknife’s pack is perfectly capable of buying their own ATVs, Jackson. As an aside, should the Inquisition be foolish or stupid enough to push a deportation case, Canada would get involved and it isn’t a situation you want to be in. That’s our official stance on the matter. His work is too delicate and important to be risked by a dated familial dispute that belongs in the fifteen hundreds.”

My father grimaced. “I’ll make certain they’re aware of that.”

“Good.”

“Don’t forget Richard, Gerald. If we’re throwing threats at the Inquisition anyway, remind him that both of the Anderson brothers are officially part of the Yellowknife pack due to their status as mates of pack members,” Nicole added, her tone ice cold. “I’m sure it wouldn’t take too much convincing to get Richard to act.”

“Take it from me, Mr. Anderson. The last thing you want to do is come between a Fenerec and her mate. Add in the fact that every member of the pack will join forces to protect their own, and you’ll have quite the incident on your hands,” Amber warned.

“I’m not—”

“Elliot, shut up. All of you are giving me a headache. It’s too early in the morning for this.”

“It’s about time some of the men in our family decided to grow a pair,” my father said, surprising me with his laughter. “I could have told them twins were nothing but trouble. But no, no one listened to me. Okay, so let me see if I understand the situation. Both of you boys decided Normal women weren’t dangerous enough for you? I assure you that they are. I should know; I married your mother. Elliot, you I can understand. But you, Dante?”

“I think you have it backwards,” Elliot muttered. “Why would you think I’d be the one involved with a Fenerec?”

“Your brother has loyalty issues and hasn’t even looked at a woman since Suzanne’s death, that’s why. You, on the other hand, are good looking, very wealthy, chronically single, independent, capable of taking care of yourself, and hold a substantial amount of power. Any smart bitch would want to sink her teeth into you.”

I groaned, rubbing my forehead in the futile effort of driving my headache away. “You’re disgustingly well informed. You’re also a racist. To add insult to injury, you’re playing favorites again.”

“If it makes you feel any better, you are twins, which necessitates you also being good looking,” my father replied.

Amber rested her chin in the palm of her hand. “This is like watching a drama but better. I wonder how many graves they’ll dig for themselves before they kiss and make up?”

“That’s disgusting,” my brother and I said.

“It’s true, though,” my father said, once again startling me with a chuckle. “Dante, I thought you would have guessed by now that your mother and I had absolutely no say in what happened when you were little. Frankly, we’re lucky that we didn’t get the ax ourselves for daring to spawn a witch instead of the pure Normal boy they wanted. I didn’t agree with it then, and I don’t agree with it now.”

I didn’t want to buy his pretty words; he was either the world’s best actor, stringing me along with a lifetime of lies, or he really did care if I lived or died. The fact he had come to Canada at all supported his claim, which unsettled me. In an effort to dodge the issue, I said, “Elliot, you heard him. We were spawned.”

“Impossible. If we had been spawned, you’d be capable of swimming. Fish can swim. You can’t.”

“It’s true. I sink.” I rested my chin on the island, stretching my arms out in the direction of the coffee maker. “Gerald, can’t you tell the doctors I need coffee?”

“Are you sure you’re not Canadian?” Gerald asked. “No coffee, Dante. Beg for mercy at your appointment today. You’ve had enough, considering you weren’t supposed to have any at all.”

“Elliot, there’s a black box in the gym bag. Would you go get it, please?” my father asked.

For a moment, I thought Elliot was going to refuse, but he grumbled something under his breath, got up, and did as he was told. He returned with a shoe box. My father took it and placed it next to me. “I am under strict orders to offer this to you as a peace offering, along with a message, which I’d take as a warning, if you’re wise. Your mother’s in Atlanta, probably killing people with her tongue alone. Once able, she is expecting your presence so she can fulfill her motherly obligations and tan your hide for scaring her so much.”

I eyed the box warily. “Who are you? My father and mother don’t do open gifts or peace offerings. The threats, however, I readily believe.”

“Deserved,” my father acknowledged. “But, consider this, Dante. We’re asleep when sometime around seven in the morning Elliot calls us, doing a good impression of your mother, which sets her off once he stopped blubbering enough to tell us you were in a plane crash. Your mother kicks me out of bed and informs me that I am going to Canada on the next flight out or my balls were scheduled for a visit with a vice. So, by nine, I’m in the air on the way to Toronto, since no one had any idea where the plane had gone down, just that it never arrived in North Bay, Ontario.”

Standing up, he approached me, and before I could do anything other than tense, he dug his fingers into my shoulders and began digging in, massaging at the knotted and sore muscles. I grunted, going limp as he worked.

“You’re knotted all to hell, boy.”

“Whiplash, probably,” Gerald said. “I’ll make sure a chiropractor has a look at him, so that when his wife comes back, he’ll be fit as a fiddle.”

“She’s not my wife yet,” I mumbled.

When my father found a particularly sore spot, I yelped. Instead of having mercy, he jammed his thumbs at the muscles. “Let me give you a piece of advice, boy. Send your mother an invitation to the wedding. I’m still getting shit over the fact we didn’t get invites to your first. She’s going to skin you for that reason alone when you cross paths.”

“Dante’s right. Who are you? What have you done with our father?”

“I took him out back and killed him,” my father replied. “Be quiet, Elliot.”

“I think it’s time for some breakfast. I have one trick: pancakes. If you want something else, you’ll need to wait until Maggie and the girls get up,” Gerald said, digging through a drawer for a pair of frying pans. “Elliot, there’s eggs in the fridge. Fetch them for me, please. Mr. Anderson, keep playing chiropractor. Ladies, can I impose on you?”

Nicole saluted. “Yes, sir!”

“The dishes are there, if you’d like to set the table. Thank you, Mrs. Murphy.”

Amused, I watched Gerald direct his army of helpers as they made pancakes under his supervision.
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I lost more than a few hours somewhere, which I blamed on the pancakes and the plethora of medications I had taken along with breakfast. I had no recollection of making it to the living room, let alone to the reclining armchair, cocooned in one of Maggie’s crocheted blankets. Stifling a yawn, I rubbed my eyes, wincing at the incessant throb in my skull.

“You slept right through lunch,” Gerald announced, resting his elbows next to my head, rocking the chair back. “Maggie and the girls are out shopping. I evicted the Murphys and the Andersons, who are on route to the crash site. They’ll be out of your hair for a few days. Sorry about your father; he refused to take no for an answer, and it wasn’t a battle worth fighting. Your brother is headed back to Atlanta, probably hoping to limit your mother’s rampage.”

“You knew he was coming?”

“Sure did. I told him he was welcome so long as he didn’t do anything stupid, reminding him that Amber took orders from me before she took orders from him. Considering I told her to come armed, I thought I had the situation under control. Once he sees the plane for himself, he’ll be headed back to the United States.”

“That’s something at least,” I muttered.

Gerald sighed, giving my shoulder a squeeze. “No father wants to get that call, Jackson, and he got it twice in a week.”

Sucking in a breath, I realized I understood. It took one thought of my daughter, who I had never even met, to make my chest tighten painfully. I couldn’t imagine how much her death would have hurt if I had been given a chance to hold her even once.

“Fuck.”

“Okay, that’s one of the last things I ever expected you to say.” Perching on the arm of the chair, Gerald sent it dipping back enough I lurched from the sensation of falling. “What’s going on?” he asked.

I settled back, and for several long minutes, I thought about whether or not I wanted to tell him. Gerald’s access to knowledge was invaluable, but he wouldn’t give it to me, not without my telling him about Jacqueline. Knowing that, I struggled to find the words to tell him about what Suzanne had done.

There was one way I could tell him without having to speak. “Go get your work laptop, and I’ll show you,” I whispered.

When he headed to his office to fetch the computer, I pilfered a cup of coffee, waiting for him at the kitchen island.

“You’re not supposed to have that,” he said, setting the laptop down.

“Don’t care. Give over,” I replied, patting the counter in front of me, careful to keep my coffee out of his reach. After logging in, he slid the laptop over. It took me less than two minutes to locate my daughter’s birth certificate. Drawing a deep breath to steady my nerves, I said, “Suzanne faked her death.” Once he got a good look at the certificate, I continued, “Someone killed my little girl, Gerald. I want them.”

“Oh my Holy God.” Gerald snatched the laptop, typing in commands to a prompt. I waited in silence, sipping my coffee as he worked. All of the data I had wanted was at his fingertips, and I wasn’t going to rush him. “Okay, I got a hit on a missing person report for her and her mother, dated back almost three years ago.”

“Three years ago?” I asked, frowning.

Both my daughter and Suzanne had died a little over two years ago, from what I could tell with my witchcraft.

“Jacqueline was enrolled at a daycare in Thunder Bay. One morning, she didn’t show up. Note here says her mother had showed up to work without her. An Amber Alert was issued, but there were no hits. Her mother disappeared sometime that day. Where’s Suzanne?”

If Gerald’s tone was any indication, I was pretty sure he was asking so he could find her and kill her himself.

“They killed her.”

“You don’t seem broken up by that at all,” he commented, watching me.

“The only woman I need or want in my life right now is Evelyn,” I replied, meeting his gaze without flinching.

After a long moment, he sighed. “We’re doing everything we can to find her, Jackson. You’re really in no condition to join the search and rescue team. I’m sorry. You’d be a liability, and the last thing I need is an angry pack of Fenerec knocking on my door because I let you go wandering out in the bush after barely surviving a plane crash. You’re staying here. We’ll find your lady and bring her to you, okay?”

I nodded my agreement, but it didn’t stop me from trying to find a way to give him the slip. It made me angrier and more anxious that he was right.

All I would do was get in the way.

“What I want to know is how you found out about this, eh?”

“I can’t say. I had a list of all of the people who were also murdered along with my girl. Unfortunately, the list was on the plane. If you give me some time, I can rebuild it.”

The names of the dead wouldn’t be forgotten so soon or so easily. I shivered. “Just give me a few hours.”

“Theodore told me you had been poking around our databases. Is there any relation?”

I nodded.

Gerald grabbed his cordless phone and punched in a number. “Put Theodore on,” he demanded. After a few minutes, he said, “I need you to pull all of the records Jackson was looking for; if he typed it in our system, I want a copy of it. Build a report and get it to me as soon as you can. Prioritize it over everything else.” He hung up. “There. All I want is a confirmation that your source won’t cause any harm to my government.”

“My information was acquired legally and shouldn’t have any legal ramifications for Canada. That said, my brother, the Yellowknife Fenerec, and a few Inquisitors left a few bodies on the Wave Dream…”

“I know. He gave us a call and dropped word with us not long after it happened, seeing as he had reason to believe your would-be kidnappers were attempting to take you to Canada. Your brother’s a nice guy, by the way. That’s the reason you’re with me. This place is wired and there’s security never too far away. No one gets near this house without someone being aware of it.”

“I really should be with them looking for Evelyn,” I muttered, rubbing a finger around the rim of my mug.

“Jackson, you’re the luckiest man alive right now. Your only job right now is to heal. You have a doctor’s appointment in a few hours for another CT scan and an MRI. My job is to take care of you. It’s a matter of interest for quite a few people. Give me some time and I’ll get all of the info I can for you about your baby girl. We’ll find whoever did this,” he swore.

“They’re mine,” I growled, and the roughness of my voice reminded me of Evelyn’s when she was angry. It was a wolf’s vocalized rage, and it rumbled in my throat.

“No problem, Jackson. I’ll get you a nice gun, all the ammo you could want for it, and make sure everyone’s looking the other way when you pull the trigger. Just don’t leave any evidence behind. We don’t like cleaning up messes like that.”

“Then we better keep this a secret from Evelyn,” I replied.

“Why?”

“She wants the fuckers almost as much as I do.”

“Good.”
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I had attended enough hockey games to understand that beneath their polite and generous exterior, Canadians could be a vicious lot. While I watched him work, Gerald muttered to himself. Sometimes he complained about a slow server, but more often than not, he was inventing new and horrifying ways to kill people. His patience and focus was admirable, but it was his self-absorbed ranting that held my attention.

“Fires are too flashy,” he mumbled, scrolling through the list of names recovered by Theodore. It had taken the tech less than an hour to grab all of my queries and organize them into something usable. “Maybe a steamroller.”

“I thought Canadians were supposed to be nice, hospitable people, Gerald,” I said, careful to keep my voice soft in case he had forgotten I was with him.

Judging from the way he jumped, he had forgotten about me. “Jackson, there are almost two thousand dead witches on this list of yours. That’s almost four times the total number of homicides reported over an entire year across the entirety of Canada. It’s on par with the total number of adults reported missing for an entire year in Quebec—and that’s before considering the number who are found within a few days.”

“Most of them aren’t adults,” I pointed out.

“I was trying to forget that fact,” he snapped at me. “The real problem is that most of these reports are localized to the Montreal area. That’s going to complicate things, seeing as Quebec really doesn’t like when Ottawa gets involved in their business.”

I drummed my fingers on the island. “Tough shit. I know someone. I’ll give him a call.”

“Jackson, you know everyone. Call him after the doctor’s appointment. We need to get on the road.”

“It’ll take five minutes,” I replied, reaching for his phone.

“Fine. Try not to dig me too deep of a hole. I’m going to have enough fun when I take this one to the boss.”

Dialing Zachary’s number, I shook my head. “Last time I checked, Gerald, you were the boss.”

“I have committees to answer to—and the Prime Minister, plus his gaggle of minions, should I screw this up.”

“I’m paying, if that matters.”

Gerald snorted. “I don’t think so. There have been two thousand murders. If anything, we owe you a bounty for the tip off and the names. You’re not responsible for that level of investigation.”

Instead of connecting the call with Zachary, I cocked my head and arched a brow at Gerald. “What I want to know is how two thousand deaths, mostly teenagers, slipped under your radar.”

“Falsely recorded suicides, accidental deaths, and runaways? There are a lot of potential explanations, unfortunately.”

“Possibly.” I pressed the call button and put the phone to my ear.

“Zachary,” my friend answered in a grumble.

“Hey. I’m not dead take two. I hear you got to babysit my brother and Alex. Thanks for that.”

“You’re killing me, Boss. Elliot did let me know. I got saddled with escorting him home. How are you doing?”

“Tolerable. Apparently I’m due for a CT and MRI in a few minutes. I need a favor.”

“What’s up?”

“Call Cameroun. Tell him Gerald’s going to be stomping all over his turf. Toss down Jacqueline’s name and the fact there are two thousand victims needing justice. I don’t care how you do it, but get his cooperation.”

Zachary hesitated. “You’re asking a lot, Boss.”

“Tell him I’ll meet with him personally to discuss that equipment he wants from the Americans, and that I’ll shave off ten percent of my cut as incentive. That should get him moving.”

“Ah, good old corrupt Quebec. Money talks, and he’ll do anything to save a few pennies.”

“Pretty much. Can you do it?”

Zachary sighed. “I won’t like it, but I’ll take care of him one way or another. I got some interesting news for you, though. The hire for the medical research cargo didn’t show. Since they didn’t come to claim the stone I found in their stuff, I had it sent to the lab. It’s come back as a diamond. I won’t tell you what it’s valued at; our guy can’t tell if it’s synthetic yet. That said, he was giggling when I spoke to him last.”

“Just toss me the estimates. What’s it worth if it’s real and what’s it worth if it’s a fake?”

“If it’s natural, you could buy the Hope Diamond for cheaper. Let’s put it this way; the Moussaieff Red is its much smaller sibling, and it’s worth a cool twenty million.”

“The what Red? Never heard of it.”

“Used to be called the Red Shield before it was sold. It tends to change names. Anyway, if they’re natural, the two stones are priceless.”

I shivered at the memory of so many dead imprinted on the gems. I touched the leather pouch hanging around my throat. “I have a feeling that they aren’t, and someone killed a lot of people making these stones.”

“I’m inclined to agree with you. What do you want me to do with all of this equipment?”

I thought about it for a few moments. If the one stone had been found with the research equipment, how were they connected? “Keep it and find a scientist to have a look and see how any of it might be used in synthetic diamond creation—or with whatever they call researching blood.”

“Blood? Why blood?”

“It’s somewhere to start. The stones are blood red, aren’t they?”

“That’s fair enough, I guess. I’ll get in touch with a few people and see what I can dig up. Elliot told me you were alive and okay, but nothing else. What happened?”

I sighed. “Richard dumped the plane in a lake and crashed it into a tree. I’ve got a concussion, a sprained wrist, and a few cuts and bruises, but I’m otherwise fine. Could have been a lot worse.”

“Sure, you could be dead. How about the others?”

“Missing. I’ve been told they went wolf. Richard’s wife, her witch, and a few others are out looking for them.”

“Evelyn left you in the wreckage?” he asked, his tone sharpening.

Before I could reply, Gerald snatched the phone out of my hands. “Zachary, it’s Gerald. Leave him alone. I’m having enough problems keeping him contained. All he wants to do is go hunting after his woman. Don’t push his buttons right now. Anyway, the Fenerec did the right thing. It took the rescue people twelve hours to reach him and cut him out of the plane. I have to get him to his doctor’s appointment. Call my cell if you need me.” After giving Zachary the number, Gerald hung up. “We’re going, Jackson. March.”

“Let me change,” I grumbled, not looking forward to yet another round of tests at the hospital.

“Jeans and t-shirt is perfectly acceptable attire. We’re going to a hospital, not a date, to a business meeting, or a wedding.”
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While I had a persistent headache thanks to my concussion, the doctors at Queensway-Carleton Hospital were baffled by my rapid rate of improvement. I didn’t feel any better compared to when I had been released; if anything, I ached even more. What had been scheduled to be a two and a half hour affair resulted in a six-hour fiasco involving extra tests to confirm the results of the first round.

At least I walked away with my ban on coffee lifted. When they warned me against consuming alcohol, Gerald burst out laughing and didn’t stop until we were back in his car. I endured in silence, figuring he had earned some humor at my expense for going beyond the call of duty as a friend and partner in crime.

Instead of heading home after the appointment, Gerald drove to downtown Ottawa. When he pulled into the parking garage of an office building not far from Parliament Hill, I groaned. “You told me we were going to a hospital, not a business meeting.”

“I have to pick up a few things from my office. You may as well come up.”

“I could just sit in the car and avoid whatever security gauntlets you have here,” I countered.

“Don’t be a baby. You’re with me. You don’t even have any car keys on you. It’ll be a breeze, especially for me. I’ll walk through the scanners and ignore them while they pat you down.”

“So is that what you were on the phone about earlier? Something came up at the office?”

“Haven’t you learned anything about this business, Jackson? There’s always something going on at the office. Unfortunately, I’m the only one who can deal with it. Come on. The sooner I’m upstairs, the sooner I can take you back home. At least you had a nice nap this afternoon. I didn’t,” he complained, banging on the hood of his car when I was slow getting out. “Chop, chop.”

Gerald’s office was on the top floor, requiring me to navigate through three different security checkpoints. The room was large enough to fit twenty comfortably, complete with a conference table. A monster of an oak desk dominated one wall of the room, out of view of the single window.

“Take a load off,” he ordered, heading to his desk. “Hopefully it won’t take me too long to deal with this.”

The last time I had been in one of Gerald’s offices, it had been a quarter of the size and had been overrun with files. “You got an upgrade, I see. This one even has a filing cabinet, and it appears you even use it.”

“Is it as big as yours yet?” he countered.

I snorted, thinking of my nook in my house. Most of my house likely would have fit in his office, with the exclusion of my basement, which wasn’t fit for bats let alone for me. “Mines ten by ten feet and it used to be the guest bedroom, which I’m pretty sure had been converted from a walk-in closet for the master bedroom.”

“Oh? Escaped that basement you had told me about at long last?”

“I gave up and left it for the spiders. While it was larger, there’s only so many times I can deal with hitchhiking arachnids,” I muttered with a shudder. It didn’t help that the basement didn’t have any natural light, which only made the creepy-crawly sensation of a spider skittering across my skin that much worse.

“Have you forgotten that you could just claim one of your cruise ships as yours and win the office wars outright?”

“They’re not my ships. Why has everyone been calling them my ships this week?”

Gerald laughed. “That’s because you own the men who own them. It’s the same thing.”

I sat at the head of the conference table and gave the executive chair an experimental spin. When it didn’t squeak or threaten to dump me onto the floor, I leaned back and stretched. When my shins cracked into the table leg, I spat curses.

“I said take a load off, Jackson. That doesn’t mean try to break your legs on my table.”

I backed the chair up a few feet. “Spill it, Gerald. I’m pretty sure you could have asked one of your employees to fetch anything you needed from the office. Why are we here?”

“Delay tactics,” he replied, chuckling as he propped his feet up on his desk and kicking his shoes off. “Theodore is setting up a laptop for you and he’s not done yet.”

“That’s gotta be some laptop,” I muttered. “You do realize it’s after midnight, right? We could have waited until tomorrow.”

“Nonsense. It shouldn’t be more than half an hour or so.”

My stomach chose that moment to voice its complaints over having suffered through bland hospital cafeteria food a handful of hours ago during the wait for test results. “I don’t suppose you could force some delivery guy through security, could you?”

Grinning at me, Gerald shook his head. “We’ll eat something on the way home. There’s either fast food or a late-night pub we could hit.”

“We really came here for a laptop?” I asked, narrowing my eyes at him.

“I plead the fifth.”

“Gerald, you are not an American. You have the eleventh under the Charters of Rights and Freedoms. The fifth doesn’t work here.”

“There you go, nitpicking again. The fifth, the eleventh—close enough.”

“Aren’t you supposed to be some sort of big wig with CSIS? I’m pretty sure the differences between the eleventh and the fifth are important to you.”

“Technically, if I were in the CSIS, my office would be located in a different building. This is merely a security firm somewhat near Parliament Hill.”

I snorted. “A security firm disguised as an office building, complete with a bank and coffee shop on the first floor.”

“It’s the safest bank in town,” he replied with a smile.

“You’re so full of it, Gerald.”

“Security is a very important matter. Someone has to protect the coffee shop. That is not something to take lightly.”

Shaking my head, I went back to spinning in the chair, careful not to hit anything. I drummed my fingers against the armrests, leaning back as far as I could without tipping over. Gerald’s phone rang, and he answered, “What is it?”

“Yes, sir. He’s here, currently testing the spinning capabilities of my chairs.” There was a pause. “Yes, sir. He’s on a significant number of medications. How did you guess?” After a few minutes of listening, he hung up. “How do you feel about doing some consulting work for me, Mr. Anderson?”

At the use of my real last name, I tensed. The dull headache grew into a stabbing monstrosity behind my eyes. “I have a headache already, and it’s getting worse. What do you need?”

“That was the reason for delay tactic number one. We—yes, We—want to move on these murders. Considering the victims are witches, we feel it appropriate to call in the Inquisition. They’re far better equipped for this sort of investigation than we are.”

“They already owe you for the isotopes, Gerald. That’s a phone call away. You know that.”

“We want to hire a minimum of a hundred of their best ops and investigators.”

I gawked at him, and for a long moment, all I could do was stare with my mouth hanging open. “A hundred?”

“We want this resolved. Someone is murdering young witches—children, at that. Canada will not stand idle for such things. We don’t have so many witches, and if we do nothing, we would be guilty of taking part in a genocide. That’s unacceptable. We want the killers found and dealt with. We’re willing to offer a competitive rate, cover stories, as well as identification and passports for all agents involved. You have our approval to equip them however you feel necessary, on our dime. The CSIS is on notice to offer the Inquisition its full cooperation.”

“Holy shit, Gerald. What are you going to do next? Offer me the keys to the castle?”

“Do you want them?”

“No.”

“Pity. I’d like to watch you shake things up in town. Can you do it?”

“With pleasure,” I replied, allowing my tone to turn cold.

“I’ve got a blank check with your name on it, then.”

“Does it come with a blank pardon? What sort of sanctions will they be under for lethal force?”

“Consider it done, with the strict caveat that your license to kill is limited to those directly responsible for the murders of the witches. I’ve been asked not to let this clog up the court system.” At the caution in Gerald’s tone, I read between the lines.

Canada wasn’t ready to acknowledge the supernatural in public, the same stance the United States took, which left the Inquisition to work from within the shadows.

If justice was to be served, it’d be dealt in a dark alley instead of in the light of day. Any other day, it would have bothered me.

The families of the dead deserved to know what had happened to their loved ones.

I clenched my jaw. There’d be one extra in the Inquisition this time, and I looked forward to taking part as judge, jury, and executioner. “Understood. I’m going to need that laptop, a secure phone, and a lot of coffee.” I drew a deep breath, stopped the chair, and looked Gerald in the eye. “I’m also going to need a gun.”

It was time I learned how to fire without flinching. If I got my daughter’s killers in my sights, I wasn’t going to miss, no matter what the costs were to me.
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Armed with Gerald’s secure line, a notepad, pen, and one of his laptops, I placed a single call to the Inquisition, bypassing my brother in favor of one of the higher ranked men in the organization, one with a track record of seeing justice done even if it meant bending a few rules in the process.

Lyle had been a cop before becoming an Inquisitor, and I wanted him for his past as much as I did for his current skills.

When he answered I said, “Good morning, Lyle. It’s Jackson, and I have work for you.”

“You have more lives than a cat, Mr. Jackson,” he informed me before yawning. “It’s usually His Eminence who is waking me up at one in the morning. You’re usually more reasonable than this. What’s going on?”

“Canada’s hiring you to hunt down a mass murderer—my guess is that it’s a group. The body count is near two thousand over the past two or three years. Almost all of the victims are below the age of twenty-one. The youngest was three, the oldest sixty-two. I have a license to kill, a grudge, and I need a hundred hit men and investigators. Interested? As a fair warning, they might be the same folks behind what happened in Oconee.”

Lyle bellowed curses. Grimacing at the onslaught, I held the phone away from my ear until he settled down. With a snarl to rival a Fenerec, he demanded, “Are you serious?”

“I’m sitting in some cruddy office building near Parliament Hill in Ottawa. It’s one in the morning. Canada is requesting one hundred of the Inquisition’s best. You’ll have full cooperation of the CSIS. They want this taken care of fast and quietly. It is not to reach the courts.”

“Jesus Christ in a bucket.”

Twirling the pen between my fingers, I asked, “How long to get a group together?”

“Two or three days. I’ll have to make some calls and see who is free. What’s our cover?”

“The Canadians will be dealing with that. I’ll need the operatives’s names, photos, and basic information sent to Ottawa. Send one of the ops. That list doesn’t change hands, period. Tell me who you’re bringing over by secure phone, and I’ll get Gerald to put a flag on their file for the border crossing.”

“I’ll bring it myself,” he replied.

“Good. There will be no leaks on this one, Lyle. People will get killed, if Oconee is any indicator.”

“What about His Eminence?”

“This is a need to know operation, and he doesn’t need to know. Last time I checked, he wasn’t one of the Inquisition’s top hundred operatives. If he thinks he needs to know what you’re up to, you call me.”

“You’re playing hardball. Okay, what can we bring with us?”

“What do you need?”

“How about the kitchen sink?”

I smirked. “They sell those here.”

“Guns?”

Setting my pen down, I grabbed the laptop and opened a spreadsheet. “They’re sold here, too. Think bigger than that, Lyle. Come on. I got a blank check to play with here. What will you need?”

“What’s our limit?”

“So long as all lethal force is directed at the killers, there are no limits.”

“Even tactical first strikes?”

“Hold.” I muted the phone and spun to face Gerald. “Tactical first strikes. Yay or nay?”

“Yay, non-nuclear. Only with approval from us first.”

Chuckling, I turned back to the table and hit the mute button again. “With approval, you can use whatever the fuck you want, Lyle. Only caveat is non-nuclear devices.”

“Holy shit. The Canadians are fucking ticked, aren’t they?”

“These bastards are killing kids, Lyle. I’m fucking ticked. I have a list of the dead. I’ll give it to you when you arrive in Ottawa.” That my daughter numbered among the dead turned my rage into a conflagration, but he wasn’t going to learn the truth of that, not anytime soon. Knowing Lyle, if he found out my involvement was personal, he’d do everything in his power to cut me out of the loop.

Personal involvement was bad for investigative business. It was a rule among cops and sacred ground for Lyle.

I fully intended to let him handle the investigations, but when it came to pulling the trigger, I would get there first.

“I’m your man, Mr. Jackson.”

“I know. That’s why I called you. Build your team. Get to Ottawa, let me know when you arrive, and keep me in the loop. Secure lines only. Leave a message with Gerald that you’re in town and the hotel you’re booked in.” I gave him the number.

“Yes, sir.”

“Good night, Lyle.” I hung up. Once again, I spun in the chair to face Gerald. “The ball is in their court. The rest can wait until tomorrow.”

With a faint smile, he rose. “I think I’ve delayed us enough. Shall we?”

Stretching my arms over my head, I winced at the stiffness in my muscles. “Please. I’m about dead on my feet.”

“Don’t fall asleep until you’re at my place. I don’t think I can carry you,” he replied, stuffing his feet into his shoes. “Pub or fast food, your choice.”

“Fast food,” I said, lurching to my feet. “Is that coffee place downstairs still open?”

“It’d be a national tragedy if they closed,” Gerald replied solemnly.

“So why were you delaying, anyway? I don’t see Theodore or the laptop.”

“I’m not telling.”

“You’re being an ass.”

“I’m really impressed, Jackson. Who taught you to swear so much? It must have been the crash. It rattled something loose in your head.”

“Maybe,” I replied, hunting down a laptop bag from Gerald’s closet. “I’m stealing this laptop, since you lied to me about having one set up for me. Also, maybe not. It could be that I just don’t give a damn right now.”

“I’ll file it as temporary insanity. I’ll just be quiet now.”

“That’s a fantastic idea.” I hid my grin by leaning over the laptop as I packed it away. When I stood, I settled the strap over my shoulder. Tomorrow, I’d make a little more effort to be properly polite, once I felt like I was making progress doing something important. With Lyle working the case, I could focus all of my attention on figuring out how I could help find Evelyn and the others, even if it meant ditching Gerald to do it.

He’d understand. He would do the same if it were Maggie out in the wilds.


Chapter Seventeen
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The lights were on when we reached Gerald’s house. Six cars were parked in his driveway, leaving just enough room for him to squeeze into his garage, which was filled save for his spot.

“Are you having a party?” I asked, heading to the still-opened door to gawk at the Porsche, which looked brand new. Before I could go admire it, Gerald caught my elbow and pulled me towards the house.

“Leave the pretty car alone,” he chided.

Freeing myself from his grasp, I ran my hands through my hair, wondering where I was going to find the energy to deal with a bunch of people. “Answer the question, Gerald.”

“No, I’m not having a party. I opened up a hotel in my house,” he replied. “And anyway, you know how rowdy us Canadians can get. We’re real party animals.” Gerald headed up the stairs to the kitchen hallway, pausing at the top to stare down at me. “If it were a party, dear old friend, there’d be music and cops.”

I arched a brow at him. “Next time you have a party, you better invite me.”

“Sure, you can play the bartender.”

“Maggie must love your parties.”

“She’s the one who throws them.”

Shaking my head at the thought of little Maggie staging an affair so noisy that the cops were called to restore order, I followed Gerald into the house. “I’m telling her that you implied she’s a party animal.”

Gerald whispered, “She is.” After kicking off his shoes, he tiptoed into the kitchen. “Quietest party ever.”

“Why are we whispering?”

“I thought that was obvious. We don’t want to wake anyone up.”

“Is that a risk? You have like twenty guest bedrooms upstairs on the other end of the house.”

“Four,” he corrected.

“Fine, four.”

“Basic math, Jackson. I’ll forgive you since you’re on so many medications. There are six cars in the driveway, two extra in the garage. There are probably bodies on the couch.”

“You really did start a hotel.”

“It seemed necessary after a certain jerk crashed his plane in the bush.”

I leaned against the island, glowering at him. “Not my fault. I wasn’t piloting and it wasn’t my plane.”

Gerald sighed. “I know. It wasn’t his fault, either. This doesn’t go beyond you and me, but the news on the wire is that the plane was sabotaged. That was one of the calls I took when we were at the hospital. How was the plane sabotaged? I haven’t been told, just that it was something dealing with the fuel tanks. The black box was intact and showed that the fuel levels dropped dramatically, which killed the engine. From what the investigators have told me, you got lucky. With so much as a single fuck up on Richard’s part, even the Fenerec might have been killed in the crash. That he happened to be able to ditch the plane in a lake was only the first bit of luck. He did everything right, which is why you’re alive to talk about it.”

Rubbing my temples didn’t drive away my headache nor did it make it any easier for me to accept what Gerald was telling me. “You’re seriously telling me someone sabotaged the plane.”

“Yes, sir, I am.”

“Any idea who or why?”

“There’s nothing official, not yet. I have a guess, and you’re not going to like it.”

“Hit me with it, Gerald. What do you suspect?”

“I think your dress-up-like-your-brother scheme worked a little too well and someone tried to get rid of him permanently. With the mess in Oconee, plus the fact that there’s still folks in your network who think you bit the bullet, it’s entirely possible someone wanted a little good old fashioned revenge and got the wrong Anderson.”

Annoyed at the thought of having been caught up in my brother’s problems and enraged at the idea that someone was trying to kill him, I grabbed my hair and pulled on it. “I have never wanted to kill so many people in my life as I have this week.”

“Got to find out who did it first.”

“Is this one going through the court system?” I demanded.

“Unfortunately. It’s for Richard’s sake as well, since the plane did crash. He needs cleared so he can retain his piloting license.”

I swallowed back my desire to curse. “So I can’t shoot them?”

“Sorry, Jackson.”

“That’s insane. So after all of this, he’s going to have to fight to keep his license?” I couldn’t keep my disbelief out of my voice. With my worries about the three Fenerec still loose in the wilds, adding the stress of how to break the news to Richard was enough to make me want to scream and throw something. Instead, I drew a deep breath. “I could use some whiskey right now.”

“Relax, Jackson. He’s pretty much cleared now. He won’t even have to show up for a review, not once the investigators are done. He crashed the plane without damaging property and everyone on board survived. It’s cut and dry for him. With proof of sabotage, he won’t have any problems at all. Leave the investigative work to me. I’ll make sure it’s nothing more than a minor inconvenience at best. It’s time for you to have your evening dose of medicine. We both could use some sleep, seeing that everyone else seems to already be down for the night.”

“Sounds good.” While I disliked taking so many medications, I obediently tossed back all ten of the capsules. “Are you sure the doctors aren’t trying to kill me with these?”

“I’m pretty sure. Give them ten minutes and you’ll be feeling fine.”

“Look at me,” I complained, pushing away from the island to follow him upstairs. “I got my very own drug dealer and everything. I’m moving up in the world.”

The girls had deemed the guest bedroom closest to them as mine. Ruth’s floppy-eared bunny was sitting outside of the door with a pink ribbon tied to its neck. Gerald bent over to pick it up, chuckling softly. Handing it to me, he opened the door. “Looks like Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom is staying with you tonight. It’s a rule. I have him at least twice a week. I recommend you wake up before Maggie, else there will be photographic evidence. And should Ruth wake up before you, and you are not clutching Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom, there will be the wrath of a young child to pay.”

Tucking the bunny under my arm, I joined him in soft laughter. “Your warning is noted.”

I made it half a step into the bedroom before I noticed the little red wolf curled up on the pillow, one of her front paws wrapped in a white bandage. The tip of her tail covered her nose, the long hairs rustling with her breath. Evelyn clashed with the pink bedding, more evidence that the girls had been responsible for the decoration choices in the room.

“Oh, she’s pretty, just like a fox,” Gerald whispered, giving my back a companionable slap. “If she’s anywhere near as gorgeous as a human, you are one lucky man.”

For a long moment, all I could do was stare, terrified that if I moved or looked away she would disappear. I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “She is. I am. Who found her? When? How—”

“Settle down, Jackson. It’ll keep until the morning. I’m too tired to explain everything, not that I know everything, and I thought it’d be a nice surprise for you to see her for yourself. Go curl up with your lady and get some sleep. I’ll fill you in tomorrow. Richard and Vicky are also somewhere in the house, or so I’ve been told. Richard broke his arm, but it isn’t serious.”

I looked at Ruth’s rabbit, unsettled by the thought that Gerald might not be comfortable with so many Fenerec so close to his children. “Are you okay with this?”

“Okay with what?”

“So many Fenerec in your house.”

He grinned at me. “Are you serious? They’re guests. If anything, I feel more secure than normal. Fenerec guard dens to the death. My girls couldn’t be safer, not with all of their protective instincts riled up. I pity any idiot who tries to do something stupid under this roof. Do yourself a favor and keep your mouth shut. You have that baffled, trying to figure out how to thank me expression on your face. I didn’t do anything. Thank Nicole and Amber in the morning. They’re the magic workers. I’ll tell you this much, though: Evelyn was beelining her way in this direction, probably trying to get to you. That should make you feel a little better about things.”

After giving me a shove into the bedroom, he closed the door, leaving me to stare at Evelyn.

Throughout our whispered conversation, she hadn’t moved at all, her breaths slow and even. I slid my feet across the floor in my effort to keep quiet, kneeling on the carpet beside the bed, resting my elbows on the mattress. She didn’t stir as I worked my fingers into her fur. Someone had shaved her throat, and pale lines marked where she’d been cut. The injuries were mostly gone, although I could see discolorations in her fur where she had bled.

I stroked my hand down the curve of her back, blinking away the burn in my eyes. While there was plenty of room for both of us on the bed, I couldn’t bring myself to disturb her. I remained where I was, touching her to reassure myself that she was real, safe, and next to me.
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I couldn’t sleep.

With Evelyn hurt, I didn’t want to close my eyes. If she needed me, I wanted to be awake. My restlessness drove me to pacing like a caged animal, Ruth’s Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom held under my arm. I don’t know why I carried it, but there was something calming about holding the rabbit. Finally, I set it beside Evelyn on the pillow, hoping it would give her pleasant dreams.

I dared to sit on the edge of the bed, once again digging my fingers into Evelyn’s fur to reassure myself she wasn’t a drug-induced hallucination.

A knock at the door startled me to my feet. Hurrying so the noise wouldn’t disturb Evelyn, I yanked the door open.

Amber wrung her hands in front of her. “Nicole needs your help with Richard.”

Slipping outside of the room, I closed the door behind me so we wouldn’t wake Evelyn. “What’s wrong?”

She wrinkled her nose, and with a shake of her head, she replied, “He’s a stupid stubborn mule of a man who won’t believe us when we tell him you’re fine. He broke his arm, and he’s too jumpy to let anyone look at it, not even Nicole. He’s convinced he needs to be out looking for you. What a ridiculous man. Once he confirms you’re fine, he’ll quiet down.”

I winced. “I’m sorry.”

With a puzzled look on her face, she took hold of my elbow and nudged me in the direction of the staircase to the first floor. “For what? How dare you, not being a Fenerec and lacking relative invulnerability. Give me a break, Jackson. It isn’t your fault that he’s a pig-headed Alpha. He shouldn’t even be a human, but no, he had to go try to be heroic earlier. Did Gerald tell you what happened?”

“No, he didn’t. He said it could wait until morning.”

“You were in there probably in a panic wondering what was going on and how you were supposed to protect your little lady. Typical,” she muttered. Halting at the door leading to the basement, she drew a deep breath. “Okay, here’s the short version. Richard brought Evelyn and Vicky into the pack because Evelyn was freaking out. They were convinced you were either dead or dying; they couldn’t tell because there were so many smells and a lot of blood. They couldn’t reach you, and the only way Richard knew to help you in the slim chance you weren’t already dead was to go get help. Bringing them into the pack allowed him force Evelyn away from the plane.”

I groaned, leaning against the wall. “This sounds like a disaster in the making. If Richard doesn’t kill me, Evelyn will.”

“Hardly. It gets better. From what he’s told us, about twelve hours after he herded the ladies towards civilization, Evelyn broke free of his control, turned tail, and started running. Richard and Vicky were hard-pressed to keep up, especially with him hobbling on three legs. Vicky ended up in several skirmishes with Evelyn to slow her down enough to keep Richard from falling behind.”

“Great, they’re fighting on top of it?”

“If you think that’s bad, it gets even worse.”

I covered my face with my hands. “Go on.”

“Evelyn tried to cross the 417 at rush hour. She caused a pileup, got smacked by a car, and ended up knocked out cold. At this point, Richard panics and does the absolute worst thing possible.” When Amber didn’t continue speaking, I started making guesses.

None of them comforted me.

“He changed into a human, didn’t he.”

“He sure did. You’d think Canadians had never seen a hot, naked man before.”

I couldn’t help it, I started laughing at the mental image of a naked Richard, two wolves, and a multi-car pile up on the highway. “On the highway with a pair of wolves? Please tell me it doesn’t get worse.”

“Oh, it gets worse.”

“And this is the short version? Go on. How could this possibly get worse?”

“They arrested him for indecent exposure and being on the highway as a pedestrian. They also nailed him for the possession of two exotic animals. As if that wasn’t enough, he got charged with threatening a police officer. From my understanding, he told them if they even thought of hurting his wolves, he was going to rip their spines out of their assholes.”

I winced. “Ouch.”

“That’s the short version. So, he was released, is now frantic with worry, and I have no idea how he’s going to react when he sees you—or if he’ll mistake you for your brother. He’s not exactly coherent. Nicole told me to tell you that if he tries something stupid, she’ll zap him and put him in his place, but she really thinks it’s better to let him have his way. She thinks he’ll do what he did to Vicky and Evelyn, which involved him getting all close and personal to make certain they were okay. Alpha Fenerec can be stubborn and possessive, especially when they or a member of the pack is injured. You qualify. As a final warning, Nicole said you’re pretty stubborn yourself. Let the Wookie win.”

I ran my hands through my hair. “I’ll try. No promises, but I’ll try.”

Amber rubbed my shoulders. “Don’t let him freak you out, okay? Fenerec are a touchy feely lot to begin with. He’s going to be close, in your face, and probably paw all over you. He might not be too talkative, either. Just let him do what he wants. It’s a toss up if his wolf or human side is in control right now.”

“You’re rather calm about this.”

Laughing, she opened the basement door. “I’m used to it. Richard is Richard. He’s as much a wolf as he is a human. That’s just how it is with him. Other Fenerec aren’t like him. I wish I could work with him like I can Nicole. Since I’m her witch, I can force her to attune to either her wolf or human sides. Not a chance of me doing that with Richard. With him like this? I don’t think anyone could control him. Nicole and Alex have been able to keep him downstairs, but that’s it.”

“I thought Alex was able to help him with things like that?”

Shaking her head, she replied, “No. He isn’t a witch.”

“So that leaves me?” I asked incredulously.

“You’re the only one who was injured he hasn’t had a chance to look over. Don’t worry. You’ll be perfectly safe. I can’t say the same for anyone who comes near you for the next bit, though.”

“Vicky’s okay, though?”

“Don’t worry. She got knocked around, but was the best off out of all of you. You took the brunt of it. She did need a bit of a nudge to get back into human form, but she’s fine. She’s upstairs sleeping.”

I frowned, hesitating at the top of the staircase. “If you’re expecting any form of witchcraft out of me, you’re going to be disappointed. I don’t know anything about working with Fenerec.”

“You won’t need witchcraft. You just need to be you and let him look you over. That’s it. Richard’s unbonded anyway. Good luck finding a witch capable of pushing him around. Anyway, since you’re mated to a Fenerec now, you’ll figure out the trick of it soon enough.”

“Richard seemed to think Evelyn and I were bonded,” I admitted.

Amber paused, staring at me as though seeing me for the first time. “Maybe? You earth witches have odd auras to begin with, and yours is odder than most. Then again, earth witches are just strange beasts in a class of their own. I know one who is bonded to four Fenerec. I don’t know how she does it. All I have is Nicole, and she’s a handful on a bad day. Four Fenerec? I’d go nuts.”

“I don’t suppose you can give me a few hints, can you?”

She chuckled, shooing me down the staircase. “You’re about to get a crash course in Fenerec volatility.”

I winced.

“Oh, shit. I’m sorry, Jackson. Taboo subject right now, isn’t it?”

“How volatile are we talking about here? I think I’ve hit my quota of hospital stays for the next year.”

“If I thought he might hurt you, I wouldn’t be bringing you to him. Let’s get this over with. I’m going to stay up here; I don’t want him thinking I’m infringing on his territory. I’m not really part of the pack, not like you are—witch and wolf bonds are finicky, but mates are always brought into the pack proper, even if you aren’t aware of it yet. As soon as he sees you—or smells you—he’s going to head right to you. I don’t want to get flattened.”

“All right.”

I made it three steps before I heard the growling, which warned me against going down into the basement at all. Amber closed the door, cutting off my route of escape. Sighing, I limped down the steps, halting at the bottom. Gerald’s basement was split into two areas; a sitting and entertainment suite and a gaming lair. The lights over the pool table, ping-pong table, and the poker table were dark. At the boundary between the two areas was a cluster of couches, armchairs, and several tall bar tables and stools.

Nicole had Richard pinned to the couch, and she was the primary source of the growls, which were answered by her husband. Alex sat on the arm of the couch, shaking his head.

When he saw me, he stood. “Jackson!”

At the sound of my name, Richard twisted out from beneath his wife, knocking her to the floor. Nicole spat curses at her husband, scrambling out of his way. Instead of going around his brother, Richard launched off the couch, plowing Alex over.

Before I could do more than realize he was headed towards me, Richard slammed into me. His hand seized the back of my head, cushioning my skull. I hit the wall hard, my breath whooshing out of my lungs. Richard’s teeth scraped against my throat, and I felt more than heard his growls. Tightening his grip on my head, he held me still.

With my neck in his teeth, I wasn’t about to move.

“Stay still,” Alex ordered.

I couldn’t bring myself to say anything. From my position pinned to the wall, I couldn’t tell which arm Richard had broken. There was nothing weak about his grip on my head. Without shifting his teeth from my throat, he grabbed at my left hand, pulling at the brace.

“Don’t move, Jackson,” Amber said from the top of the steps, her back pressed to the closed door.

“Believe me, I’m not going anywhere,” I replied, amazed they thought I was capable of pulling free of Richard when he had his teeth against my throat.

“Stupid Richard,” Nicole grumbled, sitting up. “You okay, Jackson?”

“I’m—”

Richard bit me and jolts of electricity stabbed into my head and down my spine. What I had meant to say was lost in a yelp. My legs collapsed under my weight, but Richard kept me pinned to the wall. His hand shifted to my neck, pulling me to him. I slumped against him, unable to force my tingling body to move. He secured his hold on me before sliding me down the wall, all without removing his teeth from my neck.

At least he had stopped growling.

“Nicole?” Amber asked.

“Stay there,” Richard’s wife replied. “You okay, Jackson?”

I both was and wasn’t; little jolts of electricity was zapping up and down my spine from Richard’s bite. Despite being aware of him as a predator, all of my muscles relaxed, leaving me limp in his grip.

A sane man would’ve been frightened.

I was dimly aware that I should have done something other than allow Richard to situate me to his liking, leaned against the wall with a hand on my shoulder to keep me upright. He let go of my throat, pulling back to stare me in the eye. His nostrils flared as he breathed in my scent. His gaze drifted to the stitched gash across my brow. His touch was gentle. With the attention span of one of Gerald’s girls, he turned his attention to my brace. Poking and prodding at it didn’t satisfying him. He lifted my arm, gripping me below the brace. With precise motions, he ripped open the velcro and tossed the brace aside to inspect my wrist.

“Broken?” His question emerged as a snarl.

“Shouldn’t you ask that before you take off the brace? It’s sprained,” I replied. When he applied pressure to my wrist, I hissed. After another minute or two of rubbing and investigating my arm, he lost interest, letting go of me.

I managed to exert enough control over myself to keep my hand and wrist from flopping.

His eyes focused on my stitches once again. “Stitches.”

“Messy,” I concurred, a little startled and concerned at how slurred I sounded.

“Be gentle,” Amber chided, although she didn’t leave her position on the top step. “He’s got a concussion, Richard.”

“Concussion,” he echoed, trailing his fingers across my brow. He sighed, leaned forward and rested his forehead against my shoulder. “I thought I had killed you,” he whispered.

“Did you crash the plane on purpose?”

“No!”

“Then you’re not responsible.”

“How did you live?” he asked, his tone awed. Once again, he touched my brow, all of his focus on my head injury.

“It took the rescue folk two hours and three chainsaws to get me out after they found me. From my understanding, it was about twelve hours in total,” I informed him, a hint of pride in my voice.

True to Amber’s warning, Richard was aggressive in checking me over, with zero regard for my privacy and personal space. After about ten minutes of putting up with him handling me, the tingling in my neck faded. I rubbed the spot, wincing at the soreness in my muscles. “You hit like a truck, Richard.”

“Sorry,” he replied, slumping against the wall next to me, once again resting his head on my shoulder.

“I don’t suppose you’d care to fill me in on what happened, would you?” I asked, not certain of what to make of Richard, who seemed determined to remain in physical contact with me.

“It’s a bit of a blur. I remember the engine cutting out and dropping the bird in a lake, but it’s bits and pieces.”

“Hit your head, too?”

“Apparently. I was out for twenty minutes, according to Vicky. Evelyn was out for longer. She lost her shit when we realized we had no chance of getting you out. It was Vicky who came to the conclusion that if you weren’t already dead, you would be soon enough, and there was absolutely nothing we could do about it.”

I tensed at the thought of Evelyn having been forced to face the reality of my mortality. “You brought them into the pack to get them away from the crash.”

He nodded.

“Thanks for taking care of her, Richard.”

He patted my knee. “Any time.”

“Amber told me Evelyn got hit by a car crossing the highway.”

Richard sighed. “At rush hour. It’s true. I’m sorry. I was responsible for her.”

The thought of Richard being arrested while naked trying to protect Evelyn from herself dissolved what little grip I had on my dignity. I laughed until my sides hurt. “Indecent exposure and possession of exotics,” I choked out.

“It’s true.”

I clapped my hand over my mouth in an attempt to contain my mirth. It didn’t work. “How did you get out?” I gasped out between fits of laughter.

“I threatened to eat them if they harmed so much as a hair on my wolves.”

“He actually tossed out the names of some officials between the threats,” Nicole said, wrapping her arms around her knees. “They eventually got a hold of Gerald, who called me. I busted him out. By busted out, I handed the nice police officers my phone and let them talk to one of Gerald’s coworkers, who told them it wasn’t wise to keep a panicked Fenerec in general holding. They were rather quick to release him at that point.”

“I’m surprised Gerald didn’t take care of it himself.”

“It was during one of your MRIs today,” she replied.

“Ah, no cellphones.”

“Bingo.” She sighed, resting her chin on her knees. “It’s been a long day.”

“You’re telling me,” Richard complained without lifting his head from my shoulder. “What she isn’t telling you is that while they released me from general holding, they moved me up to an officer’s cubicle—the arresting officer’s. Most of them were cowards, but that feisty little blonde…”

“Richard,” Nicole snarled.

“I can’t believe you bullied the cops,” I told Richard, prodding his arm.

“Only a little.”

“Who shaved Evelyn’s fur?” I growled. The way the sound rumbled in my throat and chest felt good.

“It was a necessary evil, Jackson,” Amber said, coming down the steps. “Feeling better, Richard?”

“Much.”

“Good, now let Jackson up. He’s still banged up, and you need to let Nicole check your arm.”

“My arm’s fine,” he grumbled. “Mine.”

“Richard, let Jackson up,” Nicole demanded.

“Nope,” I declared, stretching out my legs. “I’m not moving. Too much work.”

“And why not, Mr. Jackson?” Amber asked, standing over me with her hands on her hips.

“He’s high, that’s why,” Richard reply, grumbling as he got to his feet. Taking hold of my arm, he hauled me to my feet, ignoring my protests. When I was standing, he shoved me in the direction of the couch. “You reek of drugs, by the way. What are you on?”

“The drug dealer doesn’t let me look at the hoard,” I complained. “He just shoves them down my throat, like it or not.”

“And where does the drug dealer keep the medicines?” Richard asked, giving me a push. I flopped onto the couch in a sprawl. I sank into the cushions and made a contented sound. He worked his shoulder under me, forcing me upright so he could sit beside me. “Jackson?”

“Kitchen cupboard somewhere,” I mumbled, yawning.

“I’ll go have a look for them,” Amber said, darting up the staircase. 

Nicole sighed, shaking her head. “I can’t believe you, Richard. Slamming the poor man against the wall when he has a concussion.”

“I was cradling his head,” Richard replied, stretching out his legs to prop his feet up on his wife’s knees.

Wrinkling her nose, Nicole scooted out of Richard’s reach. “Troublemaking, inconsiderate Alphas do not get to use me as an ottoman.”

“You’re too pretty to be an Otto or a man,” he replied.

“Dork.” Jumping to her feet, Nicole settled on the couch on the other side of me, sticking her tongue out at her husband before turning her attention to me. “He didn’t hurt you, did he?”

“I’m fine, Nicole. Really. If you wanted to tell him to keep his nose and teeth to himself, though, I wouldn’t object.”

“Richard, no more biting Jackson. That’s Evelyn’s job.”

I flushed, which made her laugh.

“No. I’ll bite Jackson if I want to,” Richard replied, leaning against me. He tucked his feet up on the couch. “Mine.”

“I believe Evelyn might have something to say about that, Richard,” Nicole replied.

“She’s mine too.”

“Richard, behave.”

“No.”

Nicole sighed. “It’s like this all of the time. You just have to go posturing, abusing your poor victim, and then you act like nothing happened, cuddling up to the poor person you just traumatized. Do you ever stop to think that you might be making things worse? Jackson’s not a Fenerec. I’m pretty sure he’s not used to being felt up and snuggled by another man.”

Amused by their discussion, I watched them both. If I was supposed to feel uncomfortable by their close proximity, I didn’t. If anything, there was a sense of security in not having to worry about meeting the expectations of others.

They didn’t care I was still wearing a dingy t-shirt and a pair of jeans.

“Are you feeling traumatized, Jackson?”

“Nope. You?”

Richard leaned over me to poke Nicole in the arm. “The cop who arrested me was the feisty blonde, and she gave me a card with her number on it. I’m feeling very traumatized right now.”

“You are traumatized, but not because of the cop. Sorry, Jackson, but I think you’re going to have a Richard-shaped shadow hovering around you for a while.”

“Mine,” he confirmed.

Amber came down the stairs two at a time, carrying the white bag of prescriptions, which she tossed to Nicole. “I think that’s all of them. Richard’s right, mostly. I think high is an understatement. The painkillers are the good stuff, and half of the others cause some sort of impairment or another. How are you still walking in a straight line, Jackson?”

Without opening the bag, Nicole handed them to Richard. “Say hello to your new drug dealer, Jackson. You should see him in Yellowknife. If someone in the pack is on medications for any reason, he’ll make house calls if he has any reason to believe doses aren’t being taken right on schedule.”

“Hello,” I told Richard.

Richard laughed, nudging me with his elbow. “Damned straight it’s my job. I’ll fight Gerald for the right if I must.”

Alex came up behind me, resting his chin on top of my head. “I’ll keep him from roughing Gerald up, don’t worry.”

When Alex started rubbing at my shoulders, I leaned forward with a groan. “Please don’t stop.”

“I told you, Jackson,” Amber said, sitting at my feet. “Every last one of them is touchy feely.”

“Hey, Alex. Where’s your mate? I haven’t met her yet.”

“Since one of us needs to be functional tomorrow, she’s playing pretend as the family dog. Last I checked, she was curled up between Ruth and Beth, sound asleep.”

“I’m still amazed that Gerald is so accepting of you Fenerec.”

“Accepting? He was the one who suggested one of us change into a wolf and sleep with the girls. We’re humoring him, since it’s his house and he’s in love with the idea of having someone protect his girls through the night. No one is going to get anywhere near them with Lisa on guard duty. She’s a light sleeper, and she adores children,” Alex replied.

“That’s one thing about Fenerec I like; almost all of them love children. I’ve come to the conclusion it’s an instinct,” Amber said, using my legs as a backrest.

“Gerald is a sneaky son of a bitch,” I grumbled.

“You do realize that’s a compliment, right?” Nicole asked.

“I’m rather interested in the fact that he just cursed in front of two ladies,” Richard commented, digging through the bag of prescriptions, taking a bottle out and reading the label. “What the hell do they have you on? Half of the pharmacy? Ah, this one is an anti-nausea medication. Please tell me you haven’t been vomiting. When was the last time you ate?”

“On the way home, which was around one in the morning,” I replied. “I’m pretty sure I’m not because of the medications.”

“Good.” After rattling the bottle at me, he pulled out another one. “Oh, hey. You weren’t kidding, Amber. He really is on the good stuff. Lucky.”

“And what about you?” I demanded, jabbing his ribs. “You broke your arm.”

“It’s mostly better. A little achy, but it’ll be healed by morning.”

“Fu—”

Richard clamped his hand over my mouth. “I’ll just stop you there, Jackson. Be quiet. You’re tired, drugged, and need a warm bed with your woman. You’ll end up saying something you’ll regret at the rate you’re going.”

“That’s probably the best idea I’ve heard all night. Evelyn’s fuzzy, soft, warm, and perfect to curl up with right now. Once you go to bed, we can all get some sleep, now that Richard’s convinced you’re actually alive.” Nicole glowered at her husband. “As if Gerald would lie about something like that, you dimwit.”

While I wanted to go upstairs to be with Evelyn, I didn’t want to disturb her and the thought of climbing two sets of stairs made me wince. “She is soft and warm,” I agreed.

“He’d end up on maybe half the bed—if that—in his determination to let her rest undisturbed,” Amber said, shaking her head at me. “When I was fetching him, she was curled up on the pillow still, and the bed looked untouched otherwise. Why don’t we bring her down here? You might act all macho now, Richard, but you’ll end up pacing outside of their room in a panic, like some crazed stalker.”

“She’s got you there,” Nicole said. “All right. I’ll go bring her down. You’ve been up and down the stairs enough tonight, Amber. My turn. She doesn’t even clock in at thirty pounds, so I won’t have any trouble with her at all.”

“As if you’d have trouble with her if she weighed in at three hundred pounds,” Richard mumbled without looking up from reading medicine labels. “Welcome to the pack, Jackson. I hope you’re not shy, because you never know who you might wake up with in the morning. Think about it this way: at least you won’t get cold in the winter.”


Chapter Eighteen
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When I had fallen asleep, I had been on the couch with Evelyn on my lap. When I woke up, I was on the floor in the center of an explosion of cushions and pillows. Yawning, I took in the upholstery carnage, coming to the conclusion that the Fenerec’s skewed view on personal space extended to property as well.

If my guess was correct, they had pillaged every couch and armchair in the house to build their nest. I had no recollection of how I had gotten into the middle of the mess, but Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom was on the pillow next to my head, staring at me with his beady black eyes. Evelyn was sprawled over my chest, and there was a gray wolf using my shoulder as a chin rest. When I stretched my legs, I ended up kicking Richard, who mumbled a complaint and grabbed hold of my ankle. Nicole rolled over, stretching her arms out over her husband’s chest, blinking at me with sleep-glazed eyes.

“Good luck escaping that mess,” Vicky said from her perch on the arm of the stripped couch. “I’m relieved you’re looking so well. I was certain there was no way you could have survived that crash. For Anderson’s sake, I’m glad you’re Fenerec tough.”

“Thanks, I think,” I replied, yawning again. Scratching Evelyn behind her eyes woke her. With a big yawn that showed all of her teeth, she rammed her head under my chin, warbling a canine complaint. “Where are Amber and Alex?”

“Upstairs, holding the Normals at bay. That’s Lisa, I think,” Vicky replied, pointing at the wolf using me as a pillow. “How are you feeling?”

“All things considered, fantastic.” I wiggled out from underneath Lisa, wrapped an arm around Evelyn, and lurched upright. When I fought to pull my foot free of Richard’s grip, he tightened his hold on me.

I kicked until he let go. “He’s a leech.”

Undeterred by my aggressive removal, Richard latched onto my other foot, mumbling something incoherent.

“Let go, Richard,” I demanded.

He yawned, and without opening his eyes, he replied, “It’s not time to get up. What time is it?”

“A little after ten,” Vicky replied, pointing at the clock on the wall.

“Too early,” Richard complained, twisting around to bury his face in Nicole’s hair. He didn’t let go of me.

Sitting up and wiggling out of Richard’s grip, Nicole yawned and said, “It’s time for his medicine, so hands off. Good morning, Jackson.”

Richard scowled, but his grip loosened enough for me to pull free. Scooting out of his reach, I tried to figure out how to escape the cushion nest and get up without dropping Evelyn.

“You’ll get used to it one day,” Nicole assured me, prodding Richard in the ribs. “You’ll learn to lock your doors if you want privacy.”

With a barrage of poking and nips, Nicole drove Yellowknife’s Alpha over the sea of cushions to the coffee table, which had been pushed to the side. “Where’s the meds?” he asked, squinting at the polished surface.

Vicky sighed. “You’ll have to get them from Gerald. Jackson, he asked me to tell you that once you’re awake, he has an errand to run with you.”

“I can’t win, can I? I wonder if this errand involves another trip to the hospital,” I grumbled.

“I’m afraid I don’t know.”

“Have you heard from Elliot?”

For a moment, Vicky smiled before her expression smoothed. “I have. He’s fine, in Atlanta, and dealing with the fallout from the crash. The Canadians are dealing with the investigation, and he’s trying to get involved with it. So far, it’s been a lost cause for him.”

“I don’t suppose you can rein him in, can you?” I begged.

“I’d be delighted to. Sometimes, he’s simply too enthusiastic and focused for his own good. Alas, he’s good at what he does, which is why I keep him around.”

“You must be the sort of boss that no one dares to cross,” I commented, rubbing Evelyn’s ears until she ducked her head to escape me. When she stared up at me, I bent over and kissed the tip of her nose, “Good morning.”

She nipped my chin.

“I need to find her some clothes.”

Vicky chuckled. “Already taken care of—Zachary texted Gerald with her sizes yesterday. Maggie and the girls went on a shopping spree for all of us.”

“I need to give him a raise.”

“So it seems.”

“When are you headed back to Atlanta?”

“I have a flight out tomorrow afternoon. Anderson asked me to keep an eye on you until then.”

Shaking my head, I shifted my grip on Evelyn, scratching under her chin. “I think I have enough supervision. At the rate I’m going, I’m going to need a rescue or an exorcism to get rid of Richard. Thank you for helping to take care of Evelyn for me.”

Vicky got a puzzled look on her face. “We’re pack.”

I got the feeling she wasn’t too happy about that fact. “If you think it’s weird, let’s just say I’m quite used to being on my own myself.”

“Don’t listen to him, Vicky,” Nicole said, using Richard’s back as a chair. “If he isn’t scheming with someone, he’s off telling people how to run their businesses for them. He’s good at what he does, but tends to act like he’s a lone wolf when he’s not.”

“I am a lone wolf,” Vicky retorted.

“Not anymore you aren’t.” Crossing her arms over her chest, Nicole leveled a glare at my brother’s mate. “Get used to the idea. You’re pack by your own right. We want you, and now that we have you, we’re not letting you go. Add in the fact that you’re important to Jackson’s brother, that makes you important to him, which in turn makes you even more important to us.”

Setting Evelyn down next to me, I climbed to my feet with the help of the couch. “I think I’m going to go upstairs and leave you Fenerec for this talk. I need to see what sort of errands Gerald has in mind.”

Before I could ask Evelyn if she wanted to come with me, she trotted to the staircase, watching me with jade and gold eyes. After bending over to pick up Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom, I followed after her, limping my way up the steps. When I entered the kitchen, Gerald and Maggie were the only ones in the kitchen.

“This isn’t a hotel, it’s a madhouse,” I informed Gerald, hopping up on the stool next to him. “Good morning, Maggie. Vicky says there are clothes for Evelyn somewhere?”

Hopping down from her stool, Maggie paused long enough to kiss my cheeks before she took Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom from me. “I hope you like pink, Miss Evelyn. The girls helped with the shopping—and by help, I mean dictated.”

“Evelyn makes all clothes and colors look good,” I declared. “Gerald, I have been ordered by Richard to take my medicine.”

“Medicine comes with breakfast. Pancakes, bacon, eggs, or all of the above?”

“Pancakes.”

“It’s obvious you aren’t a Fenerec. No bacon? I’m not sure we can be friends if you won’t have bacon,” he muttered, sliding off his stool to head to the stove.

“Evelyn can have my share if that’ll make you feel better.”

Maggie chuckled. “You’re just wisely avoiding Gerald’s bacon. He either burns it or it’s floppy. Floppy bacon is just gross. If you want good bacon, I’ll come make you some after I take care of Evelyn and make certain she’s all settled.” Evelyn put her ears back, staring at me before sighing and following after Maggie.

Once the pair was gone, Gerald said, “I have been told that the photo I took of you with the Fenerec and Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom is the most adorable thing that Ruth has ever seen. She demanded that we have it framed so it can be in her bedroom forever.” He poured me a cup of coffee and slid it across the island in my direction. “Amber told me you had an adventure with Richard last night.”

“It was an interesting evening.”

“She was suitably impressed by your masculinity.”

I choked on my coffee. “What?”

“It seems that she was impressed that you were sufficiently secure in your masculinity to avoid an outburst of homophobic insanity. According to her, that can be a bit of an issue with men learning how affectionate Fenerec can be with those in their close circles.”

“That’s ridiculous,” I spluttered. “It’s not like he was trying to sleep with me.” The only Fenerec I was interested in sleeping with was Evelyn, and I counted myself among the luckiest men alive that the feeling was mutual.

“I have photographic evidence of him and his wife curled around your feet while his brother and his wife were using you as a pillow. Poor Evelyn was forced to sleep on top of Alex just to be near you. I have no idea how you slept through that nonsense. I woke up with every last pillow in my house missing. Maggie wouldn’t stop laughing. They took mine, but left hers.”

“They stole your pillow?”

“Right out from under me. I didn’t feel them do it, those rats.”

“Well, I’m innocent of all wrongdoing. When I fell asleep, it was on the couch with Evelyn.”

Gerald chuckled, pausing in his mixing of the pancake batter to point the spoon at me. “You better watch yourself with those Fenerec. Richard’s the guilty party with his wife as an accomplice, but the clever bastard sacrificed his brother and Amber to take the fall. Alex I can scold, but Amber? She’ll jam her gun down my pants and fire if I don’t watch my mouth with her.”

“As if you’d scold a guest, even after stealing your pillow. Vicky said we have an errand to run?”

Glancing at the basement door, which was still open, he pointed at it with his spoon and shook his head. Getting up, I closed it before joining him at the counter. “Okay, what’s going on that you don’t want them hearing?” I whispered.

“We have a two o’clock to Thunder Bay,” he announced.

“We have a what?” I hissed.

“A flight. We found something that I think you’ll want to be present for.”

A chill spread through me, centered in my gut. “A flight to Thunder Bay?”

“A flight. You and me, in a plane. It’s a commercial airliner, so don’t worry.”

“Easy for you to say. Am I even allowed to fly yet?”

“I cleared it with your doctors.”

I wondered what Gerald had found, and knew with sinking certainty that it dealt with Jacqueline’s disappearance and death. For that reason alone, I’d go, but I couldn’t abandon Evelyn. “I’m not leaving Evelyn.”

“How convenient, seeing that I have a ticket for her as well.”

“You found something out about Jacqueline.”

“One of my boys did some digging and got in touch with Jacqueline’s daycare. There’s a woman who works there that might know something about what happened. I took the liberty of ordering you an official copy of her birth certificate; I thought you’d appreciate it. I don’t know how long it’ll take to process it, but the process is started. So, we have a two o’clock; we’re meeting the daycare owner after we land a bit before six. We’ll be meeting the woman, Melanie, at eight. We’ll be catching the eleven o’clock home. We should be able to go and come back without anyone being the wiser for our little trip,” he whispered.

“Why are we disguising this as an errand?”

“Simple. It’s because of Richard. If he found out I was trying to take you on a plane, he’d flip his top.”

“You’re going to get me killed. Did the thought cross your mind that this might not settle well with Evelyn? We crashed on her first flight ever.”

“Maggie’s talking to her. I don’t think it’ll take much to convince her to go to Thunder Bay.”

“I’m only going if Evelyn is as well,” I warned him.

“I thought you’d feel that way. We’re flying First Class, because Economy is too damned uncomfortable.”

“That’s something at least.”

“It’s settled, then. It’ll be a long errand, but worthwhile.”

I sighed. “Do you think this woman might really know something?”

Gerald set about making a batch of pancakes, huffing at me. “I wouldn’t have booked a flight for three if I thought it wasn’t going to pay off.”

“Planes,” I snarled.

“Pancakes,” he countered, watching the batter for bubbles. “Painkillers are optional today, but you’re to keep taking the rest of the medications.”

“Do they have to come with us?”

“Yes. I’ll be packing a carry on with everything you’ll need. There’s no way I’m giving Richard extra reasons to want to rip my head off. At least we won’t have to take any luggage.”

“That’s a blessing. Any other news on the wire I should know about?”

“Nothing yet. There’s not a whole lot we can do while we’re waiting for the ops to be ready to come north. Once we have the list in hand, it won’t take long to get IDs and covers established.” Gerald flipped the pancakes, shaking his head. “Maybe I should be grateful you don’t want bacon. The Fenerec are going to single handedly cause a bacon shortage, and we’ve only fed two of them so far this morning. Pork prices are going to skyrocket.”

“You should have seen them at the buffet. It was both horrifying and amazing. I think they forgot I’m not a raging carnivore. I ate twice what I normally would, and that didn’t satisfy them.”

“That’s because you eat like a bird,” Richard said, coming up behind me. “Did someone say bacon?”

I spun, coming nose to nose with Richard, who grinned at me. “Are you trying to scare me to death?”

Gerald chuckled. “Maggie will dazzle you with her bacon-making skills shortly. Jackson has donated his share to his lady.”

After frowning at me, Richard turned his full attention to Gerald. “What’s he eating, then?”

“Pancakes.”

“Acceptable, I suppose. I hear you have errands?”

I sighed. I still hadn’t figured out how a Fenerec could tell if someone was lying, so I tried to think of what I could say that was the complete truth without betraying the fact I was scheduled to take a flight to Thunder Bay. “A tedious and necessary errand, alas. There is something I need to attend to in person.”

“Work?” he replied, wrinkling his nose. “I’ll pass, if Gerald will be with you.”

Gerald snorted. “Thanks, Richard. I had to watch him work last night. It was fascinating for the first thirty minutes.”

I kept my mouth shut so I wouldn’t betray that I had only worked for thirty minutes.

“When you’re out, call me if you need anything at all.”

“You’re actually going to let him out of your sight?” Nicole asked, circling the island to head for the coffee maker. “I’ll believe that when I see it.”

Richard scowled at his wife. “Be nice. When are you two headed out?”

“We’ll head out around noon or so.”

“And when will you return?”

“One or two… in the morning,” Gerald replied with a nonchalant shrug. “Whenever we’re finished. Maybe a bit later. Unlikely any earlier than that. I caught a glimpse of his to-do list last night; it’s insane. We’ll be at this all day and then some.”

I sighed, heading back to the island to sit down. “Dying twice tends to cause work problems.”

Nicole poured two cups of coffee and handed one to Richard. “Is there anything we can do to help?”

“If you want, you could make a few calls for me. I’d appreciate it. I can write down the names, numbers, and instructions. It’ll be the same call over and over again,” I warned.

“We’re happy to help,” Richard said, hopping up on one of the stools. “Nicole has her cell. If Gerald doesn’t mind, I’ll use his home phone. Mine’s ruined. Alex has his cell, and I could ask him to pitch in. How many contacts?”

“More than three of you can handle in a day, but it’ll be a good start.”

“How many?” he pressed.

“A couple hundred, give or take a hundred.”

“What about Evelyn? She’s not going to like being left behind.”

A warm pair of arms slipped over my shoulders to wrap around me. I drew in a deep breath and savored Evelyn’s cinnamon scent. “What about me?” she murmured.

“What about you?” I asked, tilting my head back to look up at her.

“He has a full day of work errands to run,” Richard chided.

“And I’ll be going with him when he does it.” Her grip on me tightened. “Live with it.”

There was nothing gentle about the way she bit my ear. I yelped, and before I could break away from her, she latched onto my throat, growling in her throat.

I deserved it for worrying her, but her teeth hurt. I blurted, “Ouch, ouch, ouch. I’m sorry Evelyn. I—”

Turning my head with her hands, she silenced me by pressing her lips to mine. I forgot about everything except the feel of her against me.

“I’d say get a room, except you probably would, and if you did, you’d never leave the house to go on your errands,” Richard said before sighing. “Newly mated.”

Evelyn pulled away from me and kissed where she had bit me. “You scared me.”

“I’m sorry.”

Sniffling and rubbing her eyes, she nodded. “I know, but I’m still mad.”

I kissed the tip of her nose. “I’m angry, too. I had to see my father.”

With raised brows, Richard stared at me. “That must have been something.”

“Quiet, Richard.” Nicole pinched Richard in the arm before turning her glare on me. “Have you opened the box?”

“I totally forgot about it,” I admitted.

“Where is it?”

Gerald chuckled, piling pancakes on a plate before handing it to me, along with a bottle of maple syrup. “I’ll go get it. It’s on top of a shelf so the girls wouldn’t get into it.”

“Later,” I replied, waving Gerald off.

“Nonsense.” It didn’t take long for him to return with the box.

I glared at it. “Do you think he meant peace offering as a way to end a war or as a way of saying that it’s full of poison and that I’m to rest in peace?” Drowning my pancakes in maple syrup, I stabbed at the stack.

“The first,” Nicole replied, grabbing a fork. When she eased her way near my plate, I held my fork at the ready. I batted away her first jab at my food. She managed to stab a chunk off my pancakes, dripping maple syrup all over the counter. “I know what’s in it because I wasn’t letting the asshole into my car until he told me.”

“Nicole,” Richard chided.

“What? It’s okay for you to call him an asshole but I can’t? Bullshit.”

Watching them with wide eyes, I went to work on my pancakes before Nicole tried to steal more of my food. The pair settled into calling each other names. Evelyn leaned against my back, resting her chin on my shoulder.

“I think they’re scoring for points,” she said.

“I wonder who is winning.”

Nicole’s cheek flushed when Richard complimented her on her feminine assets, and for a long moment, she stood speechless.

“Richard,” Evelyn replied, hugging me tightly. “I’m sorry I bit you.”

“Nibble on me later to make up for your crimes,” I told her in a stern voice.

“I really thought you had died. I didn’t believe it until I came in here and smelled you all over the house.”

I poked her nose. “Yet you ran all this way, got hit by a car, and made Richard flash all of the ladies in Ottawa. I’m mad at you, Miss Evelyn. You should know better than to run out in traffic like that. You also sacrificed what little dignity Richard had,” I teased.

“Oops.”

“Oops, indeed,” I murmured. “Please look both ways before crossing the street.”

Richard snorted. “It was a highway, not a street.”

I pointed my fork at him. “I am giving her the benefit of the doubt. Be quiet.”

“I’m sorry,” she whispered.

“Are you okay now?” I asked, spearing a piece of pancake. When she opened her mouth to reply, I fed it to her. Her eyes widened, and she nodded while chewing.

Nicole stole another piece of my pancakes. “Gross. You two are sweeter than the syrup.”

“Deal with it,” I replied. Everyone stared at me while Evelyn laughed.
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With a little help from Zachary, I left Richard with a list of three hundred names and phone numbers along with time zone notations. Leaving them to reassure my contacts I was among the living and was in process of replacing my phone, I left with Gerald and Evelyn. The first ten names on the list would keep them busy for hours; Zachary had called in a few favors to keep the Fenerec distracted while we left town.

With a little luck, we’d be back long before they noticed something was amiss.

I don’t know how Gerald had done it, but Evelyn and I were traveling under Canadian passports. We breezed through security, leaving us with an hour to waste before the flight. We spent it wandering the terminal. By having skipped my dose of painkillers, I talked Gerald into a trip to the bar, where I enjoyed a double of whiskey at his expense.

It took the edge off of my nervousness at the idea of boarding a plane.

I wasn’t the only one breathing a sigh of relief when we arrived in Thunder Bay without incident. We headed out of the terminal to the car rental kiosk, trying to ignore how many people were staring at me. While there had been some businessmen on board, I was one of the only people dressed in a full suit with tie. Next to Evelyn and Gerald, both of whom were dressed in jeans, I stood out.

It annoyed me when they stopped staring at me to gawk at Evelyn, who was wearing a pink sundress over her tight jeans.

I was so distracted glaring at those who were admiring my Fenerec that she startled me when she prodded me in the ribs with her elbow. “When are you going to open the box?”

“The box?”

“From your father.”

“Ah. Eventually.”

“Open it,” she demanded, grabbing the carry on from Gerald to thrust it at me.

I shook my head, shrugged the strap into place on my shoulder, and nudged her back. “I can’t believe you brought it.”

“Live with it. Gerald, where are we meeting these people?”

“Melanie is at a lodge about an hour outside of the city. The daycare is about a twenty-minute drive from here—maybe a bit longer than that. We’ll grab something to eat after we’re done at the daycare,” he replied, increasing his pace when we came into view of the rental car counter. “She said to expect about an hour for her to explain everything, which should give us barely enough time to catch our flight back.”

I grimaced at the thought of rushing through airport security to head back to Ottawa. “Wonderful.”

“I’m still amazed you’re not wearing your brace,” he said.

“Richard mauled it. It doesn’t hurt, so leave it alone, Gerald.”

“Richard mauled your brace?”

“A part of last night’s adventure. He was a bit enthusiastic getting it off, as he wanted a look himself.”

“I’d say you’re not feeling any pain because you’re hopped up on painkillers, but you skipped them so you could have whiskey.” Wrinkling his nose in his disgust, Gerald stood in line for a rental.

“Behave,” Evelyn ordered.

“So, what about this Melanie woman? Anything I should know before going into this meeting?”

“I think it’s best for you to hear it from the source,” he replied.

I tensed. “That doesn’t sound promising.”

“There’s a reason for that.”

Gerald let me stew on it, ignoring my questions so he could fill out the paperwork for the car. Once we had the keys, Gerald evicted me to the back seat with Evelyn. While he drove, I fought the urge to curse at him.

“Why don’t you open the box?” Evelyn asked, leaning against me, trailing her fingers across the back of my hand.

I scowled at her, pointing at her seat belt. “Maybe if you buckle up.”

Pouting at me, she obeyed. “The box, Jackson.”

“If you want to know what is inside so badly, you can open it,” I replied, digging through the carry on to pull out the black shoebox. It had been taped closed with packaging tape by Gerald to keep it from spilling on the flight.

“No. He gave it to you. Be nice and see what he gave you.”

Gerald angled the rear-view mirror to look at us. “No fighting or kissing and making up back there. If you’re that desperate, I’ll get you a hotel room on the way back to the house when we’re in Ottawa.”

Evelyn laughed. “I’ll spare you, but I’m not sure about him.”

“It’s always my fault, isn’t it? Gerald, just take one look at her. Can you blame me?”

“I’m invoking the Charter on this one, Jackson. There’s no safe answer; you, Maggie, or Evelyn will end up cranky at me.”

Prodding me, Evelyn pointed at the box. “Open it!”

“Fine, fine. If it’ll make you happy, I’ll open it.” I peeled off the strips of tape securing the lid. Tossing it onto the empty seat, I discovered five boxes wrapped in pink and silver paper. “More pink? I thought this was a peace offering, not a declaration of war.”

“There is nothing wrong with the color pink,” Evelyn growled.

“On you, it’s lovely. On a so-called peace offering, it’s the opening volley of war.”

“You have doomed yourself to a lifetime of pretty pink presents, Jackson,” she warned, grinning at me.

“If you’re asking for a pink wardrobe, including bathrobe, I give to you all of my credit cards and an unlimited budget.”

Choking on a laugh, Gerald shook his head. “No flirting. Nicole’s right; you two are sweeter than syrup, and that’s just wrong.”

“You have to admit it, Gerald. He earns perfect points for a smooth delivery.”

I widened my eyes. “This is graded now? When did they start grading, Gerald?”

“Since the beginning of time. I thought you knew this. So, what’s in the box?”

Groaning, I picked up a square box. It was too small to be a phone, too large to be a ring a box, which led me to believe it contained a watch to replace the one wrecked in Oconee. “More boxes. Ten bucks says Elliot told him my old watch had an accident.”

“Fool’s bet. Shame about that old watch of yours; it was a nice piece, if I recall correctly. One of Rolex’s better ones, wasn’t it?”

“It was a good watch. I’ll give him credit there, he does have good tastes.”

Evelyn bounced beside me, her gaze fixed on the box. “Don’t just sit there talking about it. Open the box!”

“Gerald, in case I somehow forget, remind me that Evelyn really likes presents.”

“It’ll cost you.”

Smirking, I took my time unwrapping the present, peeling away every scrap of tape. “Any bets on brand before I open this up, Gerald?”

“It won’t be a Rolex. He’s either going to buy you the best and the most expensive he can get his hands on or he’s going to go with reliable, expensive, and something with double meanings. I’ll go all in on either a Jaeger-LeCoultre or an Omega.”

“Him? An Omega? You’re joking,” Evelyn blurted.

“And thus proving Mr. Anderson’s love of irony and taunting his sons—even the one that technically doesn’t exist. He’s a jackass, Evelyn. There’s no doubt in my mind about that. But, if he can double down annoying his sons, he will. He’s probably been sitting on that watch for years, just waiting for a chance to tease you with a gift you won’t refuse, Jackson.”

“If it hadn’t been for the circumstances, it would have been a cold day in hell before I’d let him,” I muttered.

“Exactly. Evelyn, you’re such a good influence on him. At the rate you’re going, he’s going to sound like a modern man instead of a reject from two hundred years ago.”

I scowled, realizing I had let a mild curse slip. “It’s the drugs.”

“No, I’m pretty sure it’s the pretty lady glued to your side, old friend. Now open the damned box already.”

“I’m telling Maggie you’ve been sneaking peeks at Evelyn.”

“Don’t worry, I caught Maggie sneaking peeks at her, too. Who wouldn’t? You caught yourself a beauty, Jackson.”

I was torn between pleasure at his compliment and wanting to rip his eyes out. “Gerald…”

“He didn’t catch me, Gerald. I ruthlessly hunted him down. I’m the predator. He’s the rabbit.”

“It must not have been a very taxing hunt for you, then. My bet is that you make other women question their sexuality just by walking down the street.”

Evelyn grinned. “You’re so sweet.”

“Stop hitting on my woman,” I growled.

Grinning at me in the mirror, he said, “I hope you don’t mind the jealous type, Evelyn.”

“I like him just as he is.”

“She’s a keeper, Jackson. You’re going to have to tell me—in detail—just how you managed to win her.”

“I told you. He’s a rabbit and I hunted him down.”

Unable to resist the urge, I nipped Evelyn’s neck before turning my attention back to the box. Beneath the wrapping was a wooden box stained a cherry red. “Irony wins; it’s an Omega,” I announced.

When I opened it, I was startled to discover two watches within. One was meant for a lady, featuring a red gold casing and a mother of pearl dial, which was ringed in diamonds.

“Oh my God,” Evelyn whispered.

“Nice watch?” Gerald asked.

“Watches. Apparently someone’s been tattling about my having become prey to a pretty lady.” I took the watch out, admiring its sleek lines before capturing Evelyn’s hand and slipping it onto her left wrist. “I do believe this is for you.”

“No way,” she replied, shaking her head so hard her hair whipped against her cheeks. “I can’t wear that. Impossible. It’s worth more than my house, I’m sure of it.”

“Nonsense,” I murmured, batting her hands away when she tried to take it off. “Beautiful watches should be worn by even prettier ladies.”

“Wear the watch, Evelyn. It’ll make him happy, even if his father was the one to buy it. How about yours, Jackson?”

Mine featured an onyx dial encased in white gold with a black leather strap. Unlike Evelyn’s, it featured a telemetric scale, a minute track, a tachometry scale, a thirty minute recorder, and a seconds dial. “It’s excessive.”

I doubted I’d use most of the watch’s features, but the face was attractive and elegant, just like I liked it.

“Is that a compliment I heard?”

Evelyn took the watch from me, strapping it into place on my left wrist. “It’s lovely and it suits you, Jackson. It’s elegant, sophisticated, and complicated.”

“Gerald’s going to end up yelling at us if you keep talking like that,” I warned her.

“I’ll make a note to tell him that the watches are a hit with the lovebirds,” Gerald said. “What else is he bribing you with?”

I had to admit I liked the watch, but it was the way Evelyn gawked at hers that warmed me. When she smiled, it was almost enough to make me set aside my dislike for my father—and to accidentally send a wedding invitation his way when we reached that point in our relationship. Picking another box out, I shredded the paper, earning a laugh from Evelyn.

I arched a brow at the pair of cell phones in the next box. Hers was white and gold while mine was dark gray. “Phones, of all things.”

“Well, you can’t say it’s not a useful gift, seeing that yours died.”

“Murdered by a Fenerec,” I confirmed.

Evelyn giggled, snatching the box with the white and gold phone. “I’m liking these peace offerings. You’ll have to introduce me to your father so I can thank him directly—and warn him if he even thinks about hurting you, I’ll rip his face off.”

“I love this woman,” I informed Gerald.

“I’d have to be a blind idiot not to notice.”

Handing Evelyn my phone, I pursued the remaining gifts. One box proved to contain a custom set of car keys. Puzzled, I flipped them over in my hand. Any indicator of the make and model had been removed. “Now he’s just being mean. An invitation to find an unknown car? Give me a break. That’s not a peace offering, it’s torture. I don’t even have anywhere to put more cars.”

“Buy your mistresses a better house,” Gerald suggested.

“Hey!”

“Suppose you could buy a better house for your new wife, too.”

“I can’t win, can I? No matter what I say, I can’t win,” I complained.

“Park the babies on the grass?” Evelyn suggested.

“You do not treat a nice car that way. You do not park the babies on the grass. Fine. Maybe we’ll buy a new house. That cottage is too small anyway,” I muttered, wondering how many more changes I could handle before suffering from a mental breakdown.

“You could just move into my place, once I’m cleared of the Inquisition. I can fit four cars.”

My eyes widened as all of the practical problems of home ownership crashed down on me. “Do you have a house sitter?” I demanded.

“I’m sure it’ll be fine for a few weeks.”

I drew a deep breath, wondering how to push the point. I couldn’t let her home be ruined because of me.

Gerald cleared his throat. “Evelyn, dear. Let him win this one. It’ll worry him if you don’t, and it won’t cost you anything letting him have his way. I already reminded your brother to have someone watch your place, by the way—he beat me to the chase.”

“Not helping, Gerald.”

Tugging on my hand to catch my attention, Evelyn asked, “Would it make you happier if I had a house sitter?”

“A bit,” I admitted.

“Then I’ll hire one.”

“See? I am helping. What else is in the box beyond a car-lover torture device?”

“Copies of keys without make or model is a bit evil,” Evelyn said, taking the keys from me to spin them around her finger.

The next box proved to be a second set of keys with pink fobs. Shaking my head, I tossed them onto her lap. “Welcome to the club, sweetheart. I can’t say he’s playing favorites this time. But seriously? A pink key fob? How did…” I sucked in a breath and stared at Gerald. “You are his informant?”

I hadn’t told anyone else I was interested in a car for Evelyn.

“Me?”

“You!”

“Did you talk to my father before he came to Ottawa?” I demanded.

“Maybe a little.”

“A little? What did you tell him?”

“I didn’t. I simply encouraged him to speak to his other son about certain matters,” Gerald confessed. “I’m absolved of guilt, Jackson. I didn’t tell him about the incident with the Yaris until after he was already in Toronto. There’s no way he had time to buy a pair of cars and get custom keys made in the time he’s been in Canada. He must have been sitting on them, pink fobs and all.”

Scowling, I stared at the pink fob. “Elliot heard me mumbling about your purse, didn’t he?”

“He did,” Evelyn replied, grinning at me. “He must have been talking with Daddy.”

I shuddered. “That’s horrible, Evelyn. Don’t do that. Just don’t.”

“I think he’s reached his limit on fatherly affections. Anything else in the box?”

“One more thing,” I replied, picking up the package. It proved to contain a battered journal with a memory stick taped to the cover along with a pair of wedding rings. My mouth hung open, and all I could do was stare at them.

“Oh,” Evelyn gasped.

“What? What is it?” Gerald demanded.

“Wedding rings,” she whispered, taking the journal from me. She traced her finger around both of the rings. The large solitaire diamond glittered.

My father had no business buying us rings, but I couldn’t deny I wondered how beautiful it would be on her hand. I shivered.

“I think it’s a hint,” Gerald said, chuckling. “I think you have scored his approval. Elliot must have taken some photos with his cell and sent them over to your father.”

“If that fits you, I’m hunting them both down and beating them,” I swore.

If the rings didn’t fit, I’d be surprised.

“It’s really pretty,” Evelyn said.

“It’s well suited for the woman who is supposed to wear it,” I replied, clenching my teeth at the thought of my father’s meddling.

“He approves,” Gerald repeated.

“We don’t need his approval,” I snapped.

Leaning against me, she seized my hand and kissed my palm. “You’re just upset because it’s a pretty ring and he didn’t give you a chance to buy one for me first.”

“Maybe,” I conceded. “Maybe I’m mad because he didn’t even give me a chance to propose properly before buying rings.”

“I don’t think they’re new,” Evelyn said, freeing her band from the journal, squinting at the inside of the band. “It doesn’t feel new.”

“Feel? What do you mean?”

“Old things have a weight to them. Silver’s the worst, but even gold has it—and gemstones. These feel old. They’ve been passed down.”

“It doesn’t hurt you does it?” I asked in alarm, chilled at the thought of what a silver bullet had done to her.

“No, no. It’s not like that. It just feels old. Is it really a diamond, Jackson? This big stone?”

I took the ring from her, staring into the depths of the gem. Unlike with the dead, sensing gemstones took a little effort on my part, but I could feel the stone’s strength and purity as warmth in my hand and a tickle in my head. “It’s real.”

“Wow.”

The stone hidden in the pouch under my shirt shared the ring’s warmth, sending a shiver racing down my spine. Unlike the ring, there was a taint to the blood-red gem, something that went beyond the imprint of the dead. I shook my head, recoiling at the slithering sensation associated with the jewel.

“I won’t wear it if you don’t want me to,” Evelyn said, tugging at my sleeve.

Instead of answering, I took hold of her left hand, massaging at her palm. If my father wanted to throw me under the bus, it was a suicide I had already dedicated myself to. I’d be angry with him—and at myself for not acting faster to stake my claim on her before someone could edge in on my turf—but I wasn’t going to throw away my chance to make certain the world knew she was mine. Before I could second guess myself, I slipped the ring onto her finger.

It fit.

I was going to hunt my brother and father down and beat them both.

Evelyn held out her hand, admiring the ring. “Your father is a stalker. You know it means you’ll have to beat him now, right?”

“I’ll make sure to thank him for that—with my fist,” I swore.

“It’s okay. I have to beat him, too.” She retaliated by grabbing the other ring and shoving it onto my finger. “Mine.” Grinning at me, she said, “Your father is a stalker. They both fit.”

“Normal people would be calling the police,” I muttered.

“Okay, settle down back there, kids. We’re almost to the daycare. The owner said he’d be waiting for us.”

I sucked in a breath. What would I learn at the daycare, if anything? All I would likely come away with was a glimpse of Jacqueline’s life. It hurt thinking about it.

Gerald parked in front of a red bricked, two-story building. A fence shielded the front yard playground from the street. A concrete sidewalk led to the front door. I was the last out of the car, wondering how many times Jacqueline had played out on the grass with other children.

Evelyn handed me the gray cell. “Looks like he already had both put on a plan, though they’re a little low on battery.”

“How convenient,” I muttered, stashing it in my pocket. I’d decide how to deal with the phone—and the various liberties my father had taken with the gifts—later.

After straightening my collar and tie to her liking, she kissed me on the cheek. “There. You’re ready.”

I wasn’t, but I doubted I ever would be.

“The owner’s a Fenerec,” Gerald warned in a whisper. “It’s not public knowledge, so let’s keep it that way. He and his mate take care of some of the more… troublesome children in the area.”

“Troublesome?”

It wasn’t until Evelyn jabbed me in the ribs that I realized I was growling.

“I’m just telling you what I was told, Jackson. Chill. You’re about as bad as Richard today. I’m going to have to tell him to stop being a bad influence on you,” Gerald replied, knocking on the door.

Moments later, a young man in jeans and a t-shirt with his long dark hair tied into a braid answered. A beaded headband with a pair of feathers attached to it circled his brow. Maybe a Normal would have believed his eyes were hazel, but I met the gaze of a wolf. Instead of animalistic fury, there was something gentle and quiet about the way he regarded me.

Evelyn sucked in a breath. “Omega.”

The two Fenerec stared at each other before the man smiled. “You suit him far better than that witch. Come in.” His attention focused on me. “You must be Jacqueline’s father.”

Stepping out of our way to let us in, he closed the door after us. When he held out his hand, I shook with him. While the wolf lingered in his eyes, I couldn’t find any other evidence of the predator lurking under his human skin.

The place with its child-centric furniture and scattering of toys and books felt more like a home than a daycare. A sense of safety and security enveloped me. I took in the crayon art plastered to the wall, along with the framed pictures of untamed forests and mountains.

“Thank you for meeting with us,” I said, wondering if I would ever be comfortable with the idea of acknowledging I was a father. How could I?

I had failed Jacqueline in every way possible.

“Melanie told me you would be going to the lodge to see her tonight. She was the closest to little Jackie. I’m afraid if you’re looking for a happy story, you will be disappointed,” he warned, gesturing for us to follow him down the hall, passing by a sprawling playroom filled with tiny tables and chairs, toys, and cushions. “I am called Nirliq. My father was born of an Inuit tribe. My mother was a settler. Be welcomed in my home, and may the spirits safeguard you.”

“I’m Jackson. This is Evelyn and Gerald,” I replied, stuffing my hands in my jacket pockets.

Nirliq regarded Gerald with a slight frown. “I know of Gerald. You are a man of many pursuits and talents, Mr. Leclerc. You are both an enemy and an ally of my people, which makes yours an interesting presence. I’m afraid your reputation precedes you, Mr. Anderson. Jacqueline’s mother was not well liked, and I’m afraid you carry a worse reputation than she. Your daughter, however, was much loved. I see the child favors you in the things of import. I hope you find her, Mr. Anderson. We were dismayed when she disappeared. As for her mother? No true loss there. In her time with us, your daughter was a radiant sun.”

After glancing at me, Gerald asked, “Why do you dislike Suzanne so much?”

Leading us into a small kitchen with a table barely big enough for four, Nirliq leaned against the counter. “Please, sit. Allow me to make us some tea.”

“Thank you,” Evelyn replied, taking a seat and patting the chair beside her. While I wanted to stand so I had an outlet for my growing nervousness, I sank down beside her.

Filling a kettle with water, he turned on the stove. “Miss Suzanne was not a good mother. It didn’t help matters that little Jackie disliked her so much. She was young, but she was wise for her age. She believed that her mother had done an unjust thing to you, her father. Jackie would throw tantrums when her mother came for her. Once, she demanded her father. That was when Miss Suzanne slapped her. Little Jackie disappeared the next day.”

My rage ignited, burning hot and fast before chilling me through to the bone. “Suzanne hit Jacqueline?” I growled, and for a brief moment, I wished I were a wolf, so I could bury my fangs deep into my wife’s throat.

I couldn’t hurt the dead, and that only served to make me angrier.

“Only once that I know of. I apologize, Mr. Anderson. This must be difficult for you. If I had reason to believe that Miss Suzanne would strike your daughter, I would have intervened. I told Miss Suzanne that it would be wise if she restrained from hitting her little one, be it in public or otherwise. She had seemed sincere in her apologies.” Nirliq pulled down four mugs from the cupboard, before he turned to me, his dark eyes boring into me.

Forgiving the man for not protecting my daughter was one of the hardest things I had ever done. It wasn’t his fault, and I told myself that until I believed it, and could speak without my turmoil leaking into my voice. “It is not your fault. I appreciate you telling me of this.”

“Melanie has pictures of Jacqueline. I do have one question for you, Mr. Anderson.”

When the kettle whistled, Nirliq poured the tea, sliding one of the mugs in front of me. It smelled of citrus and mint with a hint of spice. “Ask.”

“Many children who are angry with their parents will say unkind things. Jackie was often calling her mother a bad witch. You, on the other hand, were always a good witch. Miss Suzanne had always been adamant that you had walked out on them—”

I dropped the mug. Before it slid out of my fingers, Evelyn caught it from the bottom without spilling it, setting it aside. The sound I made was the strangled cry of a dying animal. I shook, unable to say a coherent word.

The wolf in Evelyn’s eyes burned bright, devouring all but a sliver of her stony jade. “Lies,” she snarled.

Nirliq held his hands up in surrender. “So I see. He is, perhaps, almost as much of a wolf as you and I, for all he stinks of witch. I want to know why she lied. Perhaps it is important.”

I couldn’t force any words out through my tightened throat. The last betrayal, the claim that I had been the one disloyal, that I would even consider leaving Suzanne, drilled a hole into my chest. A spot of warmth grew, numbing the pain.

My daughter wasn’t alive, but she was with me.

Evelyn took hold of my hand, pressing my palm to her cheek. “Jackson, tell him.”

I drew a shaking breath and nodded. It took every bit of my will and courage to whisper, “She faked her death. She had been six months pregnant. I didn’t know Jacqueline had been born until this week.”

My voice sounded broken.

Nirliq’s eyes widened. “I had not thought the situation so severe. I apologize for upsetting you. It isn’t uncommon for mothers to win custody even when it is obvious they are not fit to be mothers. It explains a lot. Jacqueline did not like her mother, not at all. It makes me wonder, however. She always spoke kindly of you. Yet, you did not ever meet?”

“If I had known…”

I couldn’t finish the sentence. The number of possibilities overwhelmed me. Maybe Suzanne had been wise to fake her death. Had I known I had a daughter, I wouldn’t have stopped from trying to have her in my life. That Suzanne would go so far to cut me out infuriated me even more.

Sliding into the chair across from me, Nirliq stared at Evelyn. “I think I understand why you chose him, Miss Evelyn. Mr. Anderson, your fury is understandable, as is your grief. Do not let it fester.”

I clenched my teeth. “Easier said than done, Nirliq.”

Evelyn gave my hand a squeeze. “Do you know anything about Suzanne? What was she doing here? Do you know why she hated Jackson so much?”

“I’ll admit that I’m baffled. Jacqueline didn’t share her mother’s last name—she has yours, Mr. Anderson. She also seems to carry more than your last name. Were you wed? She went by her maiden name.”

“We were.” If Suzanne hadn’t died, if she still somehow lived, that wouldn’t last long.

“How odd. If I were to judge from her attitude, you had a casual relationship at best. You are nothing like I expected.”

“Which was? Nothing good,” I muttered.

“Frankly speaking, Mr. Anderson, a bum.”

With my free hand, I pinched the bridge of my nose. “Excuse me, but did you just say a bum?”

A hint of the predator emerged in Nirliq’s smile. “A hobo, street rat, general layabout, and a scavenger. A bottom feeder,” he replied, pushing my mug towards me. “Drink, Mr. Anderson. It is calming.”

At a loss of what I could possibly say in reply to his words, I obeyed. The tea had a strong citrus flavor with undertones of mint and a lingering teasing of spice. “I feel like I need to call Elliot and get him to text me a photograph of my taxes to prove my worth.”

“Elliot?”

“My younger brother. I assure you, I am not a bum.”

“She was a whore though,” Evelyn hissed.

“I try to avoid such name calling,” Nirliq said, his tone of disapproval.

“Oh, no,” I replied, setting the tea down. “It’s not name calling if it is the truth. Suzanne was a prostitute—a whore. She was trying to pay her rent and for her schooling. I took her home with me one night and told her she could stay if she stopped selling herself for an evening’s thrill.” I growled at the memory. “I paid her what she would have otherwise made, since she refused to accept the money outright. We got married a while later.”

“Interesting. And you could afford this? Forgive me for being so forward, but I was under the impression that you were not financially stable.”

Gerald reached over and tapped the back of my hand. For a moment, I wanted to resist his attempt to keep me quiet, but I relented, nodding to him.

“Mr. Yazzie,” my longtime friend began. There was a slight rumble to his voice, betraying his anger. “I assure you that Jackson is not under any form of financial duress—now or then. He was wealthy long before he met Suzanne. He simply chooses to live within the means of those who work for him.”

“I didn’t mean offense. It surprises me, that is all. I’m afraid I was not expecting such a well-dressed gentleman. We were given a far different impression of you. I really do hope that you are able to find your daughter. I feel responsible for her disappearance. Suzanne was a very skilled liar, it seems.”

Evelyn snorted. “Jacqueline knew.”

After a long moment of silence, Nirliq nodded. “So it seems. I forget how honest children can be, if we choose to listen to them. In that, I failed your daughter as well as you. I think you will learn the most about Jacqueline with Melanie. I will make some calls and ask around; others may know more than I. Is there a number that I can reach you at?”

“Yes.” I pulled out the new cell phone, opened the contacts, and located the number, sliding the phone to Nirliq. Picking it up, he went to the counter. “If you could add your contact, I would appreciate it.”

He did so. “I will call you soon. When do you leave Thunder Bay?”

“We have an eleven o’clock flight out.” Gerald hesitated. “We might be able to delay if needed.”

“Two hours,” Nirliq replied, handing the cell back to me. “I will call you then, Mr. Anderson.”

“Thank you, Nirliq.” We shook hands.

“I will pray for your success.”

I forced a smile but couldn’t speak. If I did, he would hear my lies. No prayer could bring the dead back to life.


Chapter Nineteen
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It took us a little over an hour to reach the lodge, which consisted of log cabins hidden deep in the woods. I stared out the window at the only building with lights on, wondering how much more I could handle. I clung to the tattered ruins of my temper, holding my irritation and anxiety at bay by clenching my teeth.

“Are you okay, Jackson?” Gerald asked as he shut off the engine.

“No.”

“I can talk to Melanie if you’d like.”

“No.” It was a lie, but Jacqueline was my child, not his. I turned away from the window to stare at my left hand.

Neither the watch nor ring weighed that much, but everything they represented smothered me. Everything I had pushed aside in my anger at my father became clear, like the stilling of a pond after a long rain. They were more than peace offerings.

They were hope in a future, not for me, but for my father.

I was alive.

Jacqueline was not, and because of that, I understood. In the morning, I’d do what I should have done years ago. On the phone he had given me, I would call him.

My anger dissolved and slipped out of me on a sighed breath. I got out of the car, holding the door open for Evelyn.

“I’m here,” she whispered, taking hold of my hand.

“I know. Thanks,” I whispered, pausing to rest my forehead against hers.

So long as she was with me, I’d keep myself together somehow.

Following after Gerald, we headed to the largest of the cabins. The door opened before we had a chance to knock.

While the man standing before us had gray hair, he had an ageless look to him. The plaid flannel shirt and tattered jeans suited his squared features. Wolf-yellow eyes focused on me. “You the Anderson fellow?”

The Fenerec growled, and something about him made me want to bust my knuckles on his face. I met his gaze and replied, my tone cold, “I am. We’re here to see Melanie.”

“Melanie doesn’t want to see a scum sucker like you,” the Fenerec replied.

“Chris, back off,” someone said from within the lodge. The voice was deep and sharp with annoyance. “Let’s see what the creeper has to say for himself.”

I placed my hand on Evelyn’s stomach and gave her a gentle push back. She didn’t move far, but enough I could get between her and the Fenerec. I wanted her back in the car, but she wouldn’t go, even if I begged her to—which I wanted to do.

Instead of backing away, Chris stood as straight as he could in his effort to match me in height. All I could think about was that the other man prevented me from learning more about my daughter’s fate.

If he wanted a fight, I’d give it to him, Fenerec or not.

“Move,” I whispered.

Behind Chris, there was a gathering of at least ten men, who stood around a large couch capable of sitting six. They tensed, their yellowed eyes focused on me.

“Who is going to make me? You?”

Evelyn twisted her hand free of me, stepped forward, and before I could stop her, she slammed her fist into Chris’s gut. When he bent over with a wheezed gasp, she hopped and smashed her knee into his face. “Me. No one touches my mate.”

“You’re a fucking idiot, Chris.” The dark-haired man who stepped forward reminded me of Nirliq, sharing similar chiseled features. Instead of a headband, he wore a beaded necklace. “Excuse him, he’s new to the pack and hasn’t learned his manners yet.”

When Chris reached for Evelyn’s ankle, my hold on my temper snapped. I didn’t know what I snarled as I cracked my foot into his ribs, but the native flinched. “If you touch her, I’ll kill you.”

Chris writhed, wheezing for air.

Gerald cleared his throat, giving my arm a tug to pull me back. I stood firm without moving my gaze from the Fenerec at my feet. “Gentlemen, we’re here to see Melanie. I would like to state if you happen to touch either one of them—or me, for that matter—Richard Murphy is going to come deal with you in person. I recommend you stay out of Jackson’s way, because if he finds out any one of you had something to do with his little girl’s murder, I’ll be helping him bury the bodies—if, of course, his mate leaves enough to bury.”

“What do you three have to do with Richard Murphy?” the native demanded.

“We’re pack,” Evelyn hissed.

“Business partner,” I replied. “I’m Evelyn’s witch and mate, and by association, pack.” I pointed at Gerald. “He’s a family friend. Where’s Melanie?”

“She isn’t here.”

“Well, if she’s not here, we’re leaving,” I said, turning to do just that.

Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glimpse of movement. I twisted, bringing my hand up to intercept the native’s fist.

Evelyn shoved me aside, and the punch caught her in the shoulder with the crack of breaking bones. With a strangled gasp, she collapsed against me. I caught her as she slumped to the floor. Thunder roared in my ears, and the ground lurched beneath me. I settled her at my feet, stepping over her to come between her and the Fenerec, all of my focus on him.

I clacked my teeth. When I got a hold of him, I was going to do more than just kill him for touching Evelyn. Something crashed to the floor nearby. Evelyn wrapped herself around my leg, upsetting my balance. I froze, afraid if I moved, I would hurt her more.

The native scrambled back out of my reach.

“Oh, shit,” Gerald spluttered, grabbing hold of my elbow. I yanked away from him, my gaze locked on the Fenerec. Torn between standing guard over her and ensuring none of them could ever lay a hand on her—or anyone—ever again, I remained in place. I shook.

Somewhere deeper within the lodge, glass shattered on ceramic.

“Wait, Jackson,” Evelyn gasped out, drawing my attention to her. She secured her hold on my leg with her left hand while her right arm hung limp at her side.

“He touched you,” I snarled. There was a wild, rough edge to my voice, matching my need to protect her from the other Fenerec.

“I’ll be okay, Jackson. It’s okay. I’m okay. Stop. They might know something about Jacqueline.”

My breath came hard and heavy as I considered her breathless words. “If they know something, I will snap every bone in their bodies until they tell me.”

All of them flinched. The other Fenerec swarmed the native, pulling him back. Chris crawled away from me, holding a hand to his bloodied nose.

“Jesus Chris, Sven, he’s a witch,” one of them hissed. “Back off, man.”

I couldn’t tell if the blond was talking to me. When I drew a deep breath, Evelyn’s cinnamon scent filled my nose. There was another odor, something sharp and sour, and without knowing why, it stoked my rage.

“Liar,” Evelyn snarled.

The Fenerec’s eyes widened. “Look, let’s talk about this.”

I cracked my knuckles one by one. “You can talk, starting with everything you know about my little girl. After, you can find Melanie and tell her she’ll tell me everything she knows.”

Curling around my leg, Evelyn pressed her cheek to my knee.

“Evelyn,” I murmured.

“I’ll be okay, Jackson. It doesn’t hurt that much.”

She was lying to me; I heard the pain in her voice. All it took was one glance at her face to confirm it. Her freckles stood out against her paled skin, and her pupils were dilated. All that remained of the jade in her eyes were a few flecks.

I glanced at Gerald, who stood with his back pressed to the doorframe. “Gerald.”

“What is it?”

“Take care of her.” As soon as I figured out how to pull free of Evelyn, I was going to kill them all, and I’d accept his help in cleaning up the bodies.

They had touched my mate.

“You can’t, Jackson. What if you kill one of them? You can’t.”

“Then they better give me a reason not to,” I snapped back.

I wanted their blood, but I couldn’t move. If I did, I’d hurt her more. The pack of Fenerec remained frozen, pinned against the couch by my glare.

I waited for their move, ready to fight to the death if needed in order to protect Evelyn.




[image: Image]




My eyes remained locked on the Fenerec gathered by the couch. Time lost meaning as my world narrowed to me, them, and Evelyn curled around my leg. I trembled, my quivering intensifying the longer that I remained standing, but I couldn’t back down.

If I did, they might realize that I was only a witch and there were twelve of them versus one of me. Evelyn and Gerald were my responsibility, and I had already failed my mate once. They had hurt her, and it was my fault.

“Jackson, it’s okay. Please, relax,” Evelyn murmured, tugging at my hand. I entwined my fingers with hers. I wanted to check on her, but I couldn’t ignore the other Fenerec.

If they came at us, I needed to be ready. I couldn’t afford to let down my guard, not even to reassure myself that Evelyn would be okay.

Gerald’s cell rang, and I sucked in a breath at the sound. One of the Fenerec whined, shifting, and my gaze snapped to him. It was Chris. Blood caked his mouth and chin from his broken nose. Our eyes met, and he bared his teeth.

I mimicked him, and a wolf’s growl built in my throat and deepened until it rumbled through my chest.

“I’m answering this,” my friend warned, his voice soft. “Leclerc.”

The familiar tones of Richard’s voice both alarmed and relieved me.

If anyone knew how to deal with the Fenerec, it was him.

“He’s right next to me, staring down twelve Fenerec, who look about ready to piss themselves. One of them got a hit on Evelyn.” There was a pause, and I heard Richard rumble something in response. “No, she’s got him on a leash, barely.” Gerald tapped my arm with the phone. “He wants to talk to you, Jackson.”

“Not wise,” Evelyn replied, reaching up with her right hand to take the cell. I heard the pain in her voice, and I tensed. “Easy, Jackson. Wait, I’ll put it on speaker.”

Shaking his head, Gerald took the cell back from Evelyn, pressing a button. “It’s on speaker, Richard.”

“What’s going on?” Yellowknife’s Alpha demanded. “Who do I need to kill?”

“You’re not killing anyone. I am,” I snapped, shifting my attention to the dark-haired native, Sven. “He hit Evelyn.”

“Evelyn?” Richard asked, his tone softening.

“I broke something in my shoulder. It’s not bad—changing to the wolf will fix it. I can’t right now.”

“Why not?”

“Jackson’ll kill them.”

“What’s stopped him from doing so?”

The confidence in Evelyn’s voice and the surprise in Richard’s annoyed another growl out of me.

Gerald cleared his throat. “She’s wrapped around his leg, Richard. I think he’s afraid of hurting her, because I’ve seen more mobile statues. His vocabulary has degraded to the occasional growl. If I didn’t know better, I’d think he was you, the way he’s carrying on. He’s refusing to back down.”

“Of course he isn’t. Jackson doesn’t back down, not unless you ask really, really nicely. Who’s in charge over there?”

“I’d say Jackson,” Gerald replied.

“Of the Fenerec?”

Turning his attention from the phone to the Fenerec, Gerald asked, “Which one of you is in charge?”

They didn’t reply, their attention focused on me.

“We don’t know,” Evelyn said, giving my hand another tug. “We were supposed to meet some woman named Melanie, but these Fenerec were waiting for us instead. One of them got in Jackson’s face. I dealt with him, but another one came in swinging. I took the hit instead of Jackson. It’s my fault. They provoked him.”

I squeezed Evelyn’s hand and scowled at the factual way she took the blame. “No.”

The Fenerec flinched.

Gerald grabbed my sleeve and yanked. “Will you stop that? You’ve already frightened them, Jackson. You won. Lay off already.”

“What’s he doing?” Richard demanded.

Sighing, Gerald let go of me. “He’s growling and glaring at the Fenerec, just as he has been since this started. You took your sweet time calling me, Richard.”

I frowned. How much time had gone by? It didn’t feel like it had been very long.

“What are the Fenerec doing?”

“Staring at him.”

“Morons. Tell them to look at the floor. No eye contact. They should know better. Where are you three idiots?”

I felt Gerald watching me as a prickle on my neck. When no one replied, I snapped, “Thunder Bay.”

“Relax, Jackson. I know you’re in Thunder Bay. Where exactly are you? Just take it easy. Evelyn’s tough, but she won’t be able to heal if she’s worried you’re going to fight with a Fenerec pack. I need you to just cool your temper and back down, okay?”

Gerald sighed. “We’re at a lodge in the bush. It’s about an hour north, off of the 527. There’s an access road leading into the bush. It’s unmarked. It’ll be tricky to find in the dark.”

“Why are you in Thunder Bay, and what are you doing getting into a scuffle with a Fenerec pack?”

“They might know who killed my little girl,” I snarled. The tension returned, and Evelyn’s grip on me tightened. She was the only reason I stayed put when all I wanted to do was wade in and start cracking heads together until I got the answers I needed.

If they knew who had murdered Jacqueline, I’d make them talk, one way or another.

“They might know who did what?” Richard boomed.

“You heard me,” I snarled.

“Well. That changes things. We’re coming, Jackson—don’t kill anyone, okay?”

“I promised Evelyn I wouldn’t,” I hissed.

“Good. Now, listen to me. Are the Fenerec standing?”

Evelyn sighed. “Yes.”

“Jackson, tell them to sit.”

I didn’t need to. The Fenerec retreated to the couch, huddled together, and sat. Sven was the only one who remained mostly upright, perched on the couch’s arm.

“They did it on their own,” Gerald reported.

“Oh, good. They value their lives, then. Jackson, listen to me. No killing. If they’re dead, they can’t talk to you. Play it smart and keep your cool. Give them the phone. I’ll talk sense into them.”

I bristled at the command in Richard’s voice.

“Jackson, do it.”

I grumbled, snatched the phone from Gerald’s hand, disabled the speaker, and glared at Sven. “Catch.” When he nodded, I tossed it to him.

Sven put the phone to his ear. “Hello?”

There was a very long pause, after which Sven glanced at me before lowering his eyes to the floor. “He says you should check on your mate while we’re talking.”

Evelyn tugged on my hand until I relented and sank down onto my knees beside her. Brushing her sweat-dampened hair away from her brow, I pressed the back of my hand against her forehead. There was a slight chill to her skin. I trailed my hand down her cheek, pressing my fingers to her throat and counting her pulse before turning my full attention to her shoulder.

Black and purple bruises marred her skin, hiding the sprinkling of her freckles from me. At my touch, she winced but held still.

“How much does it hurt?”

She shook her head. “A little, but I’m okay. Really.”

“No, you’re not,” I replied, my voice hoarse. I glanced at the Fenerec gathered around the couch.

None of them were looking at us. Evelyn touched my cheek to draw my attention back to her. “It’ll heal.”

“Is it true? That changing will help?”

After a long moment, she nodded.

“Go.”

Evelyn took off her watch and the ring, slipping them into my hand. She stuffed her phone into my jacket’s pocket. “Hold these for me. Just promise me you won’t do anything stupid.”

“If they leave us alone, I’ll leave them alone,” I said, loud enough for the Fenerec to hear me.

“Promise me.”

I sighed, nodded, and replied, “I promise.”

Helping Evelyn to her feet, I kept between her and the Fenerec. She backed out of the lodge and disappeared into the night. I remained in the doorway with Gerald, slipping her watch into my pocket. After experimentation, I discovered her ring fit on my pinkie finger, so I wore it so it wouldn’t be lost.

“You’re a scary son of a bitch when you’re angry,” Gerald whispered.

“Language,” I chided, leaning against the doorframe. They studied the floor as though their lives depended on it.

Maybe it did. I wanted to beat the life out of them for hurting Evelyn, and I didn’t care that they were Fenerec. I’d find a way to kill them if using my fists wasn’t sufficient.

“He wants to speak to you, Mr. Anderson,” Sven whispered, his gaze shifting to my feet.

Gerald gave my elbow a squeeze. “Easy, Jackson.”

“Bring me the phone,” I said, struggling to keep my tone quiet and controlled.

The Ferenec flinched but obeyed, holding Gerald’s cell out, his head lowered.

It alarmed me that I wanted to bite him as hard as I could. Clenching my teeth against the urge, I accepted the phone. “When Evelyn returns, I hope you’re ready to grovel. She’s the only reason I haven’t killed you yet.”

Bobbing his head, Sven backed away without looking up from the floor.

I put the cell to my ear. “Richard?”

“You sound a little calmer now.”

“Evelyn’s changing.”

“Good. She’ll be fine. Broken bones heal fast, especially when we can change. Don’t worry. Unless it was really bad, she’ll be as good as new once she’s done transforming. Keep your head, Jackson. I’ll be there as soon as I can. No killing,” he ordered.

“If they touch her again, I kill them,” I snarled.

“If they do, I’ll kill them. Am I understood?”

My rage spiked and I snapped, “I’ll think about it.” I hung up before he could say anything else, handing the cell back to Gerald.

He shoved it into his pocket. “I hope that means you’re going to restrain yourself.”

“That depends on them.”

“Of course it does. Gentlemen, since I doubt my angry friend here will keep cool if he starts talking, I’ll ask the questions. Where’s Melanie? Once we talk to her, we’ll be out of your fur.”

“Why do you want to talk to Melanie?” Chris snapped, though he didn’t look up from the floor.

I bristled at his tone, but since he didn’t move, I remained where I was. Until he proved a threat, I would keep my promise to Evelyn. “I’m only going to tell you this once. Five years ago, my wife died with our unborn daughter in a car crash. Not even a week ago, I learn that she had faked her death, coming here. Someone killed my little girl. I want information on where Suzanne went from here with her. If you come between me and Jacqueline’s murderer, you’ll number among the dead. Understood? Considering you’re supporting a woman who hit her own daughter, I’d rather like to just kill you all right this instant.”

“What are you talking about?” Sven asked, jerking his head up. Our eyes met.

“What part didn’t you understand?” I snarled.

He lowered his gaze. “Suzanne told me that you ran out on her and left her with a newborn.”

A bone-deep chill swept through me. I wasn’t aware I had taken a step forward until Gerald wrapped his arms around me, holding me back. “You promised, Jackson.”

The whine of a wolf behind me warned me of Evelyn’s presence. I shifted out of her way, holding my hand out for her. Ducking her head under my fingers, she stepped forward until I touched her shoulders, which came up to my elbows.

Her ears turned back and she bared her fangs at the Fenerec.

“Better?” I asked, holding my breath as I waited for her answer.

She stretched her head out to seize my far hand in her mouth, wrapping her tongue around my fingers. I took it to mean yes.

The Fenerec gawked at Evelyn, and when I noticed their attention on her, I tensed. She lifted her head and stared down her nose at them, as though she were a queen and they were peasants under her rule.

One of the cells in my pocket vibrated before ringing. Frowning, I freed my hand from Evelyn’s jaws, grabbed the phone out of my pocket, and swiped my finger across the display and answered, “Jackson.”

“Are you okay?” my father demanded.

I blinked, removed the phone from my ear, and stared at the screen. Sure enough, my father’s name was prominently displayed. Drawing a deep breath, I reminded myself that I needed to keep civil.

I understood him a bit better. I was alive.

My Jacqueline wasn’t.

It took me a moment to control my voice. “I’m fine. What do you need?”

“Richard called me asking for your number. He said you were in trouble again.”

Evelyn sat down, her gaze fixed on the other Fenerec. I leaned against her, stroking my hand down the smooth curve of her back. “I’m not in trouble yet. I’m about to start it if I don’t get my way, however.”

“Well, then. Be careful, watch your wrist, and make sure you take your medicine. Call me if you need bail.”

I couldn’t help myself; I laughed. “I’ll keep that in mind. Richard called Gerald’s phone. I already spoke with him.”

“Good. You sure everything is okay?”

“I’ll talk to you about it later.”

Silence was followed by a sharp intake of breath. “You will?”

“I need to blacken your eye so you match your other son,” I informed him. “Evelyn’s watch is lovely. I’m also blackening both of your eyes because of how much she likes the ring.”

“How charming. When can we expect your visit?”

“I’ll call. Excuse me, but Evelyn and I have some business to attend to.” I hung up, stowing my cell away. “Sorry for the interruption.”

“Before anyone does anything, I’d like to propose a truce. Jackson, no killing. The same applies to the rest of you.”

Grumbling at Gerald earned me an arched brow. “Fine.”

“Fine,” Sven echoed.

Gerald nodded.

Annoyed that Gerald had stolen my thunder, I said, “This is how this is going to work. I’m going to ask questions and you’re going to answer them. We’ll drink coffee, and we won’t kill each other. If you cooperate, once I’m done talking to you, I’ll leave. If you don’t, I’m serving you to Richard on a platter—a silver one. You’ll still be alive. That’s under debate, should my lady decide otherwise. First question: where is Melanie?”

“In Thunder Bay, probably at her house, if she knows what’s good for her,” Sven replied.

“Why were you waiting for us?”

The Fenerec stared at each other before turning their gazes to the floor, remaining silent.

“I’ll make the coffee,” the sole blond of the group whispered, getting up and heading towards a pair of French doors. The others shifted nervously.

Evelyn growled at their refusal to answer my question.

“Nirliq told me he had unfavorable impressions of me. Is that why?”

It was Chris who sighed before saying, “She told us you were abusive—among other things. That you walked on her once you found out she was pregnant. She was our witch.”

The growls from Evelyn intensified. I gripped her fur to keep her from doing what I wanted to do, which involved ripping their faces off with my teeth. “First I’m a bum, now I’m abusive?”

It alarmed me how little it took for my loyalty to Suzanne to crumble to dust.

Holding his arm out to me, Gerald said, “Don’t be stupid.”

“Don’t worry. I’m just the executioner. Evelyn’s the judge and jury.” I drew a deep breath and forced myself to lean against the doorframe, adopting a relaxed stance. “It’s not their fault if she fed them a bunch of lies—it is their fault if they choose to continue believing them. The only thing I’m holding any of them accountable for right this moment is the fact that Evelyn was hurt.”

“Why don’t you let me handle this for a few minutes?” Gerald asked.

He looked me in the eyes, and after a moment of hesitation, I nodded and kept my mouth shut.

“I’m going to tell you some things about Jackson. You’re probably not going to like it, but I know you Fenerec can smell when someone’s lying. I’ve known Jackson for years—I was working with him long before he met Suzanne. The only abusive one in that relationship was her. I was there for Suzanne’s funeral—if you can call that, considering the hoax she staged. He’s a lot of things, but he’s a family man. He wanted his little girl more than you could imagine. Now he’s found out that he has to bury her again? Think about it.”

The Fenerec stared at each other, and most of them looked sickened. Sven’s tanned skin took on a green hue. “We didn’t meet Suzanne until Jackie was six months old—when she started using the daycare. Chris fancied her, and tried to court her, but she didn’t seem keen on being mates with one of us.”

“All I want to know is what happened to my daughter. Melanie may know something. Call her.”

Once again, the Fenerec exchanged looks. Sven sighed and nodded. “Phone’s on the wall near the kitchen.”

“Call her,” I ordered.

Sven backed towards the kitchen, eyes on the floor. When he reached the wall, he picked up the corded handset and dialed a number. He spoke too softly for me to hear, but after several moments, he hung up. “We’re lucky the phones still work. She’ll be here as soon as she can. Power is out in her area, so it might be a while.”

“Then we wait,” I replied, leaning against Evelyn. She pressed her head against my stomach, her ears turned back. With her as a wolf, I was able to concentrate on staying between the Fenerec pack and Gerald. If they tried to hurt her, she’d rip them to pieces.

I’d help her, if she let me.

“Why don’t you sit, Jackson?” Gerald whispered to me. “You’re shaking.”

“I don’t want to sit,” I growled. If I sat down, I wouldn’t be able protect my friend, and it was my fault he had become involved.

“Of course you don’t, because you’re a stubborn idiot. Have we gotten to the point we can discuss this without bloodshed?” Gerald pleaded. “Which one of you is in charge?”

The Fenerec pointed at Sven.

The native drew a deep breath and let it out slowly. “Okay. Come in.” Sven opened the doors leading into the kitchen before turning to his pack. “Go help him clean up in there.”

For a long moment, no one moved. Chris was the first to comply, easing his way to the kitchen. Two more of the pack slipped into the other room, leaving the others to watch me warily, their heads bowed although I felt them watching me.

“Jackson, please sit.”

I dug my fingers into the fur of Evelyn’s neck, and as the rest of the Fenerec filed into the kitchen, my legs refused to support my weight. I sank down next to my mate, leaning against her. “We’re going to miss our flight, aren’t we?”

“We missed it about an hour ago. Didn’t you notice?”

I hadn’t. My hands trembled as I secured my hold on Evelyn. “I was a little preoccupied,” I grumbled.

“I’d say. Are you going to remain civil now?”

“Sorry. I just want to know what happened to Jacqueline,” I whispered.

Gerald knelt on a knee next to me, reaching out to give my shoulder a squeeze. “You get a free pass this time. I can’t say I wouldn’t be doing the same thing if I were in your place.”

My mate flopped beside me, resting her paws on my shoulder before using my chest as a pillow.

Facing the Fenerec, Gerald said, "I apologize for his temper.”

Despite my position on the floor, Sven refused to meet my gaze, staring at the wall near me instead. “I apologize as well. We were misled. We have brought shame to the pack in our effort to protect our only bitch.”

“So Nirliq said,” I replied, relaxing as Evelyn’s warmth spread through me. “You’re warm, Evelyn.”

“Are you cold, Jackson?”

“Not anymore.”

Sven poked his head into the kitchen. “Coffee should be ready in a few minutes. Sorry, there’s a bunch of glass that needs to be cleaned up.”

“Glass?” I asked, my brow furrowing.

“From the earthquake, Mr. Anderson.” Sven shook his head. “Don’t tell me that you didn’t notice it.”

I hadn’t, and that stunned me. How could I have missed something like an earthquake? I stared at Gerald. “What?”

My friend pinched the bridge of his nose and sighed. “I’m going to take a guess that you don’t have a mate or a wife, Sven.”

“I don’t. Why?”

“His was hurt. They’re newly mated, and from my understanding, that’s important. I don’t know a whole lot about you Fenerec, but I know that much.”

Sven grimaced. “It’s important. Once again, I apologize, Mr. Anderson, Mrs. Anderson.”

I flushed, tightening my grip on Evelyn. I liked the idea of calling her Mrs. Anderson, for all it wasn’t the truth yet. Evelyn licked my chin before nuzzling my neck.

“It’s clean,” Chris said from the kitchen. “Fortunately, the coffee maker is still intact and enough of the mugs survived for everyone.”

I frowned, wondering how I could have missed something like an earthquake strong enough to make a mess of a kitchen. As I took in the lodge, I noticed that many of the pictures on the wall were out of place. Some of them had fallen to the floor, along with the television, its screen shattered.

Sven tilted his head to the side before lifting his gaze to meet mine. “There’s room enough for all of us in the kitchen. Please, come in. Let’s discuss this at the table.”

Evelyn shifted off of me, and Gerald helped me to my feet. I trembled. His grip on my arm kept me on my feet. I leaned against the door.

“I need to talk to your brother,” Gerald said, pulling out his cell and holding it out to me. Wondering why he wanted to talk to Elliot, I tapped in the number. It took me three tries to get it right. I connected the call and handed it back.

Gerald waited and said, “Elliot, it’s Gerald. I need to know something about witches.” After a pause, he continued, “I think there’s something wrong with your brother. He’s clammy and shaking.”

“I’m fine, Gerald,” I hissed.

“Shut up, Dante. I wasn’t asking you.”

I scowled but kept quiet, wondering what I had done to worry Gerald enough for him to call my twin. Then I sucked in a breath. Did Gerald think I had been the cause of the earthquake? My mind went blank. I had no recollection of sitting down, but I was staring up at my friend with my mouth hanging open. Evelyn was beneath me, keeping me mostly upright.

“And he’s on the floor,” Gerald informed my brother, shaking his head at me. “What should I do with him? Yes, we’re in Thunder Bay.” After listening for a few moments, my friend handed me the phone. “Your brother.”

“I guessed that much,” I grumbled, putting the cell to my ear. “What is it, Elliot?”

“Can’t you stay out of trouble for a single day? Just one? What happened?”

My cheek twitched at the memory of Sven striking Evelyn. “He hit her,” I snarled.

Sven flinched.

“Is he dead?” my brother asked, his tone devoid of emotion.

“No.”

“Why not?”

Evelyn rested her head on my lap, her tail thumping against the floor. Her jade eyes bore into me. I clacked my teeth. Then I sighed and replied, “She told me I couldn’t.”

“Next time, don’t listen to her. What are you doing in Thunder Bay? When did you start triggering earthquakes—a five point two, in case you’re curious.”

I frowned. “There’s no proof I had anything to do with it.”

“Call it an educated guess, Dante. Do you happen to know of any other earth witches in the area? How else is an earthquake going to have an epicenter in a location without any fault lines, fracking operations, or active mines? Why can’t you be normal? Earth shaping, Dante. That’s useful and safe. Are you trying to drive me insane?”

I scowled and muttered, “Short trip.”

“Ha, ha. Make sure you do this for me. Eat something, rest, and tell Gerald he’s to keep an eye on you. If you faint or start running a fever, he’s to call me. Don’t use any witchcraft for now.”

“If I did it, which you have no actual proof, it wasn’t on purpose.”

He sighed. “I know, I know. You’ve never had any control over it. Tell Evelyn to stay out of trouble so you don’t do something stupid.”

“Evelyn, Elliot says you have to stay out of trouble,” I dutifully relayed, grumbling a few curses under my breath. “Happy now?”

“No. Tell Gerald.”

Snorting, I held the phone out to Gerald. “Tell him yourself.”

My friend took his cell. “What do you need me to do?” There was a long pause. “We took a plane. We’re here for some work, which turned a bit sour. Yes, it’s legitimate work for my government. I’ll take care of him.” Hanging up, Gerald stowed the phone, shaking his head. “Stop causing me so much trouble, Jackson.”

“Sorry.”

Gerald hauled me to my feet, shoving me in the direction of the kitchen. It proved to be larger than the main room, complete with a long table lined with benches and sufficient space for twenty to sit comfortably. I sat at one end with Evelyn at my feet, resting her chin on my knee while Gerald sat beside me.

The Fenerec crowded the main kitchen area, watching me warily. I forced myself to relax, staring down at the woodgrain of the tabletop. “Tell me everything you know about Suzanne and Jacqueline,” I demanded.
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It took us an hour to untangle the web of lies Suzanne had spun. To my dismay and disappointment, the Fenerec didn’t know much about her. She had told them each a different story, with the only common thread being the way she painted me. None of it was pleasant, and by the time they finished telling their stories, I trembled from rage.

Chris stared at the tabletop, shaking his head. “My version is even worse,” he admitted.

After hearing tales of me hitting Suzanne and threatening her, I had a hard time imagining how that was possible.

“Just say it,” I said, wishing I could wake up from the nightmare my life had become. At my side, Evelyn whined, licking my fingers. I trailed a finger down the length of her nose.

“She told me you had raped her.”

I closed my eyes, drew in a deep breath, and held it until my lungs burned. When I exhaled, I shook my head. The admittance clarified everything. I didn’t want to believe it, but the longer I considered Chris’s words, the more I understand why the pack had acted as they had.

“She told you I had raped her,” I whispered, opening my eyes to stare at Chris, shivering from a bone-deep chill Evelyn’s presence couldn’t warm.

“I’m sorry, Mr. Anderson,” Chris replied, his gaze fixed on the table.

“Are you okay, Jackson?” Gerald asked.

I shook my head. How could I be? If what they told me was true, my life with Suzanne had been a lie from the very beginning.

“What I don’t understand is why she told us all a different story,” Sven hissed, slamming his fist against the table. The mugs bounced, and Gerald rescued my coffee from spilling.

“It sounds to me like she catered them to each of you, making sure you were too uncomfortable to talk about her circumstances with each other,” my friend said. “Sorry, Jackson.”

“What I don’t understand is why,” Sven admitted. “If you’ve got money like you say you do, why would she leave? She worked for one of the banks. That was a big deal for her. She rejected Chris, so far as I know, because he wasn’t rich enough for her tastes.”

I drew a deep breath and held it until I could control my temper. “Maybe I have money, but I didn’t buy her the world.” I had given her everything she had asked of me. I had given her more than that.

But if Sven was correct, she probably had wanted more than what I offered. Once again, I was left wondering where I had gone wrong.

“I never abused her, not once,” I stated.

“He can’t even bring himself to curse in front of women. I’ve heard him do it once,” Gerald added before grumbling something under his breath I couldn’t hear.

“We know that now,” Sven replied. “But why did she do it?”

I shrugged, tangling my fingers in Evelyn’s fur. The question had been one I had been asking myself without finding a single answer.

Gerald drummed his fingers on the table. “I’m trying to figure out why she felt so threatened by him that she coerced an entire Fenerec pack into protecting her, and after going through all of that work, skipped town. It’s not like Jackson had any idea she was still alive.”

No one said a word.

“Maybe it’s because he’s pig-headed, stubborn, and simply doesn’t know when to quit,” Richard growled from the doorway. I twisted to face him. His wolf-yellow eyes bore into me. “I feel a very strong urge to take you outside and beat sense into you, Jackson.”

Evelyn’s ears turned back and she growled, baring her teeth at the Alpha Fenerec.

Ducking under her husband’s arm, Nicole shoved Richard aside. “He won’t, not if he knows what is good for him. Are you okay, Evelyn?”

My mate bobbed her head before shuffling closer to me, resting her head on my lap. I stroked her silky fur, forcing a smile for her benefit.

Nicole nudged her husband with her elbow before coming to me, embracing me from behind, resting her chin on top of my head. “You’re nothing but trouble, Mr. Jackson.”

There was something calming about her touch, and with a weary sigh, I leaned back against her.

“Poor thing, you’re all wound up.”

“I can tell.” Richard turned his attention to the Fenerec pack. “All right, gentlemen. I’m Richard Murphy, Jackson and Evelyn’s Alpha. Where are your Alphas?”

The Fenerec stared at each other before turning to Sven, who said, “Nirliq.”

Richard frowned. “Nirliq is an Omega. Omegas are not, and cannot, serve as an Alpha. Where are Russell and Janet?” he demanded.

At the two names, the whispers of the dead filled my ears, and their eagerness intrigued me. Instead of words, they spoke in the rumbling growls of wolves, until their voices joined in a mournful howl.

The Fenerec weren’t among those burdening me, but through the spirits haunting me, I was aware of their lingering presences.

“They’re dead,” I whispered.

Sven flinched. “Not long after Suzanne vanished, they were murdered. A bunch of kids found out they were… different. They were teen punks, not from around here, and they thought it’d be fun to find out which werewolf myths were true. By the time we reached them, they were dead.”

At Richard’s approach, Gerald shifted over so the Alpha could sit beside me. “What happened to the kids?”

The silence chilled me. Nicole’s grip on me tightened, and I felt her growling. “You killed them, didn’t you?”

When the Fenerec refused to speak, I closed my eyes and listened for the whispers of the dead. Instead of their voices, all I heard was the cold, unrelenting silence of the grave.

“They did.” At the sound of Nirliq’s voice, I opened my eyes. The native leaned against the door, his arms crossed over his chest. “What foolish things have you done now? Attacking an earth witch and his beloved? You beg the spirits of our ancestors to curse us all.”

“You should have called me, Nirliq,” Richard whispered.

“How could I? I would have sentenced my pack to death.”

I grimaced. Was the Canadian way of policing the supernatural as violent and unforgiving as the Inquisition? I didn’t want to believe it, but there was no mistaking Nirliq’s fear.

“Circumstances are considered in cases like this,” Gerald replied, confirming my suspicions.

Sven slammed his fists against the table. “They would have outed us to the public.”

When the silence dragged on, I considered what I could do to find the truth. There was only one way I could contribute. Bracing myself for the inevitable, I asked, “What happened to their bodies?”

Sven swallowed, lowering his gaze. “They’re buried in the bush, not too far from here.”

“Show me,” I demanded, rising to my feet despite Nicole’s weight against my back.

She squeaked, letting go of me. “Jackson?”

The dead whispered to me, and their demand for freedom was accompanied by their need for justice.
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The dead assaulted me with a barrage of wailing, crying, and shrill screams, until the real world passed by me with the haziness of a mirage. I was vaguely aware of following Sven into the forest, following a path weaving through the trees.

A hazy glow enveloped the woods, and in its illumination, something stirred. The endless cycle of life and death spun on around me, from the tiniest of insects to the decaying leaves blanketing the ground. The weight of countless spirits melded together into some vast and cohesive entity.

As I became aware of it, it focused its attention onto me. A shiver went through me at its regard, and for a brief moment, I got the feeling it thought I was an interesting bug, one too amusing to swat quite yet.

At my side, Evelyn whined, bumping my hand with her nose. The forest’s eerie illumination dimmed as though my awareness of her silky fur beneath my fingers bound me closer to her world, sheltering me from the spirits and their influence.

“It’s here,” Sven announced, coming to a halt in a mossy clearing. The dead fell into expectant silent.

I knew the ten teens lying beneath my feet. I carried their souls within the stone tied around my neck. Their cries were faint. Shivering at the cold of their presences, I stared at where they were buried.

How could someone die two deaths? 

Those within the stone had been tortured in a white room, their tormented screams ignored, yet those lying beneath my feet had fallen prey to hunting wolves ghosting through the trees at twilight.

All I could tell with any certainty was that those within the gem had died first, and they had no memories of their second death.

I shuddered. How could the dead walk? What had driven them from the white, pristine place they had died to Thunder Bay?

“Jackson?” Richard grabbed my elbow, giving my arm a brisk shake. “What’s wrong?”

“Was there anything unusual about them?” I asked, jerking free of Richard’s hold.

“Everything,” Sven whispered.

Chris shoved his hands into his pockets. “They smelled weird.”

“What did they smell like?” The clearing didn’t look as though it had been touched, yet alone turned into a mass grave for a group of teenagers responsible for the deaths of two Alphas.

“Disinfectant and flowers,” Sven said.

“Flowers?” Nicole crossed her arms over her chest. “What sort of flowers?”

“How would I know? Roses, maybe?”

Poets liked to claim that death had a floral scent, but I hadn’t believed in it. While sometimes I saw the circumstances of someone’s death, smells and sounds eluded me. I could easily imagine the stench of disinfectants clinging to them.

Richard waved his hand in front of my face. “Earth to Jackson.”

“You didn’t kill them,” I told the Fenerec, unable to raise my voice louder than a whisper. “They were already dead.”

“They were already dead?” Nicole grabbed my arm, pulling me towards her. “What do you mean by that?”

Evelyn growled, and I quieted my mate with a wave of my hand. “They were already dead,” I repeated.

“There’s no such thing as zombies. Dead people do not get up, walk around, and kill others,” she snapped. “It’s inappropriate to joke about these things, Jackson.”

“He’s not joking,” Nirliq said, kneeling so he could stroke his hands over the mossy ground. “The spirits speak. He listens.”

I flinched as the Fenerec gawked at me. 

Richard snorted. “This is Jackson we’re talking about here. He’s incapable of joking about something like that. How do you know, Jackson?”

“He’s a witch,” Nirliq chided. “The spirits speak, and he listens. If he were one of my people, he would one day grow to be an Elder among us, a wiseman.”

Turning to Sven, I told him the names of the teenagers buried beneath our feet.

He sucked in a breath. “I didn’t tell you how many of them there were.”

One by one the ghosts left me, until only my daughter’s faint warmth remained. I dug my fingers into the scruff of Evelyn’s neck. I didn’t know what else I could tell the Thunder Bay Fenerec. I stared at Nicole and Richard, wondering how I would react if either one of them died, let alone both at once.

What would I do if someone killed Evelyn?

Clenching my teeth, I kicked a branch, sending it bouncing across the ground. I had wanted to kill Sven for hurting Evelyn. I was no different than them.

If something happened to any of them, there would be bodies, of that I had no doubt.

What I didn’t understand was how Suzanne was involved, and why my daughter’s soul lingered with the spirits of those who had killed the Alphas.

I exhaled.

All the dead had done was lead me to more questions I didn’t have the answer to.

Richard pressed the back of his hand to my forehead. “We’re done here. The rest will wait for morning.”

No one was brave enough to argue with him, not even the dead.


Chapter Twenty
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While the aftermath of the earthquake left Thunder Bay in a state of chaos, Richard was able to find a hotel on the outskirts of the city, booking us all in for two nights. Amber, Alex, and Lisa met us in the parking lot as we were sorting out who would be in which room.

Lisa glared at me, anger in her voice when she announced, “I found this Melanie bitch. I’ve arranged a proper meeting with her at noon.”

Gerald scowled. “So you’re the reason she didn’t show up at all?”

The predatory way Nicole’s twin regarded my longtime friend sent a chill running through me. “I had a very long talk with her.”

Uncertain of what Lisa intended to do, I tensed and stepped forward to come between the two of them. Richard’s elbow cracked into my chest as he blocked me. “Both of you, back off,” he ordered.

Lisa grunted, crossed her arms over her chest, and leaned against Gerald’s rental. “He got one of our pack hurt.”

Heaving a sigh, Richard shoved me back a few steps. “Lisa. Jackson is a stubborn, manipulative son of a bitch. Gerald probably got suckered right along with the rest of us. Going on a work errand, Jackson? You lied to us—and pulled it off. You cunning, little piece of—”

Nicole cleared her throat. “Richard.”

Lisa grumbled something under her breath, lowered her gaze to the asphalt, and muttered, “I apologize.”

Dismissing the issue with a wave of his hand, Gerald replied, “You didn’t do anything wrong. I want to know is if Melanie was a part of their little trick or not.”

Lisa’s cheek twitched. “She was. After Nirliq called Sven, they got together and decided they had a chance to get some good, old-fashioned revenge. From my understanding, Nirliq had asked them to cooperate. They didn’t listen. You are all right, aren’t you, Jackson? How about you, Evelyn?”

I frowned, looking around. My mate was gone. Blinking at the spot she had occupied minutes before, I tried to piece together when she had disappeared.

Slender arms wrapped around my waist. “I’m fine.” Evelyn rested her cheek against my back.

I smiled, covering her hands with mine. “You changed back.”

“How amazing, I did! I’m all better now. It doesn’t hurt at all.” Slipping free of my hold on her, she started digging around in my pockets. With a triumphant cry, she found her watch. After putting it back on, she resumed her search, locating her phone next. Richard arched his brows as Evelyn patted me down. “Where is it?” she demanded.

“Where’s what?” I asked, lifting my arms so she could search the pockets of my jacket again.

She growled and nipped my neck. “Where’s my ring?”

“Ring? Was there a ring?” I covered my mouth with my hand. “Oh, my.”

“Jackson!” She resumed searching my pockets, eliciting laughter from everyone as I wiggled my pinky finger for their benefit.

Taking the ring off, I waited until she made frustrating huffing noises before capturing her left hand and slipping it onto her finger. “Mine.”

I was rewarded with a kiss on my neck followed by a nip. “Yours,” she agreed. “Even if you’re a terrible tease.”

“Are you all right, Jackson?” Lisa demanded.

“I’m fine. Tired, but fine.”

Laughing, Richard clapped my shoulder. “You should be tired after bullying a pack of Fenerec. You get the room with the jacuzzi and a choice of having Alex and Lisa or Nicole and I for roommates.”

“Evelyn, Gerald, and Amber,” I grumbled.

“What’s wrong with me?” Lisa and Nicole demanded.

“Ladies, please. Jackson, of course Evelyn will be sharing with you, but you’re not sharing with Gerald and Amber,” Richard replied.

Narrowing my eyes, I considered the Alpha, wondering what his problem was. “Why not?”

Bursting out laughing, Richard prodded my shoulder with a finger. “You’d end up trying to sleep with one eye open, Jackson. You’re still tense. The last thing you need is to be rooming with people you feel you need to protect.”

I glared at him, batting his hand away. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“He really doesn’t,” Evelyn said, hugging me. “It’s cute.”

“No, it’s not. All he’s going to do is make himself sick—sicker, as the case is. We’ve talked about this before, Jackson. You’re dominant.”

“And what does that have to do with anything?”

Nicole slid between Richard and me, clicking her tongue. “Let me, darling. Jackson, you’re you. You protect those you cherish. Gerald’s one of your closest friends. He’s a Normal, and you know it. Lisa would flatten you in a fight, by the way. Yet there you were. Lisa got a little cranky and raised her voice to him, and you were ready to get involved. Dominant is just a fancy word for overprotective idiot.”

Snorting, Richard backed off, shaking his head. “You’re terrible, Nicolina.”

“What? It’s true. Look, Jackson. You’ve always been dominant, but you’re also a sensor. Because you’re Evelyn’s mate, her instincts are brushing off on you. If we put them in the same room with you, you wouldn’t sleep a wink. You’d toss and turn trying to sleep with one eye open. Alex and Richard are both overprotective idiots. By being with you, you’d actually get some rest because there are other overprotective idiots nearby. It’s how pack works. You’ll get used to it, eventually.”

Evelyn hugged me tightly. “She’s right, you know. Just give in. You won’t win.”

Nicole grinned at me. “I could just zap you. It’s been a long time since Richard’s let me zap anyone.”

“You actually let him tell you what you can and can’t do?” I blurted.

“Well, not really,” she admitted. “I might on principle. How could you trick us like that? You lied to us!”

Richard wrinkled his nose. “And he got away with it, that’s what astonishes me. He actually got away with it. Gerald, you I can understand. You’re a slimy government worker. But you, Jackson?”

I wrinkled my nose back at him. “I didn’t tell a single lie. I’ve been hired to handle some business for the Canadian government. That business brought me here.”

“It’s true,” Gerald said, pulling out his phone. After several moments of fussing, he read, “And I quote, ‘Offer him a blank check. I want this resolved now.’ Because Suzanne is involved with our business, we came here.”

“You should have told me,” Richard chided.

“Why? So you could stop me from coming?” I snapped.

“I’m not that stupid. Do you have any idea how dangerous a pack without an Alpha is?”

I sighed. “Richard, it’s not like I knew there were Fenerec here. I didn’t.”

“In my defense, while I knew that Nirliq was a Fenerec, I had no idea about the others or their hostility towards Jackson,” Gerald said, holding his hands up in surrender.

“Well, I hadn’t known Russell and Janet were dead either,” Richard admitted. “They have always been quiet. It’s not uncommon for them to drop off the radar for years at a time. What amazes me is that the pack hasn’t run wild yet.”

“Omega,” Evelyn whispered.

“Likely. They’re lucky. None of them are very old. Without Nirliq, there would be a lot more bodies—theirs included. Omegas make it easier for Fenerec to stay calm. It gives the others someone to focus on and protect. Omegas add cohesion to a pack. But they aren’t a substitute for an Alpha. I’ll make some phone calls tonight and find some candidates. None of them are capable, not if Jackson can stare them down like he did.”

“What I want to know is why that pack didn’t run wild tonight.” Nicole shook her head. “It doesn’t make sense. Jackson was a threat to them. There wasn’t anyone around to control them. Their wolves should have run wild.”

Pulling away from me, Evelyn leaned against Gerald’s rental beside Lisa. “Jackson wouldn’t let them change.”

“What?” I wasn’t the only one to blurt the question. All of us stared at Evelyn. My mouth hung open. Was such a thing even possible?

Amber nodded. “I can see that. Once he isn’t completely lacking control, he’ll be a damned good witch.”

“I don’t understand,” I admitted.

“I tried to change after Sven hit me. I couldn’t. You wouldn’t let me,” Evelyn whispered.

I sucked in a breath. “What do you mean?”

“I mean exactly what I said. I couldn’t change, not until you told me I could. Stubborn witch,” my mate grumbled. “You need to learn control, Mister.”

Amber smiled, stepping to me. Standing on her toes, she reached up and patted my cheek. “She’s right. I’ll see if I can reach someone I know who might be able to teach you.”

“You can’t teach him?” Evelyn asked.

“Not a chance, Evelyn. Sorry. I’m a fire witch, and I don’t know of a single earth witch who causes earthquakes when threatened or pissed off. So far as I know, he’s unique. That’s probably a good thing.”

“That’s just great. First we’re saddled with Nicolina the Wizard Desmond. Now we have Jackson? They’re going to accuse me of starting the supernatural version of an arms race,” Richard grumbled.

Pursing her lips, Nicole stepped close to her husband and prodded him in the chest. “Care to repeat that?”

“I’ll take the couple least likely to kill me in my sleep,” I announced, backing away from the feuding Alphas.

Before I could make my escape, Richard reached out, hooked his arm around my neck, and pulled me down so he could grind his knuckles against my head. “Maybe if you didn’t cause so much trouble, you wouldn’t have to worry about us coming after you. Do you want him, Alex?”

“And lose sleep? Forget it, Richard. He’s all yours.”

“It’s decided,” Richard announced. “You’re with me, Jackson. Now, there is one last thing I want to know.”

Breaking free of Richard’s grip, I scrambled out of his reach. “What?” I asked warily.

“Aren’t you a gemstone sensor?”

“I plead the Fifth Amendment and the Eleventh of the Canadian Charter of Rights,” I replied.

He growled at me. “Jackson.”

“Look, I don’t want to end up as some research project, okay?”

“Why would you think that?” Nicole blurted.

“Don’t tell me you haven’t worried about it happening to you,” I snapped. When she flinched, I felt the blood drain out of my face. “Jesus. I’m sorry, Nicole.”

She hesitated, but nodded. “Okay. Fine. Fair point. I forgive you. But start talking. What are you hiding? If we don’t know, we can’t protect you.”

“Nirliq already told you,” I muttered.

“The spirits speak?” Richard asked.

I nodded.

Amber’s eyes widened. “You can talk to the dead?”

A lump formed in my throat. I swallowed, turning to Evelyn. How would their view of me change once they learned what I could do? All of my life, I had lived with the fear of how others would react. If my witchcraft was disconcerting enough to worry my brother, how would others feel?

Not everyone would be as accepting as my mate.

She smiled at me. “Go ahead, Jackson. It’s okay. They’re pack.”

I sighed, staring at the ground so I wouldn’t have to look anyone in the eye. “Normally I just know their names, okay? Elliot asks me to identify bodies. All I need to see is a photograph. It happens at places of death and burial, too.”

“Holy Mother of God,” Gerald whispered. “That’s how you built that list?”

“From those red stones.” A shudder ran through me. “They’re haunting me.”

My friend grabbed my shoulders. “Even Suzanne?”

I flinched. “Yes.”

Letting me go, Gerald backed away from me. “Your little girl. That’s how you learned about her?” At the horror in my friend’s voice, I looked up at him.

Drawing a deep breath, I exhaled slowly and nodded. “That’s how I knew.”

It was Richard who broke the silence by clearing his throat. “We’ll talk more tomorrow. One way or another, we’ll find out what happened to her, and why. So do I swear.”

I believed him.
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Someone was poking my nose. I rolled over to escape, ending up sprawled across Evelyn, who laughed. The cinnamon scent of her hair filled my nose, and I snuggled closer to her. “Morning,” I mumbled.

“It’s afternoon, Layabout.”

I bolted upright, scrambling for my watch.

It was after two. “Melanie,” I choked out.

Evelyn’s eyes narrowed to slits. “The second word out of your mouth in the morning should never be another woman’s name.”

Stiffening, I gawked at her, my face burning. “I’m sorry.”

Reaching out, she tugged on my ear. “I’m just teasing you. They’re talking to her. I’ve been banned from the interview. My duty is to stay up here and watch you sleep. Amber says that you’re to stay in here with me until told otherwise. Apparently, they’re all convinced you’re at a high risk of a breakdown.”

“They’re probably right.” I set my watch back down, flopped onto the bed, and draped my arm over my eyes. Evelyn settled in beside me. “What did I do, Evelyn? Why would she go to such lengths to be rid of me?”

“We’ll never know for sure. I wish I had the answers, but I don’t. But I do know this: she didn’t deserve you. Now that I have you, I’m not going to let you go, so get used to the idea.”

When I didn’t say anything, she sighed. “Jackson, I can’t even imagine what you possibly could have done wrong. Since I’ve met you, you’ve been kind and considerate. You helped me when you didn’t have to—when it could have cost you so much. It did cost you. Take a look around you. Consider Richard. You’re like a brother to him. You didn’t see him after the crash when he thought you were going to die. I did. Look at Elliot.”

“Thanks, Evelyn.” While her words couldn’t erase my doubts, it helped a little. “I care about all of you.”

“I know. We all do. Maybe she just couldn’t accept that she wasn’t your entire world. Maybe she resented that. I’m not so stupid. That’s who you are, and I wouldn’t want it any other way. So, because Amber and Richard asked me so nicely, I am to keep you contained in here while they speak with Melanie, pretending I’m your psychologist.”

“Maybe I do need one,” I muttered.

“This must be so hard on you.”

“I’ll live. I really should talk to Melanie, though.”

Evelyn snorted. “Let them handle it. Trust them. They’ll find out everything you need to know. Together, we’ll find Jacqueline’s killer. For now, you need to rest and relax.”

“But what if—“

“Trust them, Jackson. Let us help. And anyway, if I’m not allowed to talk to her, you’re not allowed to talk to her.” Something about her tone warned me something was amiss. Removing my arm from over my eyes, I watched her.

Evelyn was frowning, and the green of her eyes was rimmed with yellow.

“You don’t want to talk to her. You want to hit her, don’t you?” I accused.

“You told me I could hit the women.”

“Why do you want to hit Melanie?”

“For the same exact reason you wanted to hit that Sven bastard,” she grumbled, wrinkling her nose at me.

“I didn’t want to hit him. I wanted to kill him,” I corrected. “If you hadn’t stopped me, I might have.”

That caught her attention. Sitting up, she gazed down at me, making thoughtful noises. “Maybe, maybe not. You didn’t kill them, and that’s what really matters. I know you wanted to kill them. I did too. They hurt you.”

“You were the one who was hurt. They didn’t touch me.”

“No. All he did to me was leave a bruise and some broken bones. Those heal quickly. What they did to you is far, far worse. Maybe no one will see your scars, but you’ll carry them with you for a long time. They had no right. Suzanne had no right. You didn’t deserve that.”

At the anguish in her voice, I sat up, reaching out to take Evelyn’s hand. “The truth will out. It always does. It always will. I didn’t want to hear what they had to say, but I needed to know. I’ll be fine.”

With time, I would be. Evelyn was with me. Maybe there was no future for me that included Jacqueline, but perhaps in time, there would be other children.

For the moment, I carried Suzanne’s ghost with me, right along with the pain of her betrayal and hatred for me. The grief of my daughter’s loss would never go away, but my ex-wife’s memory could no longer come between Evelyn and me. I wouldn’t let her.

The truth had, once again, set me free.
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While I wanted to find the others and join them in questioning Melanie, I stayed in the room with Evelyn. Despite having slept for so long, I was still tired. At Evelyn’s urging, I soaked in the jacuzzi while she sat on the ledge.

“You’re going to turn into a raisin if you stay in there much longer,” my mate chided without looking up from her phone. I wasn’t sure what she was playing, but I liked the way she scowled when she lost. Determination hardened her eyes, and she muttered something under her breath as she tapped frantically at the screen.

“You’re going to go blind if you keep holding the phone so close to your face.”

She stuck her tongue out, her brows furrowing in concentration. “Rabbits shouldn’t taunt wolves.”

“Blind wolves can’t catch rabbits,” I countered, grinning. “There’s plenty of room if you want to join me.”

“If I do that, we’ll never leave our room. We’ll starve to death.”

“Isn’t that what room service is for?”

Pocketing her cell, she stood and stretched. “Why don’t you get out and dressed. I’m hungry, and I don’t want room service.”

“Never come between a hungry woman and her next meal. I’m pretty sure it’s in a rulebook somewhere. Will you survive long enough for me to get presentable?”

“Maybe.”

Chuckling, I shooed her away. “I’ll try not to take too long.”

“I’ll be timing you, Mr. Jackson.”

“Can you call them while I get changed and ready? I think Richard’s cranky enough with me as it is. I’d rather not push any more of his buttons right now.”

Evelyn paused on her way out of the bathroom. “Sure, no problem. You need to take your medications, too. I’m surprised he hasn’t demanded you take them yet.”

“I’ll skip the painkillers, I don’t need them.” While I was still a bit achy from the crash, it didn’t bother me enough to warrant suffering through the side effects. I dressed and shaved, leaving my hair to do what it would as I didn’t want to keep Evelyn waiting for twenty minutes as I tried to coerce it into a tidier state.

When I emerged from the bathroom, she took one look at me and burst out laughing. “You look like you stuck your finger in an electric socket.”

“And now you know why it takes me so long to get ready. Did you get a hold of Richard?”

“They’re waiting for us at the bar. Melanie left, but Nirliq is still with them. Ready to go?”

I grabbed my wallet and put my watch on. “Let’s go.”

When we arrived, Richard stood, circling me with his eyes tinged with yellow. After his second pass, he turned to Evelyn. “Well?”

“He’s fine. Did you learn anything?”

“Enough,” he replied, sitting back down between Gerald and Nicole. “We know where to continue the hunt.”

“Let me guess: Montreal.” With so many of the victims having originated in the Quebec city, I had no doubts we’d end up there. “Do we know anything other than the city?”

“We do. It’s not much, but we have a few names—a couple of people and a university in the area. It’s something.” Richard replied, drumming his fingers on the bar. “We’ll head there as soon as we can book a flight. There’s also the issue of your lack of an Alpha, Nirliq.”

“We’ll stay at the lodge until you can send someone.” Nirliq sighed, turning to face me. “You aren’t one of us.”

“I’m not.”

“But you’re dominant.”

Leaning on the bar between Richard and Gerald, I scowled at Nirliq. “This again? It’s simple. If I let men like Richard bully me, I’d never get any work done.”

“What sort of work do you do that requires such dominance?”

I sighed. “I’m a consultant. I’d be very ineffective if I was browbeaten by every CEO or official I work with. I make businesses more efficient and make recommendations on how they can better use their resources.”

“You’re acquaintances with Mr. Leclerc. You don’t just work with businesses, do you?”

I met his gaze and said, “You’re not cleared for that.”

“Was Suzanne?” he pressed.

“No.”

“Evelyn?”

“I don’t see how this is any of your business.”

Richard jabbed me with his elbow. “Will you stop that? Must you challenge everyone? You’re going to drive us all insane.”

Fending the Alpha Fenerec off, I tapped Gerald’s shoulder. “You may as well get her clearance. She’s already volunteered to help.”

Instead of arguing with me, Gerald pulled out his cell. “What level?”

“Take her as close to the top as you can. I’ll be teaching her the ropes when I get some time.”

“All of the ropes?” Furrowing his brows, Gerald sent a text. “No promises, but I’ll do what I can. I’m headed back to Ottawa tonight on a red-eye flight. There are a couple of flights headed to Montreal. If you hurry to the airport now, you should have time to grab a bite to eat before catching a flight. As always, you’re welcome to come with me to Ottawa.”

I shook my head. “I’m going to Montreal.”

“Then it’s settled. I’ll call the airport and see if I can arrange a flight for all of you so you all have a chance to pack and get on the road.” Gerald pointed at me, scowling. “Keep me in the loop and don’t get into trouble.”

“Don’t ask for the impossible,” Richard muttered.

“Don’t worry, Gerald. We’ll take care of him,” Nicole promised.

The yellow in Richard’s eyes brightened. “When we are finished, those responsible for this will regret all they have done.”




[image: Image]




There were no direct flights between Thunder Bay and Montreal. We landed at two in the morning. Thanks to the airport’s location on the western side of the island and road construction, it took us forty minutes to reach our hotel.

“Welcome to Montreal,” Richard muttered, hauling the suitcases out of the taxi’s trunk. “I hate coming here. They have two seasons.”

“Construction and winter,” Nicole stated, taking one of the cases.

“Why didn’t we stay near the airport?” I asked, helping Richard with the last of the bags, making sure to claim Gerald’s laptop bag.

“We can walk to Mount Royal from here. It’s convenient.”

Stifling a yawn, I staggered into the lobby. “We could’ve gotten a rental and stayed near the airport.”

“If we need a rental, we’ll get one. Parking is hell here. It costs a fortune, too.”

“I can afford it.”

“Whine, whine, whine,” Richard grumbled. “You’re just as bad as Nicole.”

Placing her hands on her hips and glaring at her husband, Nicole hissed, “What was that?”

Alex shook his head. “You’re doomed,” he said, heading for the counter.

Joining Richard’s brother, I took charge of the room assignments before I would end up sharing with someone other than Evelyn. Despite my efforts, we weren’t able to escape completely, as Nicole, Richard, Alex, Lisa, and Amber occupied the rooms flanking ours.

“So much for privacy.” I flipped a rude gesture at the walls.

“We’ll survive,” Evelyn replied, flopping onto the bed and stretching. “I like this room. The bed’s cozy.”

I took out Gerald’s laptop from its bag and set it on the desk. I had my doubts about whether or not we’d both fit on the bed. Once I started booting up the computer, I hung my clothes in the closet. “I prefer the company.”

“Why the laptop?” she demanded, pointing at the desk.

“I need to check over my work, especially after the calls Richard made yesterday. If I don’t, I’ll have a lynch mob after me. The emails won’t answer themselves, alas.”

When I sat down at the desk, Evelyn joined me, draping her arms over my shoulders to squint at the screen. “Can I help?”

“It depends on who has emailed me about what. There’s a lot you’ll need clearance for.”

“Does that mean I can’t help you very much tonight?”

“Afraid so,” I replied. “You can help soon enough.”

“Okay. How long will you be?”

“Hopefully not too long.”

“I wish I could be of use to you,” she grumbled.

I leaned back, tilting my head so I could look at her. “You’re useful.”

Evelyn pouted at me. “I’m not right now.”

“Let me count the ways,” I murmured.

“I’m listening.”

I grinned at her. “Bodyguard.” Pausing, I made a show of counting. “Therapist.”

Narrowing her eyes, she waited.

“Bully.”

“Bully! What is that supposed to mean?”

I reached up and pressed my finger to her nose. “Beautiful and fierce, able to subdue your prey with your glare alone.”

“Keep digging your grave, Jackson.”

“You’re fair, at least. Those you push around deserve it.” I paused again, exaggerating my sigh. “Okay, you’re not a bully. You are a fierce huntress, however.”

“That’s a little better. What else?”

I thought about it for a long moment. “A threat to the local food supply?”

“Jackson!”

Smirking at her, I trailed my finger along the line of her jaw. “You’re very convincing and very skilled using your assets.”

“And you, sir, are a flirt.”

“Hey, you asked for it.”

She sniffled “It’s not my fault you’re dense and required extra persuasion. You’re stubborn.”

“And you’re impulsive,” I teased.

She snapped her teeth at my finger. “Now you’re just being mean.”

Turning in the chair, I caught hold of her waist and pulled her onto my lap. “Maybe I like when you’re impulsive. Maybe I like when you try to bully me. Maybe I like everything about you.”

With a smile, she kissed the tip of my nose. “Finish your work so we can play. It wouldn’t do if you’re distracted.”

“I won’t be too long,” I promised, giving her a pinch as I evicted her from my lap. “Once I take care of the most important things, we’ll play.”

“Good.” Evelyn hopped onto the bed. “What sorts of things are important?”

“It’s my job to figure that out. Half of the time, I’m convinced no one knows what is going on. I sometimes think that I’m a janitor, cleaning up the messes of others.”

Holding up her hand, she counted her fingers. “Smuggler. Inquisitor. Consultant. Mechanic. Janitor. Is there anything you can’t do?”

Leaning back in the chair, I sighed. “I can think of a few things, including turning back time and bringing back the dead. I haven’t killed anyone yet, either.”

“I’d argue that it’s a good thing that you haven’t killed anyone.”

“I want to,” I reminded her with a frown.

“I have a proposal.”

Wary at the seriousness of her tone, I asked, “What sort of proposal?”

“You find out who I need to kill and I’ll kill them. I’ll be your knife in the dark. It’ll be a team effort. You get the information, tell me where to find them, and I’ll finish them off.”

I shook my head. “You’re too important to risk.”

“Bullshit, Jackson.”

“To me, you’re the most important person alive. I won’t risk you, not for anything.”

She thumped her fist against her chest. “Maybe I feel the same way about you. This is not a fight you will win. If I can protect you by killing people, I will. You’re a rabbit. You’re a cunning rabbit. You’re my rabbit. I’ll even buy you a monocle and top hat so you can look fancy. You’re the mastermind. I’m the one who’ll do the killing.”

“What if this rabbit wants to kill somebody?”

“You’ll find the bastards who killed your daughter. When you do, I’ll serve you their head on a platter. It’ll be my wedding gift to you. I’ll rip him into pieces,” she snarled.

“What if it’s a her?”

“We already discussed that. I hit the women.”

I sighed. “As you wish.”

“Finish your work. I’ll take a shower. When we have more time and you get me clearance, you can teach me so I can help you more.”

“That’d be wise. Enjoy your shower. I’ll finish as quickly as I can.” I blew a kiss at her and turned my attention back to my email, bracing myself for the inevitable flood of messages from my contacts all around the world.
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The road to hell wasn’t paved with intentions, good or otherwise. It was paved with emails. Over a thousand messages waited for my attention, and that was after pruning away all of the ones I could delegate to someone else.

Scheduling work wasn’t something I could hand off to just anyone. Each upcoming shipment required prioritization before I could assign the task to the appropriate person. Before I could deal with the more mundane work of arranging calendars and assignments, I had to reply to everyone who wanted personal verification of my survival. Some I could handle with an email, while others demanded a phone call.

By the time I had addressed the most important tasks, it was a little after nine in the morning. I spun in the chair, wincing when I noticed Evelyn watching me.

“I may have lost track of time,” I confessed.

“Was it important work?”

“Unfortunately.”

“A necessary evil, then. I’ll forgive you—but only this once.”

I smiled at her. “Sleep well?”

“I would’ve slept better with you next to me.”

“Ouch.”

She grinned at me. “Give it a few hours. You’re going to wish you had gotten some rest.”

“As always, you’re right. I don’t suppose Richard told you who we’re hunting?”

Wrinkling her nose, she stretched her arms over her head. “No. He said if I didn’t know, you couldn’t beg me to tell you. He said I couldn’t resist your charms.”

I narrowed my eyes, looking her over from head to toe. “Can you?”

“I could, but I don’t want to.”

Laughing, I turned back to the laptop and shut it down. “And you call me a flirt.” When I stretched, I grimaced at the crack and pop of stiff joints. “I need a shower, a shave, and clean clothes before I stink us out of the room.”

“I was unaware that your stubble had any bearing on how much you stink.”

“It’s a rule somewhere, I swear it. The balance of the entire universe hinges on me shaving.”

“They keep telling me that you’re terrible at sarcasm. I think they lied to me.”

I chuckled. “They tell me it’s your fault. I met you. You must have gifted me with sarcasm and a sense of humor.” 

“I can live with that. I like you just as you are. You’re funny.” Picking up her watch from the nightstand, she put it on. “Thirty minutes, Mr. Jackson. I’m timing you.”

“Why thirty?”

“I just want to see if you can do it.”

I stood. “Challenge accepted.” Grabbing a change of clothes, I retreated to the bathroom. When I emerged, Richard and Nicole were sitting on the bed talking with Evelyn.

My mate checked the time. “Eight minutes over. At least you don’t look like you electrocuted yourself this time.”

“Challenge failed. I take forever, sorry.”

“You look tired,” Nicole said, scowling at me. “Didn’t sleep well?”

I widened my eyes. “I was supposed to sleep?”

“Yes, you were,” Richard grumbled.

“I had to work. I lost track of time. What’s the plan?” I asked, sprawling onto the chair, grabbing my watch and putting it on. “My vote is breakfast. If I don’t feed Evelyn, I’ll be lunch.”

Richard chuckled. “I think you’re safe on that score. We’re going to get a feel for the city today. Our first stop is a lake on Mount Royal. It’s a popular place with the college kids in the area.”

Shrugging into my suit jacket, I buttoned the cuffs and grabbed my wallet and phone. “Why this lake first?”

“It’s one of the better leads we have. Gerald’s people got a few hits from missing persons reports that some of the victims had last been seen near the lake. Between you, me, and Nicole, we might get lucky.”

I turned to Nicole and asked, “What will you be doing?”

Nicole pulled out a moonstone sphere, holding it up. Colors shifted in its depths. “Looking for unnatural things.”

There was something eerie about the stone. While there wasn’t an imprint of death, it had a sense of presence, as though it were somehow alive. “That includes all of us, I hope you’re aware.”

“Jackson, do not make me kick your ass,” she warned.

I widened my eyes. “Is that a promise? I can think of a lot worse things than being put in my place by a beautiful woman.”

“Jackson!” Evelyn and Nicole chorused.

Richard turned to Evelyn, pointing at her. “This is all your fault, I hope you know. You’re a bad influence on him. Before you came around, all that ever came out of his mouth was honest sincerity. I hope you’re happy.”

Evelyn’s smile warmed me. “Very, thank you. What are we doing after we see this lake?”

Sighing and shaking his head, Richard replied, “We’ll be checking out some of the local universities. Most of the missing kids went to the schools nearest to the park. Tomorrow is when we’ll be making a few friendly visits to some people.”

Something about his tone warned me of trouble. “How friendly are we talking about here?”

Richard smiled. “If you aren’t wearing a vest, you aren’t invited.”
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After breakfast, we hiked up Mount Royal. By Georgian standards, it was a hill with a great view of the city skirting it. Most of the mountain was a park with roads and hiking trails traversing it. Wearing black sneakers with a suit fringed on the ridiculous, but I doubted anyone would notice my feet. I should have worn a t-shirt and jeans like the others.

I’d never learn.

When we passed a cemetery on our way up, something about it sent chills down my spine. It took us an hour to circle our way up the slopes. 

Beaver Lake wasn’t very large, but too many people had died on its shores.

It had been Richard’s idea to bring the notepad, and pulling it out of my pocket, I wrote down their names. I made it halfway around the lake before I found someone I recognized. The woman had died in the water. As I stared at the silty bottom, I had the disconcerting doubled vision of two deaths. Like the others, she had died in a sterile, white room.

I heard her screams.

All I could tell of her second death was that she had been seeking something beneath the surface, and had dug her way into the silt. Her body was still there, waiting to be found.

Pulling out my phone, I called Gerald.

“Leclerc.”

“Tip off the Montreal police. There’s at least one body in Beaver Lake,” I said, swallowing several times to control my churning stomach.

“Are you serious?”

“Deathly so. She’s maybe eight to ten feet from shore under the silt.” I turned, judging the distance between us and the building near the road. “I’d say we’re about fifty feet from the building, if that. I can’t tell you how long she’s been here.”

“I’ll take care of it,” Gerald promised.

Everyone stared at me. Amber frowned, looking out over the water. “She’s really out there?”

“She is,” I confirmed, returning my cell to my pocket. Continuing my path around the lake, I found several more bodies within twenty feet.

All of them had been seeking something.

“That’s really creepy, Jackson,” Alex said. “Your eyes have turned a washed-out gray.”

“That’s funny, coming from someone who can turn into an oversized dog. Your eyes turn yellow when you’re cranky,” I retorted. Turning to Nicole, I asked, “Can you tell anything with that stone of yours?” I pointed at the water. “There’s six women right there.”

“You mean they died there?” Richard’s wife asked, pulling out the crystal sphere.

“No, I mean that they’re still there.”

“Gross. They left them there? Those poor women.”

I shook my head. “No, they weren’t left there. They went there on their own. They were looking for something.”

“Any idea what?” Richard asked.

“It doesn’t work that way. I don’t usually pick up anything more than their names—sometimes a glimpse of how they died. They’re different. They want me to find who killed them. They’re—it’s like part of them is still alive.” I shuddered.

Evelyn took hold of my hand. “Why don’t we keep walking while Nicole has a look?”

“I won’t be long,” Richard’s wife replied, tossing the sphere into the lake. She drew a deep breath and closed her eyes. “This works better with a silver mirror, but water will have to do.”

Crouching at the lake’s edge, she opened her eyes and stared into the water. Within moments, her eyes widened. “That’s not possible. It’s just not possible.”

I kept still, squeezing my mate’s hand.

Richard knelt beside Nicole. “What’s not possible?”

“They were already dead when they entered the water, Richard. They—they came here to return to the earth.” Shaking, she reached out her hand. The moonstone rolled out of the water to halt beside her. Picking it up, she pressed it to her chest. “There are more of them.”

“Where?” I asked.

“They’re all in the lake, deep in the water, deep in the ground. They wanted to go down.” Nicole turned to her husband, burying her face in his shirt. “There’s so many of them.”

I clenched my teeth and stared into the heart of Beaver Lake.
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Ten feet of water was the limit of my witchcraft. Any deeper than that, and the names of the dead eluded me. Despite that, I was aware of something lurking within the center of the lake. My skin crawled.

The first of the cop cars arrived as we were leaving. Nicole was pale, and there was a greenish hue to her skin.

“You deal with that all of the time?” she whispered to me, linking her arm with mine.

“Unfortunately. All I need to see is a photograph, usually.”

Those who lurked within the blood diamond were the exception, and I didn’t know why. Could I learn how to control what I learned of the dead? I wondered what it would be like to look through a photo album like everyone else could.

“That’s terrible.”

“So is what happened to them,” I replied, wondering what the police would dredge out of the depths of Beaver Lake. Why had the living dead gone there?

Worst of all, I wondered if my daughter numbered among them. The uncertainty made me want to turn around and wade into the water so I might learn the truth.

Evelyn captured my other arm, resting her cheek against my shoulder. I kissed her forehead.

“Maybe we should call it quits,” Alex suggested, shoving his hands into his pockets. “Nicole’s gray, and you’re not looking much better, Jackson. Even Amber looks queasy.”

“There’s definitely something wrong with that lake,” Amber muttered.

Richard grunted. “Maybe we should split up. Nicole, Amber, and Jackson can return to the hotel while the rest of us take a look at the universities. We’ll find out what paths those kids may have taken to get to the lake.”

Wrinkling her nose and shaking her head, Amber replied, “No. I’ll be fine in a few minutes. Jackson should, for certain. You really don’t look very good either, Nicole. We can’t send all of the sensors back to the hotel.”

“I’m fine, but I agree about you, Jackson.”

“Not on his own,” Evelyn snapped.

“I’d really like you with me, Evelyn. Your nose is as good as mine. Nicole’s more likely to see something. Amber, you’re more than capable of keeping an eye on him on your own,” Richard said, staring at me with a frown. “You could use some sleep. You look exhausted. You can go catch a nap until we’re back.”

Amber patted her lightweight jacket. “I have my carry permit. But, that said, Nicole’s far more tired than I am. She’s carrying, and she’s almost as good of a shot as me.”

“Enough,” I cut in, glaring at them. “While it was unpleasant, I’m not hurt—and neither is Nicole. You’re not, right?”

“I’m fine. It was startling and unpleasant, but I’ll be good in a few minutes.”

“I’m fine as well.”

“You’re tired,” Richard growled at me.

“It’s true. I was an idiot and stayed up all night working. I wouldn’t say no to getting some sleep. That said, it’s what, maybe five blocks to get back to the hotel once we’re down the hill? I think I can handle that on my own.”

“On your own?” the Alpha Fenerec demanded, glaring at me.

I started counting. “First, the reports put all of the disappearances at night. Second, I don’t need a babysitter.”

“No fighting,” Evelyn warned, tugging on my arm. “While I’d rather if he didn’t, I’m okay with him going back to our room on his own if he wants. If we take that second trail we saw earlier, it puts us about a block from the hotel, doesn’t it? It’s a longer walk for us, but who cares? I don’t. No working if you do go back, Jackson.”

“I solemnly swear I will not work,” I promised, kissing her cheek.

“That sounds like a plan. You’ll go back to the hotel. We’ll check out the university, and I’ll come wake you for dinner.” My mate smiled at me, tweaking my nose. “I hope you’ve learned your lesson, sir.”

“I can’t believe you’re okay with this,” Richard grumbled.

“You’re a control freak,” Evelyn retorted. “What could possibly happen on a busy street on a nice day like this?”

Lisa shrugged. “She’s got a point, Richard. It’s as low risk as it gets.”

“So was sending him into the cargo bay of his own cruise ship,” Richard snarled at his brother’s wife.

“He just cares,” Nicole told me, flashing a smile. “He growls, worries, and makes a pest out of himself when he thinks he doesn’t have perfect control over his precious people. You should have seen him when Amber and I went on a field trip to a power plant in Cali.”

“Nicole.”

“Yes, darling?”

Richard sighed. “Fine. No trouble, no detours, no anything. Go straight to your room.”

I laughed. “Okay, Mom.”

“I mean it!”


Chapter Twenty-One
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I was less than half a block from the hotel when a black Mercedes pulled up alongside me. The back window rolled down.

“Good afternoon, Mr. Anderson. You don’t leave America often. Why don’t you get into the car so we can have a talk? The front seat, if you please.”

I didn’t please, but while I couldn’t get a good look at the man’s face, I did have an excellent view down the barrel of his Glock. It wasn’t equipped with a suppressor, but I doubted he would care if anyone heard the gunfire. My corpse on the sidewalk would be obvious enough.

When I hesitated, he said, “I don’t recommend refusing my invitation. It would have adverse consequences to your health.”

“Bullets tend to.” Sighing, I stepped onto the street and opened the door. The driver wore a suit similar to mine, with oversized sunglasses and a ball cap obscuring his features. “What can I do for you gentlemen?”

“We’d just like to have a few words with you regarding your Inquisition. You must understand, it is very difficult to hunt you down, Your Eminence. Please, do put on your seatbelt. It’d be a shame if you avoided a bullet in your chest only to die in a wreck.”

While I buckled in, a myriad of statistics rattled around in my head, most of which referred to the high mortality rate of kidnapped adults. My cooperation would buy me time, but there were no guarantees they would leave me alive—especially once they realized that they had the wrong Anderson.

Until I figured out a better plan, pretending to be my brother might keep me alive, at least temporarily. “I’m listening.”

“First, I’d like to extend our sincerest regrets for your brother’s death. We were taken by surprise and quite alarmed to learn he was onboard the plane that crashed in Ontario instead of you.”

He didn’t sound very apologetic to me.

“Thank you,” I replied, my tone turning cold. It was easy for me to imagine my brother’s reaction. “Should I take that to mean that you were involved with the sabotage?”

“We wanted you and your brother alive. Fortunately, his death has created an opportunity for us. We have a business proposition we would like to make. Originally, we were going to demonstrate our offer using your brother, but his death has bereaved us of that chance. It is a shame, as he was an influential man.”

I shoved my hands into my pockets, wiggling my ring off my finger. My brother didn’t wear one; he was notorious for never dating anyone. I doubted the driver had noticed its presence, and all I could do was hope that the man in the back hadn’t either. “I see. Go on.”

“You’re rather calm about this, Mr. Anderson.”

What would my brother say? Sometimes, I knew him more by reputation than from interaction. By reputation, he put the needs of the Inquisition above all else, so I said, “If you have a business proposition for the Inquisition, it is my duty and responsibility to listen,” I replied, adopting the scornful way Elliot spoke when handling Inquisition matters.

“I think you’ll find our proposal quite interesting. Gavin, take us to the warehouse,” the man in the back ordered.

The driver headed north to a highway before turning westbound.

“A warehouse? If you’re interested in the transport of goods, you have the wrong Anderson.” Pretending to be my brother and adopting such a callous tone and outlook left me sick to my stomach.

“Fortunately, we are not interested in the transport of goods. My name is Alan Fredrick. I work for Basin, a research firm. We have developed a way to cure victims of witchcraft and lycanthropy. We wish to work with you in order to rid the world of the supernatural and ensure the ongoing survival of humanity.”
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I couldn’t speak as the implications of what Alan Fredrick told me sank in.

The dead waited in eager silence, and I understood a little more about their deaths. The white, sterile room must have been part of a research facility. Could witchcraft be cured?

A shiver ran through me. Suzanne would have loved to have been born without witchcraft, free from the Inquisition. Piece by piece, I put together what had happened—first to me, and then to the pack in Thunder Bay.

It was impossible for Suzanne to have faked her death on her own. Too many people had been involved. There had even been an investigation of the crash. For her to make her escape, she would have needed help. After leaving Thunder Bay with Jacqueline, the living dead had come to kill the Alphas.

Suzanne wouldn’t have mourned their loss. Considering that she was willing to strike our daughter, I easily believed she would have led the living dead right to the Fenerec.

My anger spiked as the realization of what had happened sank in. Those murdered, those I carried with me in the stone hidden beneath my suit, had been the science experiments of the demented and prejudiced. There were those who loathed anything to do with magic. Until I had been born, my family had been the perfect example of purity, untouched by the supernatural.

My family, however, had kept their blood pure to rule over the supernaturals and police them, not to destroy them. That’s why I was still alive.

Until I had met Evelyn, I had been very careful never to break the Inquisition’s rules.

“You have found a way to cure witches and Fenerec?” I asked, unable to force my voice above a whisper.

“Werewolves, Mr. Anderson. Let’s not confuse the matter. They’re cursed beasts who require help—or execution. You have overseen their containment for years. You know how dangerous they are.”

The driver took an exit, leaving the elevated highway in favor of a smaller one that had seen better days decades ago. Despite its proximity to a major thoroughfare, it had a barren feel to it.

It was the perfect sort of place to dump a body without someone finding it for a long time. Traffic slowed and ground to a halt due to construction on an overpass. The driver slowed the car and came to a halt at the start of the bridge.

I drew a deep breath and hated myself as I said, “I will not deny that the werewolves, as you call them, are quite dangerous.”

If I had anything to say about it, I was going to be equally dangerous. If Basin was behind my daughter’s death, I would destroy them all, no matter what the cost.

“They are extremely dangerous. I trust you can understand why purifying humanity is so important. With werewolves and witches around, we can’t ensure our ongoing survival. The Inquisition has done admirably well eliminating dangerous individuals. However, the time has come to put an end to the supernatural plaguing us and infecting our families. You know this is fact. Your brother, may he rest in peace, was evidence of this phenomena.”

My daughter’s warmth in my chest chilled to ice, and her rage joined with my own. The intensity of it cramped my stomach.

I wanted to kill them all, but until I knew more about them, their goals, and what they would do, I couldn’t. All I could do was ask questions and hope I found the answers I needed. Once again, I wondered what my brother would say and how he would act.

I hadn’t seen my brother in action enough to know, so I hoped how I handled my business would work. When I wanted information, when I wanted to press a deal, respect and delicacy went a long way. “And this cure doesn’t harm the patients?”

“The patients,” Fredrick murmured. “Yes, that’s a lovely, eloquent way of referring to the victims of witchcraft and lycanthropy. There were willing volunteers who died in the early stages of the cure’s development. It is thanks to their dedication to our cause that we were able to make it so far in helping them.”

I drew a deep breath. The stench of the city, of smoke, oil, and road dust from construction filled my nose. There was another odor, a sour one that turned my stomach.

Alan Fredrick was lying to me.

I could readily believe that there were those who would do anything to rid themselves of unwanted witchcraft. With few exceptions—the True Fenerec numbering among them—becoming a lycanthrope was a choice, not an accident of birth. However, the blood diamond told another tale.

Who would volunteer for such torture?

Only my daughter had been spared from the horror of the death the others had endured.

Clenching my teeth, I asked, “You have perfected this process? Please understand, the Inquisition has many highly trained individuals. Their skills are a notable asset, even if you exclude their supernatural nature.”

“Indeed. We haven’t had a single casualty in over two years.”

The sour stench once again burned my nose. “How many have you tested this cure on?”

“Several hundred have volunteered since we perfected the cure,” Fredrick replied. “Can I interest you in a tour? One of our facilities is located several blocks away from here, once we make it through construction. Damned bridges.”

A tour would give me a chance to find out the truth. If my daughter had died in Montreal, I would find out. The thought of my Jacqueline numbering among those to suffer through two deaths turned my stomach. It was well enough that construction had stopped traffic completely, or I would have vomited all over the interior of the Mercedes.

I made it to the railing, shuddering as I spit bile out of my mouth. I stared down at the stone embankment sloping down to the road below.

The back window of the Mercedes rolled down, and after I had a chance to catch my breath, I turned. Once again, I stared down the barrel of Fredrick’s Glock. “Are you all right, Mr. Anderson?”

I blurted out the first excuse I thought of, “Ulcer.”

At the rate I was going, it’d be true enough.

“If you’re finished, get back into the car.”

I nodded, making a show of panting for breath. “Please give me a moment.”

Fredrick lowered his gun. “Of course. Don’t be long.”

With an audience of curious construction workers and drivers watching me, I wondered if my kidnappers would shoot me if I didn’t comply fast enough. So long as they had reason to believe I was my brother, I was probably safe enough—as long as I looked interested in their proposition. Wiping my mouth, I straightened and headed back to the car. If I wanted to get my revenge for my daughter’s murder, I needed to infiltrate their firm.

“Sorry about that.” I reached for the door.

The ground buckled beneath my feet. Losing my balance, I fell back against the guardrail. The concrete crumbled beneath me, and with a groan of strained metal, I fell to the stone-paved slope below. I hit the ground hard, sliding down the bank. Thunder deafened me, and chunks of cement and twisted metal rained down on me.

The last thing I saw through the haze was a dark-haired man armed with a gun bursting out of the backseat of the Mercedes. The bridge broke apart as it collapsed, stealing away the lives of fifteen people, including Alan Fredrick, who I needed to find my daughter’s murderer.
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Time lost meaning as I stared at the ruins of the bridge. I had missed being crushed by less than three feet. Debris surrounded me, and a veneer of rock dust caked me, choking off my breath. I wheezed, and despite knowing I needed to get away from the destruction, I couldn’t move.

My chance to get close to Jacqueline’s killers was gone, buried in the wreckage of the fallen bridge and the crushed Mercedes. The names of the two men, as well as the identity of their company, were a small consolation. One of their facilities was nearby—within several blocks.

All I could do was hope I could find the place on my own.

But first, I needed help. I pulled out my cell. The screen was shattered and the frame was bent. My temper flared, and unable to contain my fury, I threw the device into the ruins, spitting curses. I searched my pockets, relief washing over me as I found my ring. I slipped it onto my finger.

I checked my watch last. It had fared better than my phone. While it wouldn’t let me call anyone, it still worked.

When I tried to stand, my body protested the abuse, with the worst of my pain centered in my right ankle. It took me several tries to get to my feet.

As the dust settled, I gawked at the ruins, wondering how I—or anyone else—could have survived. Mangled cars and construction equipment jutted out of slabs of broken cement. Wherever the Mercedes was, it was beyond my reach.

An eerie silence fell, which was broken by the wail of sirens. The names of the dead burned into my memory, along with the glimpses of their last moments. None of them had suffered.

There hadn’t been time for anything other than a brief flash of fear, dismay, and disbelief. Their ends had been swift, but my anguish and horror remained. I couldn’t imagine how anyone on the bridge had survived.

If my brother and the others were right, I had been the one to cause the earthquake in Thunder Bay. Did bridges often fall while being repaired? I didn’t think so. That left one other option.

Because of me, fifteen people were dead.
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I escaped from the chaos of the bridge collapse under a shroud of dust. Whether by luck or fate, I was the only surviving witness of the destruction. The street below the bridge connected to the highway through a sloped parking lot.

It hurt to walk, but I managed the hike up to the highway. While many of the businesses in the vicinity looked run down, curious spectators gathered to gawk at the destruction.

The dust was a mixed blessing; while breathing was difficult, it obscured my clothes and face, as it did those around me. I slipped in among them.

Around me, subdued conversations in French were punctuated by the occasion English word or phrase. A woman pulled out her phone and took several pictures. “Unbelievable,” she said, shaking her head.

“Not really,” a man in a t-shirt and torn jeans replied, coughing and waving his hand in front of his face in the futile effort of clearing the air. “Not the first, won’t be the last.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, shoving my hands into my jacket.

“Not from around here, eh? These happen. Couple of years back, one fell and killed five people. There have been bits and pieces falling off bridges for years,” he explained, gesturing to the wreckage. “That’s why there’s all the fuss on the 20.”

I remembered the detours we had been forced to follow in order to make it to our hotel, although I wasn’t sure which highway we had taken. I’d been half-asleep in the taxi. The hope that the bridge collapse hadn’t been my fault, that I hadn’t somehow caused another earthquake, left me breathless. Once I managed to compose myself, I asked, “I don’t suppose you know where a pay phone is, do you? I broke my cell earlier today.”

Laughter answered my question. “A pay phone? They’re going extinct. Who do you need to call?”

Did Evelyn count as my wife or girlfriend? I grimaced as I realized I didn’t know the number of her new phone. “I’m in town for business, and I think I’m going to be late.”

Pulling out a cell, he offered it to me. “If you know the number, you’re welcome to use mine.”

I took it, smiling at him. “Thanks, I appreciate it.” Dialing Richard’s cell, I put the phone to my ear, wondering what I’d tell him. While the phone rang, I took a few steps away, though I suspected I’d be overheard despite the precaution.

He answered on the third ring. “Murphy.”

“Hey, Richard. I’m an idiot and dropped my phone, so I mugged some guy and took his. Can you put Evelyn on for me?”

“I’ll take that to mean you asked if you could borrow someone’s phone. You realize your room has one, right? Aren’t you supposed to be sleeping?”

“Maybe,” I evaded. “Maybe I went to the bar to get some coffee so I wouldn’t poison myself or break the room’s machine. Can you give the phone to Evelyn, please?”

I heard him sigh. “Evelyn, your mate wants to talk to you.”

Moments later, I heard Evelyn’s laughter. “You’re terrible at following directions,” she scolded.

“I know. I’m sorry. Hey, do me a favor? Step out of hearing range of them all, would you?”

She told the others she needed some privacy before she replied, “Okay. What’s going on?”

Since I had no idea if a Fenerec could tell if I was lying over the phone, I decided to go with a slightly modified version of the truth. “I may have been doing some research.”

“Jackson, you were supposed to go to bed without working.”

“I know, I’m sorry.” Once she found out that I had been abducted and had come within three feet of death, I was going to be extremely sorry. I’d deserve it, too.

“If you’re calling me with your confession, you must have found something. For that, I suppose I’ll be forced to forgive you,” she teased. “But to bed with you as soon as you hang up.”

“I found something I’d like you to look into. It might have something to do with what happened to Jacqueline.”

“Okay. What do you need?”

“I need you to check out a company called Basin. They should be located somewhere in the Montreal area. Also, there’s a man I want you to track down. His name is Alan Fredrick.” I paused, considering what else I could ask her to do—something that would keep them busy so I could have time to locate the warehouse and make my way back to the downtown area before they realized I wasn’t at the hotel. I sucked in a breath, remembering the medical equipment on board the Wave Dream. “Ask Richard and Gerald for help, okay?”

“Sure. Why can’t you do it yourself, though?”

I forced out a chuckle. “Aren’t I supposed to be sleeping? You like your new phone, so I thought you might enjoy calling around and snooping for information while you checked out the universities. Also, suggest to Richard to look into any schools dealing with medical research.”

“Medical research? Why?”

“Wasn’t one of the diamonds found with a bunch of medical equipment?” I asked. Faking a yawn, I paused before saying, “I should get off the phone. Can you do that for me?”

“Sure. I’ll ask Richard about it and see what we can dig up while we’re out. Go to sleep, Jackson. We’ll come get you for a late dinner, okay?”

I smiled at Evelyn’s stern tone. “Love you,” I murmured.

“Ditto,” she replied before hanging up on me.

I handed the man his phone back. “Thanks, I really appreciate it.”

“I take it your business partner is also your wife?” he asked, pocketing his cell.

The truth of it, that Evelyn was willing and able to dirty her hands with me, drew a genuine laugh out of me. “I’m a lucky man.”

“Good for you.”

I scratched the back of my head, staring at the ruins of the bridge. “I don’t suppose you know where the easiest place to get a taxi from here is, do you?”

“Good question. With the bridge out, it’ll be a nightmare. You’ll need to hike to Marshall. It’s six or seven streets down. You can catch a bus from there.”

“Thanks, man,” I replied, taking one last look at the destruction. While Fredrick and his accomplice were dead, the Mercedes and their bodies lost in the rubble, I wasn’t out of options quite yet.

Several police cars, fire trucks, and ambulances arrived as I started my walk westbound in search of Basin’s warehouse. The dead howled their triumph in my head.
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When I thought of a warehouse, a large sprawling building came to mind. The cracked concrete structure was a perfect match for the state of the highway. I suspected Basin’s sign had once been white, but years of exposure to the elements and city smog had turned it a splotchy gray.

There were no cars in the lot and the place was dark. I circled to the back, where I found a locked door. Rust stains streaked the metal. Clouded windows lined the building, hiding what lay within.

With the bridge out, the highway was abandoned. If anyone did work in the neighboring buildings, there were no signs of them. Instead of asphalt, the lot was covered in gravel. It took me several minutes to find a rock large enough for my needs.

I used it to knock on the door. The place remained silent.

Regarding the rock for a long moment, I shrugged, secured my grip on it, and smashed it through the nearest window. The crunch of breaking glass satisfied me almost as much as the quiet. It took several more blows to open a hole large enough for me to poke my head inside.

If there was an alarm, I saw no sign of it in the small room serving as a supply closet. I double-checked for the telltale boxes and corner cameras. With my heart beating frantically, I unlocked the window and slid it open.

Working under the assumption there was a silent alarm, I climbed inside, dodging the glass on the floor. Cardboard boxes filled the room, and turning to the nearest stack, I hauled the top one down, set it down, and went to work opening it. Inside, I found vacuum-sealed bags filled with a black powder. Each had a label, written in an eclectic mix of French and English.

I found one word I recognized: carbon.

“Diamonds,” I muttered, returning the packets to the box and setting it back where I found it. Squeezing my way through the narrow passages, I found a door leading deeper inside the building. Holding my breath, I gave the knob a firm twist.

It opened.

The sterile, white room waiting for me whipped the ghosts into a shrieking frenzy. The medical equipment was the same as they remembered, right down to the examination table in the center of the room. Disinfectant burned my nose, and I sneezed.

If those trapped within the blood diamond had died in the room, I didn’t sense it with my witchcraft. Turning in a slow circle, I took the place in, wondering what the assortment of equipment did and how it could be used against the supernatural.

Tucked in a corner was a tiny desk with a computer. I sat down in the rolling chair and moved the mouse. The system purred to life. A login prompt taunted me. The primary user was listed as Basin Research 1.

For some, hacking into a computer was child’s play. For me, it was a living nightmare I avoided. I preferred working with data, not trying to crack my way through security systems using obscure methods or brute force.

Without a password, all I could do was pull the plug, hope I didn’t break anything, strip out the hard drive, and pray I found something of use. It’d cost me a lot of time, and without knowing how long it would be until someone returned to the warehouse, I couldn’t afford to waste a moment.

I cursed, punching my fist against my knee. Brute force would get me nowhere. I had no idea if the system had a failsafe designed to prevent someone—me—from typing in a random passphrase in the hope of winning the technological lottery.

~Preserve humanity,~ the ghosts shrieked when I rolled the chair back to get a better look at the tower underneath the desk.

Dead people weren’t supposed to talk, give advice, or demand my obedience, but the ones trapped in the blood diamond ignored the rules, screaming at me when I hesitated.

With a shrug, I rolled my way back to the desk, pulled out the keyboard tray, and started typing in various combinations of the phrase. On the fourth try, after removing the space and swapping some letters for numbers and symbols, I was in.

It took me all of twenty seconds to come to the conclusion that the person in charge of the computer was an idiot. They used an older operating system, one with so many security holes I was amazed it hadn’t been hacked already. If it didn’t have a connection to the internet, I’d have to resort to grabbing the important parts and making a run for it.

I let my breath out in a relieved sigh. It was connected. Logging myself into a disposable email account, I compressed every file I could find in batches small enough to transfer. In order to obscure my tracks, I sent them to an auto-forwarding account. After ten forwards, it’d reach one of Zachary’s accounts.

Hopefully, he would be able to make sense of the data.

I made a point of gathering all of the program information I could as well, sending it off. Maybe Zachary could figure out what to do with it.

While waiting for the emails to finish sending, I stared at my watch. It had taken me two hours to send off the data. Until I was finished with the computer, I couldn’t leave. Whatever was on the machine might lead me to those behind Jacqueline’s death.

It might include how Basin was creating the blood diamonds. While I recognized some of the equipment, I had no idea how they could be used to strip the supernatural of their powers.

The only certainty was the fact that Basin was somehow behind the deaths of those trapped within the blood diamond. I couldn’t let the machines remain.

If I did, they’d be used.

First, I needed to deal with the computer. Drumming my fingers on the desk, I waited on the system, my anxiety growing with each passing minute. When the final file was sent, I drew a deep breath, held it, and went to work wiping the system.

Once I erased every file I could find, I shut the computer down. To make certain no one could recover any of the data, I needed to damage the hardware. Standing, I prowled around the room, checking each of the three doors. I found a janitorial closet, complete with a toolbox. Armed with a hammer and screwdriver, I unplugged the computer, cracked open the case, and took savage delight in smashing every single piece of electronics I could get my hands on.

With grim satisfaction, I went to work on the medical equipment. The ghosts lingered as I crushed and shattered the setup, going so far as to unplug everything I could and mangle the cords beyond repair. I overturned what I could until nothing remained intact.

It took me a little over an hour to wreck the place. Sweat dripped down my face. Tossing the hammer on the floor, I clenched my teeth. Would the loss of their data and equipment be enough to put a temporary stop to Basin’s operation?

I did one more pass around the place, kicking at the debris in my frustration.

It wasn’t enough. Delaying them didn’t ease my anguish over my daughter’s death or satisfy my lust for revenge. I didn’t want to break their equipment and steal their research.

Nothing short of destroying them and leaving their plans in utter ruins would do.
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I meant to leave, but the ghosts had other ideas.

Time lurched; one moment I was on my way to the back door to make my escape and the next I was back in the janitorial closet.

~Down,~ the ghosts ordered.

The pouch containing the diamond, which rested over my heart, warmed. I shook my head, at a loss of why I was in the closet and how the spirits expected me to obey them. A shudder ran through me.

The dead weren’t supposed to control the living, yet I had no recollection of them taking over long enough to walk me into the closet. If I fought them and attempted to leave, would they try to take over again?

We both wanted the same thing. Drawing a deep breath, I went to work shoving the supplies out of the closet. If they wanted to go down, I needed to find the floor under the mess I had made.

Ten minutes later, I found a trapdoor tucked into the corner of the closet, hidden beneath a plastic shelving unit. Pulling it open revealed a staircase leading down. Like the lab, it reeked of disinfectant, and was painted a sterile white. Flickering fluorescent tubes illuminated the way down, and the accompanying hum put me on edge.

I closed the trapdoor behind me.

The stairs went down at least four stories below the warehouse, and my ankle protested each and every step. By the time I reached the bottom, I was bathed in sweat and limping. A hallway stretched out for as far as I could see, and the ghosts urged me to hurry.

They wanted me to jog. My ankle limited me to a walk, one that required me to stop every few minutes to rest my foot. The spirits shrieked their impatience and frustration.

While I could filter out their ceaseless cries, I couldn’t ignore the biting chill spreading through me, centered on the blood diamond hanging around my neck. My teeth chattered. They numbed my ankle enough for me to adopt a brisk walk.

I was grateful that I had worn sneakers instead of dress shoes.

Thirty-five minutes after descending the staircase into the tunnel, I found another flight of steps leading down. Halting to catch my breath, I listened. All remained silent.

A steel door waited at the bottom, and when I opened it, I froze, sucking in my breath.

The harsh and burning stench of disinfectant wasn’t enough to mask the rot lingering in the air. The barred doors of a prison lined the narrow corridor. Each cell was barely large enough for someone to stand or sit. The still quiet of the grave smothered me. Step by trembling step, I headed down the hall.

The prison was devoid of life, but not of death. Hundreds of imprints stained the white walls and floors. There were so many of them that instead of names, they were more like the chill of an autumn wind tearing leaves from the trees.

Setting the thirty-minute timer on my watch, I jogged through the prison.

While the Inquisition wasn’t innocent, at least they treated the supernatural with some respect and dignity. The Inquisition had prisons; everyone who joined stayed in one of the cells for at least a week, both as a warning and as a demonstration.

Their cells, however, were more like small hotel rooms. For Fenerec without control, they were a place of safety. Those lost to the influence of the moon couldn’t escape from the silver-laden walls. For witches, they were places of retreat. Charms, herbs, and magic kept rogue powers at bay.

I had plenty of reasons to hate and fear the Inquisition, but my brother would never have condoned Basin’s activities, of that I was certain. The cages weren’t fit for dogs, let alone people.

It took me twenty minutes to reach the end of the cells. My need to destroy everything that Basin was and represented surged, and the dead fed on my lust for violence and revenge.

Basin would fall, and one way or another, I would see it happen.
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The prison led to another tunnel. Instead of stairs, the passage sloped down, descending deeper into the earth. Tire tracks scuffed the floors, and I followed them.

I found a second prison.

The living dead occupied the cells, and they stared at me with unseeing eyes. They sat in their cells, clad in white hospital gowns. Men and women, most barely old enough to classify as adults, waited in eerie quiet.

Not all of them haunted me through the blood diamond. I reached out for the nearest cell and gave it a tug. It opened.

There wasn’t even a way to lock it. I clenched my teeth and crouched in front of the woman. When I touched her, she flinched away like an abused animal. Her name was Kayla, and she had died a year ago.

The ghosts raged within me, howling their discontent that I wasted time instead of setting them free. Loosening my tie and collar, I pulled out the pouch from under my shirt. A bloody glow seeped through the seams. I pulled out the gem, grimacing at its heat.

“All or none,” I snarled at the rock and the dead contained within it.

No one deserved to be treated like a caged dog.

 The anguished wails of the dead rang in my ears before they quieted.

Returning the stone to its pouch, I once again slipped it beneath my shirt. I rested my elbows on my knees. How could I help her?

Could I?

Without her soul, she was nothing more than a senseless animal. What could I do to help her and Basin’s other victims? All I knew was her name.

I furrowed my brows. Names had power. It was an idiom I’d heard often in the Inquisition. If you wanted to give someone influence over your life, you gave them your True name. It was more than just what was written on a birth certificate.

According to some witches, it was the way the True name was spoken and the intent of the giver that gave it such power. I agreed, to a certain degree. No two souls were identical, not even those of twins. My brother and I were proof enough of that. Maybe I was taller than him thanks to my witchcraft, but otherwise, we were one and the same.

Could invoking the True names of the dead somehow help? All I could do was try.

The dead waited in expectant silence.

“Kayla Elizabeth Montgomery,” I whispered, reaching out to touch her forehead.

Nothing happened.

~Blood!~ the ghosts screamed.

I grimaced. I had plenty of cuts and scrapes from the tumble off the bridge onto the embankment below. Tearing off one of the scabs wouldn’t do me much damage.

If it meant restoring the dead to life, I had blood enough to spare. Scratching at my palm, I reopened one of the wounds. When droplets of my blood beaded, I once again touched her brow.

“Kayla Elizabeth Montgomery,” I repeated in a firm tone. The way I spoke sickened me, reminding me of how I would call in a loose dog rather than address another human being.

A scream erupted out of her, and I recoiled from her. My heart skipped several beats before racing back to life. The pupils of her eyes dilated until all that remained of her blue irises was a thin sliver. The noise she made belonged to a wounded and dying animal.

“Kayla?” I whispered, keeping still so I wouldn’t alarm her.

When I looked at her, I no longer knew her name. I shook as much as she did.

The impossibility of what I had done with my blood and her name smothered me.

The dead lived.


Chapter Twenty-Two




[image: Image]







I found Suzanne in the heart of the prison.

Like all of the others, there was no life in her jade eyes. Her auburn hair was a tangled mess, far longer than I remembered. When we had been married, before she had abandoned me and stolen our daughter, she had kept it shorter, the ends of her unruly curls brushing her shoulders.

After everything else she had done, it wouldn’t surprise me if she had kept it short to spite me. I liked long hair. I liked spending the time brushing it. I liked the way it tangled in my fingers.

I drew a deep breath, my cheek twitching as I decided what to do. Those I had resurrected loitered in the hallway in a quiet daze. If I left her, I doubted the other survivors would notice or care. If I brought her back, would she try to come between Evelyn and me?

Clenching my teeth, I cracked my knuckles one by one. Part of me wanted to wrap my hands around her throat and wring the remaining life out of her. The rest of me grieved.

Some ghosts I simply couldn’t escape.

“All or none,” I whispered to myself.

My hand shook as I pressed my bloodied palm to Suzanne’s cheek. “Suzanne Annemarie Greene,” I called.

The hardness returned to my ex-wife’s jade eyes, and her gaze focused on me. Her cheeks flushed. She took a long look around her, her expression shifting from baffled to annoyed. She turned to me and hissed, “Anderson.”

I narrowed my eyes, wondering why the first word out of her mouth was my brother’s name. In the years we had been together, she had always called me Jackson. On rare occasion, or when she was particularly angry, she’d call me Emmett.

Dante Anderson was, as always, the family shame. She knew my full name; Jacqueline’s birth certificate was proof of that. I rose to my feet. There was so much I wanted to say and ask, but I couldn’t force out a single word.

“Anderson, what are you doing here? What’s the Inquisition doing here? This is Canada! You’re not supposed to be here.” Judging from the way she was acting, I doubted she had any idea that she had died—or spent the past two years in a cage deep underground.

While I had helped the others to their feet, I stepped back and left Suzanne to stand on her own. When I didn’t answer her, she frowned.

My hope of her rotting in her cell died when she stood. “What are you doing?” she demanded. “What have you done?”

The way she spoke, the certainty in her tone, and the disapproval glinting in her eyes confirmed what I had feared. She wasn’t a victim.

Suzanne participated willingly.

The ghosts in the blood diamond howled. Among them, I could hear the echo of Suzanne’s voice, part of her still lingering within the jewel.

My daughter’s presence chilled, and her rage overwhelmed the others. She didn’t speak—she never spoke, and never would again, not unless I could find her body. My hope gave me the strength to ignore the freezing cold in my chest. “Your murdered your own daughter.”

Suzanne laughed long and hard. “That thing wasn’t my daughter.”

Before I realized what I was doing, I lashed out, cracking the back of my hand against Suzanne’s cheek. She staggered, falling against the wall.

With wide eyes, she lifted her hand to her face. Blood dripped from her split lip. “Anderson,” she gasped.

“You murdered your own daughter,” I repeated, balling my hands into fists.

“You don’t understand. I had to. She was his—she would become yet another monster. I didn’t kill her. I made her human. Don’t you understand? Because of me, she’s human.”

“She’s dead!” I snarled.

“Better to be dead and human than alive and a monster.” She spit on me, pushing away from the wall to stand tall and proud. “If you hit me again, you’re going to be the one dead.”

“Where is she?” I whispered, my gaze settling on her throat. I doubted it would take much effort to snap her pretty, pale neck.

Suzanne snorted. “Why would I know or care? They probably got rid of her body once they finished purifying her. She’s not exactly useful, not like us. It’s too much work to raise a child.”

Fury stole my breath. I swept my arm out to point at those milling around nearby. “Useful as what?”

“What else? You’re not stupid, Anderson. Why don’t you take a guess? We’re no different than the Inquisition.” Bracing her hands on her hips, she glowered at me. “You should know. I know what you are, Anderson. If they haven’t gotten your brother yet, I hope you get to watch as they strip him of his precious magic and inter him into the ranks. But you don’t put him in harm’s way, do you? You’re just like him, a useless coward.”

I had met more than my fair share of the insane, but Suzanne’s fervent tone and the wild look in her eyes shocked me. The Fenerec in Thunder Bay had convinced me of her malevolence, but to see her snarl and snap at me stole my breath. My stomach cramped at the implications of her words.

The partnership of witches and wolves made up the heart of the Inquisition. Under my brother’s guidance, it was a necessary evil meant to protect those who couldn’t protect themselves against the supernatural.

Basin wasn’t purifying the supernatural for the good of mankind. It was creating an army.

“Give me one reason why I shouldn’t kill you,” I whispered. I had one already.

Justice would come to my ex-wife at the hands of my mate. I savored the thought of watching my beautiful, headstrong Fenerec live up to her promise while I watched.

Suzanne would be my wedding gift to Evelyn, paving a new future for us. For that reason alone, I would leave my ex-wife alive.

“You won’t kill me because you know what it would do to your brother when he finds out. And he will, Anderson, you know that. He’ll find out I was still alive, and it’ll destroy him. When he learns you killed me, he’ll be ruined.” Suzanne smiled at me. “Go ahead. Do it. All you’ll do is prove we’re right.”

“Basin wants the help of the Inquisition,” I pointed out, shrugging.

“Only so we can purify the entirety of humanity,” she countered. “I told them it was better to just kill them.”

“Unfortunately, you’re mistaken,” I said, turning on a heel.

Before I could deal with Suzanne, I had to free the rest of the prisoners. My ex-wife staggered in my wake, watching me as I touched the faces of the dead and whispered them back to life.

“What are you doing? Stop that! You can’t just let them—“

“If you say another word, I will cut out your tongue,” I whispered. She didn’t need her tongue to live long enough for me to take her to Evelyn.

She snapped her mouth shut.

The prison held seventy-five people, including Suzanne. When I finished calling the spirits of the dead back to their bodies, I trembled from exhaustion. They stared at me.

“Go,” I said, pointing down the hall. “You can get out of here that way. You can call the police from above ground.”

In their stunned daze, they didn’t speak, obeying me with the mindlessness I expected of the dead. All I could do was hope they made it—and that they had the presence of mind to call the cops once they made their escape.

When Suzanne went to chase after them, I grabbed her elbow, squeezing as she fought my grip on her.

“Let me go,” she demanded.

“You’re coming with me.”

She balled her free hand into a fist and struck out at me. Catching her hand, I twisted until she cried out in pain. “Anderson!”

“You have the wrong brother, sweetheart. Shut your fucking mouth before I shut it for you. You know this place. You’re going to show me around, if you know what’s good for you.”

The blood drained from her face. “That’s impossible. He—you—you’d never…”

“I’d never what?” I hissed at her. “Hit a woman? Show up in Canada? You really are ignorant, aren’t you?”

She stiffened. “How did you find us?”

“You can thank Basin for that,” I whispered, waiting until the escapees were out of sight before shoving her in the other direction. “If they have munitions down here, you’re going to take me to them. Don’t even think about doing anything stupid, Suzanne. I know exactly what you did to Jacqueline, and I’m running out of reasons not to snap your fucking neck and be done with you.”

I think she believed me, because she turned white and nodded. “It’s not far,” she whispered.

Letting her go, I pointed. “March.”

The prison joined with a maze of hallways, lined with proper doors. She guided me down one of them, halting at one. “Here.”

“Open it.”

Glowering at me, she grabbed the knob and shoved it open.

A terrorist’s paradise waited for me. Gun racks loaded with assault rifles and an assortment of handguns waited for me. An assortment of bulletproof vests lining one of the walls. I gave her a push inside, closing the door behind me. “Don’t even think of moving from that spot or touching a thing.”

To demonstrate my seriousness, I scooped up the nearest pistol, and turning so she could watch me, I systematically checked the weapon, chambered a round, and disengaged the safety. Her eyes widened.

“When did you learn to shoot a gun?”

I grabbed a holster and a vest. Without taking my eyes off of Suzanne, I stripped out of my jacket and shirt, donned the Kevlar, and dressed again. I wore the blood diamond next to my skin, ignoring the discomfort of the stone digging into my chest. Re-engaging the safety, I holstered the handgun. “None of your business.”

“It is my business!”

“Since when?”

“I’m your wife.”

I laughed at her as I snatched an assault rifle and slipped the strap over my shoulder. “Like hell you are.”

“Jackson!”

“Don’t you even dare. You murdered our daughter. You lost the right to call me a husband years ago—right around the time you faked your death and kidnapped our child so you could kill her and hundreds of others, too.”

“At least she died a human,” Suzanne shrieked.

“And you’ll die as something less than human,” I swore.

“You wouldn’t.”

I smiled at her and savored how she flinched at my expression. “You’ll find out soon enough, won’t you?” I pulled out the pistol, disengaged the safety, and pointed the weapon at her. “Walk. You’re going to show me all of Basin’s operations.”

“Don’t do this, Jackson,” she pleaded.

“I’m done talking to you, Suzanne. No tricks. You make so much as a peep, you lead me anywhere other than where I wish to go, and I will kill you myself. Who knows, I might even like it.”

On our way out, I grabbed all of the ammunition I could carry.




[image: Image]




The dead demanded vengeance. Those who had no bodies to return to raged, and I was powerless to soothe them.

I didn’t want to.

They hissed at me, whispering their desires in my ear while Suzanne led me through the maze of hallways. She didn’t speak, sneaking glances at me as I forced her onward. When she slowed or delayed, I pressed the gun to her ribs in a reminder of what I was carrying and my willingness to use it.

When we came to a junction, she halted and said, “Where do you want to go?”

“Is there a lab here?”

Swallowing, she nodded.

“How many of these labs are in the city?”

The muscles of her cheek twitched. “Two.”

I had already destroyed one, which left me with one other to demolish before I could leave, taking Suzanne to Evelyn. Savoring the thought of my mate ridding us both of my traitorous ex-wife, I smiled. “Take me to it.”

When she obeyed, the dead once again screamed at me, their desire burning through me.

Even my daughter raged.

“How many people work here?” I asked.

“Ten.”

Because of Evelyn, because of the bond I shared with my Fenerec, I could smell the sour stench of her lie. “Liar.”

She flinched. “I am not.”

“The truth, Suzanne.”

If she insisted on lying, I hoped Evelyn would be satisfied with me delivering a corpse as a wedding gift instead. Approval radiated from the ghosts. Their lust for her blood tempted me, urging me to pull the trigger.

“Fine. There’s probably twenty or thirty.”

The sour odor dissipated.

“Take me to them,” I ordered.

I understood the need for vengeance and justice. Everything wrong with my life lived and breathed, guiding me through Basin’s complex. My daughter should have been the one alive, playing as children did, experiencing new things under my watchful eye.

Children weren’t supposed to die before their parents. Most of the ghosts within me, crying out at the circumstances of their deaths, should have had decades of life left to experience, to live, to survive, and to endure. Maybe I hadn’t met my daughter, maybe I hadn’t had a chance to watch her grow and learn, but I was a parent. I was a father.

The ghosts were children, some older than the others, but children all the same, robbed of their futures.

They deserved far more than dying over and over, used as tools of war.

Giving them a place, giving them a purpose, and giving them a chance to rest in peace once their revenge was complete was the only thing I could do. Without their bodies, I couldn’t bring them back.

Without Jacqueline’s body, I couldn’t bring her back.

The dead wailed at the injustice of it all.

Closing my eyes, I drew a deep breath and let them in.
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The first man I killed was waiting for us when we turned a corner. He held a Beretta, pointing it at my head. As I had been taught, I lifted the gun, took aim, and pulled the trigger in one smooth motion. The gun recoiled, and I took the second shot as soon as I was certain of my aim. My first bullet drilled a hole in the man’s head. The second caught him in the throat.

For the first time in my life, I didn’t flinch at the concussive blast of gunfire, nor did I blink. I didn’t give a shit what his name was, although I learned it anyway. Maybe later, I’d remember and regret.

Maybe.

Suzanne’s mouth dropped open as she watched the blood pool around the corpse. “Holy shit.”

The dead were impatient to resume the slaughter. Whether fueled by the death of another or their need, they finally overwhelmed my ability to resist them. They spurred me into action.

I pressed the still-warm tip of the pistol to the small of Suzanne’s back. “Walk,” the dead demanded in my voice.

They left her alive, not because she had been one of them before her resurrection, but because they were saving her for last—for me, and for Evelyn.

I had a feeling it was the only thanks from them I would get for feeding my life to them so they might obtain their revenge and find peace. They clawed away at me, siphoning my strength until I was only faintly aware of following Suzanne.

With the ghosts guiding my hand, I killed those who crossed my path. Guilt or innocence didn’t matter to the dead. Death answered their call, heralded by bursts of gunfire.

I sank into a cold daze, faintly aware of the ghosts hunting down those who had participated in their deaths. While they caged me as they had been caged, they didn’t leave me alone.

As though unwilling to involve such a young child, they left me imprisoned with my daughter. Her presence surrounded me, sheltering me from the rage of the others. I couldn’t tell if she was aware of what they—what I—was doing.

If she did, she didn’t care.

Would she, too, rest in peace once the other ghosts finished their grisly work? I didn’t need to know my baby Jacqueline to love her. All I had left of her was her name, not even a picture.

So long as she stayed, I would hold her close to me and savor her warmth.

When the ghosts were finished, she would be gone and nothing of her would remain.

If I could, I would let her take my body, so she might live. While the dead lived through me, they weren’t me. They controlled me because I allowed them to.

No matter how desperately they tore at me, desiring my life and body, I couldn’t give it to them. I couldn’t give it to my daughter, either.

My awareness of the real world darkened to nothing, leaving me floating in a black void with Jacqueline. 

A thump against my chest and a wave of pain rippling through me broke the ghosts’s hold on me. My vision blurred, and it wasn’t until my knees cracked against the floor that I realized I was falling. Somehow, I remained upright.

The pistol slipped out of my numb fingers.

Suzanne stood before me, the bodies of several men lying at her feet. Clutched in her hands was the assault rifle. She smiled at me. “Vests aren’t much use against rifles, are they? You lose, Jackson.”

The dead wailed in my head one final time before they were gone, taking my baby girl with them. The heat of my blood seared as it dripped to the floor. While the dead were gone, one presence remained. Its chill numbed me to the throb in my chest.

If my heart still beat, I couldn’t feel it.

Instead of the conflicting emotions others experienced, I met my death with a sigh of resignation.

Suzanne’s smile widened. “If it makes you feel any better, you got most of them.” Nudging one of the bodies with her toe, she shook her head. “I didn’t like them much anyway. I’ll give you credit, Jackson. You’ve done damage, busting up our lab like that. Unfortunately for you, this is just the beginning.”

Closing the distance between us, she knelt in front of me, tossing the assault rifle aside. It clattered on the floor. “Any last words?”

“Burn in hell,” I wheezed.

Pressing her hand to my chest, she leaned to me, pressing her lips to mine. When she pulled away, she wiggled her bloodstained hand in my face. “You first.”

The floor shivered beneath me, and the presence within me faded, leaving me cold and alone. Rising to her feet, Suzanne kicked my pistol away, stepping back to regard me with a smirk and narrowed eyes. “You were right, by the way. I did murder your demon-spawn daughter. I enjoyed it, too. Every. Last. Second. Of. It. The only thing I regret is that they insisted she be sedated for the procedure. They thought she was too young. Foolishness, if you ask me. Unlike you, at least she died a human.”

Long after I should have fallen, dead from the gunshot wound to the chest, I remained upright. Maybe I wanted to spite her in my last moments, but I refused to move.

Her expression twisted into a sneer. “Just die already.”

While my body had gone completely numb, there was nothing wrong with my sense of smell. The acrid fumes of hot metal and burning plastic stung my nose. My vision blurred as my eyes watered. With a puzzled expression, Suzanne spun around.

Beneath her feet, the floor smoked and glowed red. Shrieking, she jumped back in my direction. Her bare feet punched through the bubbling metal. Flaring a brilliant yellow, her thin gown burst into flame. My mouth dropped open as the red and black of lava boiled from the ground.

The groan of strained metal and tearing rock heralded Suzanne’s scream.

Then she was gone, consumed by flame and molten stone.
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I was within twenty feet of lava, and I wasn’t dead. A cold wind gusted through the tunnel behind me, funneling by me to sweep through the gaping holes in the ceiling and floor. Molten rock should have obeyed the laws of physics, taking the path of least resistance.

In defiance of science, it climbed upward, swirling, bubbling, and twisting its way through the floor, punching its way to the surface somewhere far above. The outer layer of the column blackened, with a crimson glow seeping through the cracks.

Somehow, despite Suzanne having shot me at point blank range in the chest, I was still alive.

If I wanted to stay that way, I needed to move.

That, however, was a problem. Waves of pain cascaded through me, centered on my chest. I slumped to the floor, which had warmed beneath me. Time and time again, I had warned prospective buyers about the downsides of bulletproof vests, including the fact that the material didn’t stretch.

If shot, it was vital to remove it, as the impact site would swell.

I needed to take it off, but I had no idea if it was the reason I was still alive. My jacket and shirt were soaked with my blood. Deciding I was dead if I didn’t, I fought to unbuckle the vest so I could shrug my way out of it.

I lost count of the number of times I blacked out in my efforts to peel out of the vest.

My chest was a bloodied mess. All I could tell was that the bullet had penetrated the vest. A few scraps remained of the pouch that had carried the blood diamond.

The dead remained silent, leaving me alone.

Leaning against the wall to catch my breath, I twisted my arm to check my watch. It was eight, but I had no idea if it was in the morning or the evening. Deciding it didn’t matter, I grabbed my dark-colored shirt, easing my way back into it. It took me almost half an hour to button it up. I left my jacket, grabbing my wallet and stuffing it into my back pocket.

With the help of the wall, I staggered to my feet. Breathing hurt, but not as much as the throb accompanying my heartbeat. Backing away from the column of molten stone, I headed back towards the prison.

The lava followed me.

“You have got to be kidding,” I gasped.

The lava bubbled, oozing closer. When I halted, so did it.

Every few feet I had to stop and rest, and with unnatural patience, the molten stone stalked me, although it never came close enough to burn. The absurdity of my situation birthed a giggle. Stabbing agony pierced through my chest, forcing me to wheeze for breath.

While possessed by ghosts, I had gone on a murderous rampage, killing at least twenty people. My ex-wife, dead twice over, had shot me with an assault rifle that should have left my chest a powdered ruin.

Now I had my very own pet volcano, and it knew how to heel. I wondered if it would listen if I told it to stay—or better yet, to go home. When my brother found out, he was going to kill me if Evelyn didn’t beat him to it.

I managed to find my way back to the prison, but a wall of cooling, black stone blocked my escape. While searching for another way out of the complex, I found the bodies of those I had murdered when possessed. I had faint recollections of killing some of them, though there were far more of them than I remembered.

I had to admit that the ghosts had good aim and a surprising amount of mercy—either that, or they wanted to make sure they had enough ammunition. Like the first man I had killed, the dead had been killed with a single bullet to the forehead.

All things considered, I was of the opinion it was a lot better than they deserved.

When I found the lab, the ghosts had been thorough in its destruction. The little that survived was finished off by the lava, which punched through one of the walls to fill the room.

Taking that as my cue to leave, I stumbled away, following the currents of cold air in my hopes of escaping Basin’s compound before the volcano grew tired of toying with me.
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In the lava’s glow, I checked my watch, staring at the time in mute disbelief.

The volcano had chased me, step by trembling step, through the underground corridors for six hours. What had once been a four-way junction in the hallway was down to one path; lava herded me from behind, and black stone blocked me from taking the other two halls. Exhaustion numbed me, and I dragged my feet over the floors.

I marveled that the metal didn’t melt the soles of my shoes.

If I made it out alive, Evelyn and the others weren’t going to just kill me. They were going to skin me alive, and I would deserve it. I was tempted to lie down and sleep, but if I did, I’d never get back up.

The idea of dying underground, burned to a crisp by science-defying lava, whipped me on.

I had already broken one promise to my mate. I wasn’t going to give up, not without a fight.

When I finally found a spiral staircase twisting upward, I stared at it in numb shock. The shaft disappeared into the darkness above.

“You’ve got to be fucking kidding me,” I gasped, wondering how I was going to reach the top.

Once again, the lava bubbled at me, waiting for my move. With the way back blocked by hot, liquid rock, I clung to the railing and started to climb, step by painful step.

While the lava had pursued me throughout the entire complex, it had no interest in the staircase. I counted as I headed up. Five hundred steps and thirty-five breaks later, I reached the uppermost landing. I regarded the metal door blocking my way with a sigh.

To my relief, the deadbolt was on my side, allowing me to unlock it. I grabbed the knob, twisted, and shoved the door open.

It led into a shed. The garage-styled door was open.

Tombstones in neat rows greeted me, illuminated by the glow of fire. A thick haze of smoke and ash hung in the air while embers drifted lazily on the wind.

Sirens wailed in the distance. I staggered through the cemetery. While I was aware of the dead, they left me alone. I made my way to the road, and in numb shock, I sank down to the sidewalk. The fires spread as I watched, at a loss of what to do or where to go.

I had killed my daughter’s killers, including her mother, but how many others would die because of me?

In a numbed daze, I watched Mount Royal burn.


Chapter Twenty-Three
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The drugs the doctors were pumping into me robbed me of the willpower and strength to do anything more than glare at the ceiling, wondering where I was and how I had gotten there.

There was something fascinating about the flicker of the light overhead. As though afraid of the doctors and nurses, it waited until I was alone to taunt me with its buzzing and erratic illumination. The switch to turn it off, which was inches away from my hand, may as well have been on the moon. I turned my attention to the button, wondering if I could find the strength to defeat the taunting light once and for all.

It won yet again, buzzing and flickering, mocking me.

I should have been grateful to be alive instead of annoyed at the dying bulb. Somehow, I survived an assault rifle round to the chest coupled with diamond-shard shrapnel embedded in my breastbone. I’d never know for certain how the round hadn’t punched through me, leaving nothing but a bloodied pulp in its wake.

When my interest in how I had gotten to a hospital wavered, I wondered if I would survive Evelyn’s wrath once she found out I had stopped a bullet with my chest. If she didn’t finish me off, I expected my brother, Zachary, Gerald, and Richard would battle for the honor. I deserved their fury for being stubborn and stupid.

As the drugs lost their hold on me, they left me unable to escape the reality of what had happened.

Without the blood diamond, Jacqueline’s soul was lost for good. Unlike her mother, there was no longer any hope for me to bring her back from the dead. My daughter was gone, and because I hadn’t listened, because I had been so determined to do everything on my own, there was no way left for me to get her back.

Suzanne had won yet again.

I wished the drugs would steal away my coherency so I wouldn’t have to be left alone with my guilt. I stared up at the flickering bulb, unable to bring myself to turn it off when it was determined to cling to its flickering life.

When the nurse finally came by on her rounds, she wasn’t alone.

My father regarded me with a frown before examining the assortment of machines monitoring my vitals and medications. After the nurse finished her work and left, he said, “When I offered to bail you out, I didn’t mean from a hospital.”

My tongue didn’t want to cooperate with me. I was both pleased and dismayed by my croaked, “Sorry.”

“Your doctor—a charming lady, if I do say so myself—informs me that you stopped a rifle round with your chest. You’re very lucky to be alive, I hope you know.”

“Sorry,” I rasped again.

“Good. Your mother is on the hunt for a hotel. I spoke with your doctor, and if you keep improving as you have been, you’ll be released in a couple of days.”

“Call Evelyn?” I asked.

“Already done; I did so as soon as the hospital called me, which was last night. Of all of the people you could have had them call, you picked us?”

I winced at the memory of floundering for a contact and ultimately drawing blanks until thinking of my father. “I remembered your number.”

“Your doctor informed me that your memory is patchy in places. I’ve also been told that’s relatively normal.”

“My doctor talks too much,” I complained.

“It’s your fault for authorizing me.” My father shook his head with a chuckle. “Now you’re stuck with me, boy.”

While I hadn’t spent any real time with my father since I had been little, I knew enough about him to understand that he wouldn’t leave my circumstances alone until he was satisfied. When he emailed orders, he accepted nothing other than my best and threatened hell on me for failure.

It was easier to surrender than to fight him.

“What do you know?” I asked hesitantly.

“More than you’ll appreciate, I suspect. I told you I spoke with Evelyn.”

I shuddered at the thought of my father interrogating Evelyn. “You did?”

“I did. She told me you had triggered a couple of earthquakes. So much for you being a minor earth witch.”

Mumbling curses under my breath, I considered my options. There wasn’t a lot I could say without damning myself further. “I didn’t do it on purpose.”

“Evelyn told me that someone was targeting the supernatural and turning them into the living dead. Is it true?”

“It’s true.”

“Suzanne had been one of their victims, hadn’t she?”

Once I told my father the truth, there would be no turning back. While I wasn’t certain if I could trust him, I also didn’t know if I could afford to remain silent.

It hurt, thinking of all that Suzanne had done to me and to our daughter. It hurt, and I didn’t have the strength to change any of it. I had gotten my revenge, but it left me empty. Jacqueline was gone, and the place she had once warmed hurt like the rest of me.

“Suzanne wasn’t a victim,” I whispered, acknowledging the truth once and for all.

In that, everyone had been right. She had never been a victim. In her cunning, deceitful way, she had taken advantage of me and left me with nothing, not even our child.

“What do you mean?”

“She was one of them. She didn’t want to be a witch. She wasn’t a victim. She was a willing participant.”

My father sucked in a breath. “You have proof of this?”

I closed my eyes and sighed. “She told me so, right around when she pulled the trigger.”

A hospital room was never really silent; the machines hummed and beeped. Noises from the hall added a low, constant thrum despite the closed door.

“Suzanne was the one who shot you.” The anger in my father’s tone mollified me a little.

“She murdered our daughter.” I swallowed, wondering if I could have saved Suzanne from her death, had I chosen to act instead of watching her burn. With a bullet in my chest, I doubted I could have moved fast enough.

I hadn’t tried at all. I had let her die without moving so much as a finger to help her. Maybe I hadn’t meant to cause a volcanic eruption in Montreal, but I hadn’t done a single thing to stop it, either.

“Evelyn told me about Jacqueline. What happened to Suzanne?”

“She burned.”

“During the eruption?”

I nodded. “It started after she shot me.”

“A merciful end,” my father grumbled. “Evelyn was under the impression that you were after Jacqueline’s killers and you had, in your infinite wisdom, decided it was your hunt and your hunt alone. She’s influenced you, boy. You, a hunter? She was both proud and furious, I’ll have you know. She’s going to be a handful once she gets here.”

“I was stupid.”

“Good. You know you were stupid. What will you do differently in the future?”

“Bring backup,” I muttered.

“You’re learning. I’m going to tell your brother that he better make certain you get proper training if you’re going to be diving head first into trouble all of the time. It’s bad enough that he gets too involved with his work. I thought you knew better. Of course not, you’re twins. Why am I surprised? I shouldn’t be surprised. I told them all twins were nothing but trouble.”

I cracked open an eye to glower at my father. “Does Elliot know?”

“Elliot is aware that you are in the hospital. I’ll spare you the details. I’ve made certain that there were no misunderstandings about your status. They aren’t happy with me, however. I neglected to inform them which hospital you were in—or which city they took you to. Once you are healed enough to handle their company, I will inform them.”

“But, Evelyn—”

“She will be perfectly fine waiting for a few days until you are released. As soon as I tell her where you are, she’ll abandon the important things she is currently doing to be with you. As I see it, I’m doing her a favor. There’s no need for so many individuals standing watch over you.”

I sighed, too tired, achy, and drugged to fight with him. “She’s okay?”

“She’s fine. She’s appropriately concerned for your wellbeing. I promised her I would take good care of you until you’re safely back in her custody.”

“I’m not property,” I mumbled.

“Oh?”

“What do you mean by that?” I demanded.

When he laughed without answering me, I spat curses at him.
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Eight days after my parents made their first appearance at the hospital, I was released. Blood loss and risk of infection proved to be the delaying factors, although I thought my surgeon was baffled over the rapid rate of my recovery and was keeping me as an excuse to study me.

I think if she had her way, I would have remained in the hospital indefinitely, serving as a living experiment so she could research the truth behind my healing abilities. My father’s prideful claim of good genes hadn’t lessened the woman’s eagerness to keep me around for observation.

“Next time, let Mother do the talking,” I grumbled as I filled out the last of the discharge papers, exchanging the clipboard for an intimidating stack of prescriptions.

My father claimed them with a huff. “I only spoke the truth.”

“One day, I’m going to go over the family tree and find out how many times the damned thing doesn’t fork,” I warned, snatching the sheaf of papers back out of my father’s hand.

“Twice,” my mother supplied, and before I could stop her, she took the prescriptions from me, flipping through them. “Behave, both of you.”

“Yes, Mother,” I replied, swallowing back a sigh.

“And you said he couldn’t be taught, dear,” she murmured before pausing to read over one of the prescriptions. “They actually prescribed anti-nausea medication?”

“If you want me to eat, you want me taking those,” I warned.

My father herded us towards the elevator. “We’ll talk about it at the hotel. Let’s get him out of here before they come up with a reason to readmit him.”

I shuddered at the thought.

Filling prescriptions in downtown Toronto was an adventure, which tired me out enough that I was stifling yawn after yawn by the time we reached the hotel. The room proved to be a two bedroom suite split over two levels. I was directed to the bedroom on the main floor, to my relief.

I doubted I could handle having to go up and down the stairs.

“Sit and relax,” my father ordered, pointing at the living room’s armchair. “I’ll go give your woman a call and inform her of your location.”

“You could let me call her,” I countered.

“He who breaks his phone and leaves the crunched ruins under a collapsed bridge doesn’t get phone privileges.”

I winced. “You were tracking the phone, weren’t you?”

“Of course I was tracking the phone. I’m on the notification list for it. I’ll be picking up your replacement soon. Try not to break this one.”

“It wasn’t intentional.”

“So I’ve been led to understand. You’re going to have to be more careful, Dante. There really should be limits on how many times you’re kidnapped.”

I winced. “They were after Elliot.”

“I don’t care which one of you they were after. You need to be more careful.”

“Yes, sir.”

With a satisfied nod, my father pulled out his cell and headed up the stairs, leaving me with my mother, who took over the couch, watching me with her dark eyes. I still didn’t know what to make of her.

The memories of my childhood didn’t match the reality of the moment, which didn’t help me adapt to her presence in my life. Instead of the scorn and brisk criticisms I expected, she proved quiet. The intensity I remembered was still there, but when it didn’t manifest as snide remarks or jabs at my inability to be a good child, I was at a loss of what to say or do.

Between Evelyn and Richard, I’d grown accustomed to sharing space with a predator, but I couldn’t fathom what my mother was hunting or why.

For all I had been warned of the Fenerec, they were easy to understand.

My parents weren’t.

“You’ve changed,” my mother said, her eyes narrowing as she studied me.

“That does happen over the years,” I replied.

“You seem to have developed a sense of humor along with an unhealthy amount of sarcasm.”

I snorted. “I’ve always had a sense of humor.”

“A dry one prone to crumbling,” she muttered, soft enough that I doubted she meant for me to hear her.

“Blame Evelyn.” The thought of Evelyn meeting my parents sent shivers running through me. Would sparks fly between them, or would they join forces?

I had never introduced my parents to Suzanne. Would it have made a difference if I had? If Suzanne had known them, if she had known I had come from a wealthy family, would things have been different?

If I had introduced them to Suzanne, would I have ever met Evelyn?

I had lost a wife and my daughter, but I had gained someone irreplaceable as a result.

Evelyn would sink her teeth into me for my stunt, and I’d deserve every single thing she would do to me. I’d regret what I had done, but she wouldn’t leave me, of that I was certain.

She would understand. She’d be angry with me, but she would understand.

“You look thoughtful.”

“I’m wondering if you’ll like Evelyn or if I should start investing in a bomb-proof shelter,” I confessed.

“Evelyn seems like a lovely lady.”

“You’ve spoken with her?”

“As if I would allow your dolt of a father to handle something as important as talking to your new girlfriend,” she replied, arching a brow at me with the faintest of frowns.

“I heard that,” my father called from upstairs.

“You were supposed to.”

My father leaned over the railing, scowling at us. “Ruthless woman.”

“So when will she arrive in town?” I demanded.

“Patience, kiddo. She’ll get here when she gets here. Sorry about that, Evelyn. The wife and child are being insufferable.” With a dismissive wave of his hand, he stepped away from the rail and out of view.

My mother shook her head and sighed. “He thinks he is funny and clever when he isn’t.”

“Like Elliot?”

“Exactly. You, at least, seem to have had the wisdom to take after my side of the family.”

“I heard that!” my father called out.

“What do you mean by that?” I asked warily.

My mother’s grin was vicious. “You’re not the only black sheep, Dante. The nut never falls far from the tree.”

“What exactly do you mean by that?”

“One of your cousins can’t swim either,” she replied, and her smile chilled me to the bone. “I have a theory, and it’s one that your father dislikes.”

“Dare I ask?”

“I’m going to tell you, even if you don’t ask. It goes like this. My family, like the Anderson family, values Normals. Suffer not a witch and all that nonsense. But here’s the thing. By avoiding the supernatural, by trying to breed it out, I think we’ve made a big mistake.”

“What do you mean?” I asked, wondering if my mother had pilfered from my big bag of medications.

“Let me ask you a question. Are forests natural?”

After thinking about it for a moment, I replied, “I’d say so.”

“How about the ocean?”

“I’d say the ocean is pretty natural.”

“Tornadoes? Hurricanes?”

“Also natural,” I conceded.

“How about forest fires?”

“When caused by lightning, sure. Where are you going with this?”

“If forests are natural, if the oceans are natural, if storms are natural, and forest fires are natural, why do we insist that witches and other supernatural aren’t natural? Could it be that you are nothing but the product of generations of effort to create the most natural human being possible?” My mother chuckled, shaking her head. “Needless to say, this isn’t a conversation we often have. It goes against everything the Anderson family believes in. After all, how could anyone other than a Normal police the supernatural?”

There was a sharp edge in my mother’s tone despite her laughter. We sat together in silence as I thought about her words and all of the things she implied but hadn’t said.

One conclusion intrigued me most of all. “You think that the supernatural should police themselves without the intervention of Normals.”

“I think the Inquisition is already in that situation, whether or not they realize it.”

“I’m not the Shadow Pope, Mother.”

“I’m well aware of that fact, Dante. Think about it. You’re twins, identical in all things.”

“Except for height,” I countered.

“The trees of a forest and the peaks of a mountain may be tall, but the oceans are deep,” she countered.

“I don’t think six inches makes me a tree or a mountain, Mother.”

“No, but water has always been the counter to earth—without water, the earth simply cannot thrive. I’ve always wondered why earth witches couldn’t swim. I have a theory on that too, if you’re interested.”

I had the feeling I was going to hear about it whether or not I was interested, so I surrendered with a nod.

“It isn’t that earth and water don’t get along—it’s the exact opposite. They get along too well. They need each other to survive. So, earth witches can’t swim because they’re too attuned to the water to be able to fight its hold. Without the land and ground, water lacks substance and power.”

“I could get a headache very quickly trying to follow this,” I confessed.

“Think about it this way. A drop of water, on its own, isn’t really dangerous. An ocean, however, is. An ocean needs shores to contain it. However, it is generally accepted that the element of earth includes things like forests and all living things. Without water, the earth is substantially weaker. Without the earth, so is water. Earth and water are the yin and yang of the elements. Think about it. If you’re a powerful earth witch, what does that make your brother?”
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While I was fairly confident my mother was yanking my chain, I obsessed over the possibility of my brother being a witch. If she was right, and he was aligned with water, I worried what it meant for him. Would the Inquisition do everything in its power to get rid of him?

My mother’s gaze never left me as I thought it through.

“Elliot can’t be a witch.”

“And why not?”

“Because if he is, the Inquisition will kill him,” I hissed.

“Will they?” she murmured, narrowing her eyes at me.

“They were ready and willing enough to want to get rid of me, weren’t they?”

“The way we allowed them to handle you was a mistake,” she replied, and while she was soft-spoken, her tone was firm. “We were afraid and allowed that fear to rule us. You grew up, and excluding that little incident in Montreal, you’ve been a boon to the Inquisition, and everyone knows it. Your brother has been a firm but fair Shadow Pope. At this point, if he develops as a witch, they only need to look at you to understand it might not be a bad thing for them.”

“Is it confirmed that he is a witch?” I whispered.

“No, it’s not confirmed. Of course there are many who suspect he’s something because you’re a witch, but he’s not confirmed to be a witch. Up until recently, however, you were a low-grade sensor—not a threat to anyone. You and your brother have always lived near each other. I suspect he’s been neutralizing your witchcraft all along. You didn’t become dangerous until after you were separated from him. He is always worried about you and how you might manifest into a witch the Inquisition can’t ignore. If he’s a water witch, it makes sense.” My mother’s smile turned smug. “He probably has no idea he’s been doing it.”

“So if all earth witches can be controlled by water witches, why does the Inquisition even have earth witches? Wouldn’t they all be controlled?” Draping my arm over my eyes, I drew in a deep breath and sighed. “It doesn’t make sense to me.”

“Other earth witches don’t have a twin with a vested interest in your ongoing survival, Dante. Therein the difference lies.”

“And does Father agree with this?”

“Do I agree with what?” my father asked, taking the stairs two at a time.

“My esteemed brother being a water witch.”

“I think it’s a sound theory worth ignoring,” was his guarded reply. He sank down on the couch next to my mother. “What are you filling his head with now?”

“Reasons he should stay in Atlanta where he belongs,” my mother replied with a dainty sniffle.

I snorted. “If anyone thinks I’m living in Canada during the winter, they’re mad. And anyway, this isn’t about where I live.”

“I think it is, unless you want to start spawning volcanoes all over Earth,” my mother retorted.

“Oh, leave him alone. Anyway, he’s not even taking the blame for it. That group he uncovered is, and I see no reason to convince anyone otherwise.”

“Why are they taking the blame?” I demanded. “They’re anti-supernatural.”

“It’s because of those diamonds. The Inquisition has had witches looking at them, and they’re bad news. The general consensus is that they are the supernatural equivalent of a bomb—a really big bomb. They’re full of energy, and no one is sure how they work,” my father explained.

I sucked in a breath. “Really?”

“Really. The shards they picked out of you were one of those diamonds, right?”

Lowering my arm from my eyes, I met my father’s gaze and nodded. I couldn’t bring myself to tell him what else the diamond contained. Evelyn had probably already told him, considering she had informed him of Jacqueline and her fate.

Because I hadn’t waited, because I had been an idiot to trust Suzanne with anything, I had lost my chance to save my daughter. All that was left for me was the memory of her warmth. The thought of someone using her and the other souls trapped in the blood diamond as a weapon sickened me.

“It’s entirely possible that the stone caused the eruption when it was shattered,” my father continued, shrugging. “There’s no way to know, not now. Do you remember anything?”

“Bits and pieces,” I replied, wondering if I had hallucinated the lava chasing me as a consequence of pain and blood loss.

“What bits and pieces?” he demanded.

I wrinkled my nose at him, determined to withstand his questioning without confessing everything that was haunting me. “Considering the fact that sentient lava doesn’t actually exist, I’m pretty sure that what I remember isn’t entirely coherent or accurate.”

“Blood loss,” my mother stated, jabbing my father with her elbow. “Leave the poor boy alone. He’s traumatized enough without you interrogating him. We should be grateful that the stone didn’t kill him when it broke and leave it at that.”

“Blood loss or witchcraft,” my father countered. He chuckled. “I guess it doesn’t matter either way. Just do us all a favor and keep out of trouble in the future.”

“I’ll try,” I promised, wondering what had changed my parents—and how many of our problems had been caused by me.
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My mother and father were doing their best to keep me from talking to Evelyn. The day of my release, their interference hadn’t bothered me too much. I wanted to be with her and make certain she was all right, but my father’s reassurances had been enough.

As the second day dragged by, the monotony broken by a doctor’s appointment, I paced around the room.

“Will you sit down?” my father asked in exasperation. “You’re making me tired watching you.”

“You could just give me your phone so I can call Evelyn,” I countered.

My mother laughed. “You’re not winning this one, dear. He’s as bad as you are.”

Uncertain of which one of she was addressing, I turned to her. She smirked.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying yourself,” I complained, flopping onto the armchair. While my chest ached, the medicines were doing a good job of mitigating the worst of my pain, leaving me in comfortable, semi-detached numbness. “Why won’t you let me talk to her?”

“If you had memorized her phone number, you could. Consider it a lesson learned.” My father clucked his tongue at me. “She’s busy doing something very important. I told you that already. She’s the one who ordered me to keep a very close eye on you. She’s gutsy, I’ll give her that. Ordering me around. Hmph.”

Bursting into another fit of laughter, my mother got up and headed into the kitchenette. When she returned, she handed me a cup of coffee. “Relax, Dante. She’ll be coming soon enough.”

“Or you could give me her phone number so I could call her,” I mumbled, wondering if I could wrestle the cell from my father’s pocket. The thought of putting in so much effort was enough to tire me out. “I don’t see what the big deal is.”

“The big deal is that you’re still not remembering important details, including phone numbers I know you had memorized.”

I winced at the truth of his statement. “The doctors said it might be a while. The medications aren’t helping, you know that.”

“If it returns at all.”

“So I learn them again. Not a problem.”

“If you can.”

Flexing my hands so I wouldn’t ball them into fists, I glowered at my father. “Are you trying to irritate me?”

“Maybe.”

I groaned. “Please stop.”

Someone knocked at the door, and my mother hurried to answer it. I leaned back in the armchair for a better view. My brother caught sight of me and waved a fist in my direction. “Maybe we should just leave you in the hospital since you like it so much.”

I bit back my retort, which consisted entirely of curses. Drawing a deep breath, I replied, “I had to find out if the one here was as good as the one in Ottawa. I’m pleased to report that it is.”

When Vicky followed in Elliot’s wake, I saluted her. “Good day, ma’am. Have you been able to keep my brother restrained?”

“Barely. You look terrible. Are you trying to take the world record for close brushes with death?”

“Is there a record for that?” I asked, widening my eyes at the thought.

“Don’t you even dare,” my brother hissed.

“Seconded,” Vicky announced. “Elliot broke into your house. He brought some things for you, including your laptop.”

“You broke into my house?” Glaring at Elliot, I waved my fist at him. “You have the key, you rat.”

“It was more fun to break in,” my twin replied, flipping a rude gesture in my direction. “Serves you right for worrying us again.”

“I didn’t do it on purpose.”

With a long, drawn out sigh, my brother walked over and set my laptop bag next to the armchair. “Did you kill the bitch?”

“Don’t insult the bitches,” I replied, glancing at Vicky. “I apologize for him, he’s an idiot.”

“He is,” Vicky agreed.

“Fine. What should I call her, then?”

“Suzanne is acceptable. I, unfortunately, did not have the pleasure of doing it. I had intended to save her as a wedding gift for Evelyn, but she had an encounter with lava. It did not end well for her.”

“I still say it was too quick for what she deserved,” my father grumbled.

“You’re a bloodthirsty lot,” Vicky observed, setting her bags down near the door. “From my understanding, she was the one who shot you?”

“She didn’t like the fact I told her she could go burn in hell,” I replied, glancing at my mother in case she decided to cuff my ears for my language. While she arched a brow at me, she didn’t move. “We had a fight.”

“One that she won, from the looks of it. Next time, shoot first,” my brother chided, sitting on the couch next to our father. “Father, Mother, this is my boss, Vicky.”

“A pleasure to meet you, Vicky,” my father said, kissing the back of the Fenerec’s hand. “If my son gives you any trouble, please do let me know.”

“Don’t worry, Mr. Anderson. If he gives me any trouble, I’ll take care of him myself.”

I grinned at the Fenerec before turning my attention to my brother. “She’s a keeper.”

“Dante!”

“What? She is. She’s almost as pretty as Evelyn, she’s smart, and—”

Vicky lightly slapped the back of my head. “She’s standing right here.”

“Oh! Hi, Vicky,” I replied, leaning my chair back to grin up at her. “How are you?”

“Now I have a better understanding of who taught him to be so insufferable. It was you, wasn’t it?” Crossing her arms over her chest, she glared me. The corner of her mouth twitched up into a grin. “I’m okay. Probably not feeling as good as you are right now. They have you on strong painkillers again, don’t they?”

“They won’t let me talk to Evelyn,” I whined.

“You’ll probably thank them later for sparing you a great deal of embarrassment. You sound like you’ve enjoyed one too many bottles.” Shaking her head, Vicky perched on the arm of the couch next to my brother. “He’s looking really good for someone who was shot with an assault rifle.”

“He heals about as fast as a Fenerec,” my father replied. “If it weren’t for the fact he suffered from so much blood loss, I think he would have been out of the hospital two or three days after they admitted him. They didn’t dare risk the operation until he recovered a little. There’s a shortage of his blood type.”

“You could have called me,” my brother snapped.

“I would have if I had remembered your number,” I muttered. “Of all of the numbers to remember, I remembered Father’s.”

“His memory is a little spotty when it comes to phone numbers at the moment,” my father explained. “And anyway, once your mother and I arrived, we donated enough for him and a few others, too. I knew there was a reason I marri—”

“Finish that sentence if you want to die in your sleep tonight,” my mother warned.

Biting my lip so I wouldn’t laugh wasn’t enough to hold my mirth at bay. Snorting, I clapped my hands over my mouth.

“Dante Jackson Emmett Anderson, what do you think is so funny?”

Wheezing and gasping for breath, I excused myself to the kitchenette, where I dissolved into silent laughter.

“He’s even worse than at Gerald’s. What do they have him on?”

“The entire pharmacy, I think,” my father replied, his tone amused. “It’s okay, Dante. You can laugh in our faces, we don’t mind. It’s far preferable to your restless sulking.”

“Who are you and what have you done with our father?” Elliot demanded.

“Elliot,” my mother warned.

“What? It’s true. He doesn’t get along with Dante. It’s fact. You... you’re being all companionable. It’s unnerving. Stop it. When Dad called saying he was babysitting Dante, I thought there’d be bodies.”

Vicky chuckled. “He’s telling the truth. That’s why he asked me to come along.”

“You?” my father asked, narrowing his eyes at the Fenerec. I came back into the sitting room in time for Vicky to open her trench coat, revealing a holstered handgun. “Okay, point taken, Miss Vicky.”

“Great. There’s now two armed and very dangerous women in my life,” I grumbled, perching on the edge of the armchair. “One was bad enough.”

“Do you mean Amber or Evelyn?” Vicky replied with a smirk.

“Three. Ah, wait. Make that five. If Nicole isn’t carrying, I’ll be shocked. Considering Gerald’s occupation, I bet Maggie knows how to shoot too, even if she doesn’t carry.” Scratching my forehead, I considered my mother. “You don’t carry, do you, Mother?”

“I don’t need a gun to be dangerous,” she informed me.

“Six.”

My brother chuckled. “What about Beth and Ruth?”

“They are only dangerous to my wallet at Christmas and on their birthdays.” Waving my fist at my brother, I settled back into my chair, leaning back so I could stretch my legs. “And anyway, he’s off the hook for now, Elliot. He made Evelyn happy.”

While I still had to get payback for him overstepping his bounds with the rings, I couldn’t deny how much they had made Evelyn smile, or her excitement over her new phone and the pair of watches. I still hadn’t had a chance to look over the memory stick or the journal, but if Evelyn wasn’t keeping those items secured, I had no doubts Richard was.

“It seems your brother can be reasonable at times, Elliot.” My father shook his head and chuckled. “He only started getting uppity today, seeing as I won’t give him my cell so he can acquire Evelyn’s phone number. I could practically see the wheels turning as he tried to figure out if he was up for fighting me for it.”

I grimaced. “You noticed?”

“You aren’t well versed in the art of subtlety when heavily medicated. That, plus you were mumbling,” my father informed me.

Turning my attention to my twin, I narrowed my eyes. “Elliot, do you have Evelyn’s phone number?”

“I do, but I’m not giving it to you.”

Vicky held her hands up. “I do too, but I’m under strict orders not to give it to you as well.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Life isn’t fair to those who get shot,” my twin snapped. “Suffer. She’s busy.”

I shut my mouth with a clack of my teeth. All of my doubts resurfaced and smothered me. What was she doing, that she couldn’t—wouldn’t—talk with me? Why was everyone so determined to keep me from talking with her? Had I, in my need to act, gone too far? Had she decided to leave me as Suzanne had done?

I didn’t want to believe it, but if she had, I deserved it, and that hurt most of all.


Chapter Twenty-Four
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My restlessness drove me out of bed a little before dawn. Dressing in a t-shirt and jeans, I grabbed the room key and my wallet, left a note saying I was taking a walk, and wandered down to the hotel lobby. Yonge Street proved lively for the early hour, reminding me a bit of New York. Wandering the streets alone probably wasn’t wise, but I let my feet carry me where they would.

Several blocks away, I found an old cathedral. The place had an ancient feel to it, its copper roof long since corroded to green, its Gothic architecture fashionable several hundred years ago. The last time I had been in a church, it had been to marry Suzanne, at her request.

Maybe she had wanted absolution from her sin of being a witch. Maybe she had hoped the preacher would recognize us for what we were, burning us at the stake for the crime of our existence. All things considered, I could easily believe it.

If she had hated witchcraft so much, if she had loathed me so much as to steal our daughter, why had she married me in the first place? There would never be answers to my questions.

Suzanne was dead, and with the destruction of the blood diamond, the dead no longer spoke to me.

Behind the cathedral was a park, and I sat on one of the benches to keep the deceased company. The lingering spirits lacked intelligence, leaving behind only their names as a memento of their lives. There were too many of them to count. From the few glimpses I did catch, the spirits were old, from long before Toronto had been a city.

My curiosity got the better of me, and I got up to stroll down one of the paths leading deeper into the trees skirting the cathedral.

One of the ghosts lingered, much like those who had been trapped within the blood diamond. I felt his regard as a tingling on the back of my neck. Shivering, I sat on one of the nearby benches.

His name was John, and in life, I had no doubts he would have thrown me to the wolves for my witchcraft.

In death, he regarded me with wary consideration. When I acknowledged him with a murmured greeting, he ignored me, although the sense of his presence remained.

He made pleasant albeit judgmental company as the sun rose over the cathedral. As the city woke, I stood to resume my walk and came face to face with a gray-haired gentleman wearing a suit and a bishop’s collar.

“Good morning, my child,” he said, nodding to me with a companionable smile.

“Good morning,” I echoed, wondering how the priest would react if he found out I was a witch. Would he, like John, choose to ignore me so long as I didn’t defile sacred ground? I checked my watch. It was just after six in the morning. “I didn’t think the cathedral was open so early.”

The man’s smile widened. “It’s not, my child. The cathedral opens in an hour and a half. I enjoy early walks, when the city is still quiet—well, as quiet as it gets.”

I chuckled, nodding my agreement. “Enjoy your walk, sir,” I said, dipping my head in a polite nod.

Before I could make my escape, he lifted his hand. “A moment of your time, if you don’t mind?”

I froze, meeting his gaze. What could a Catholic priest want with me? Part of me wanted to walk away and leave the church, but my curiosity got the better of me. “What do you need, sir?”

“Walk with me.” Instead of heading to the park as I expected, the bishop turned in the direction of the street. I fell in step with him. “Please forgive me for being so forward, but it’s unusual to see a witch visiting a cathedral.”

I stumbled, and the bishop caught my elbow to steady me. I swallowed, gawking at him. He smiled at me while I floundered.

“How did you know?” I whispered. Even Fenerec had a hard time detecting my witchcraft from my scent.

“Call it intuition. I apologize for surprising you. Don’t worry, my child. While others of my faith may dislike your kind, it is not the circumstances of one’s birth that is important, but the choices made in one’s life. Your presence here surprised me, but the church is open to all—even witches. You’re not the first troubled soul to find their way to the steps of this cathedral.”

Troubled was one way to put it. Between my worries about Evelyn, what had happened in Montreal, and losing Jacqueline as a result of my pride and desire for revenge, I was amazed I hadn’t crumbled to pieces. “I’ve seen better days,” I admitted.

“I imagine you have. Do you like coffee?”

“Absolutely,” I replied, relieved at the change of subject.

“There’s a cafe a couple of blocks from here. Care to join me for a cup?”

“Sure.” After consideration, I added, “I’m Jackson.”

“Anthony. I’m pleased to meet you. It’s rare to meet someone like you who doesn’t make a very hasty run for it when they see my collar.” There was a hint of good humor in the way he looked at me, eliciting a chuckle out of me. When I didn’t speak, he clasped his hands in front of him, glancing at me out of the corner of his eye. “What brings you to the cathedral?”

“Serendipity.”

“It never ceases to amaze me how often it works out that way.”

I shoved my hands into my pockets. “Do you always invite witches for coffee?”

He laughed. “Not often. You remind me of someone.”

“He’s in a hotel a couple of blocks from here,” I replied, pointing in the direction of Yonge street. “I can introduce you, if you’d like.”

Anthony arched a brow at me. “I did not say who you reminded me of.”

Whether I reminded him of my brother or father or uncle didn’t matter; since my uncle was dead, I suspected it was my brother. Who else would have current ties with the Catholic Church? I grinned at him. “Call it intuition.”

“Let’s make a friendly wager, then,” the bishop replied, grinning at me.

“Isn’t gambling against the tenants of your faith?” I replied, staring at Anthony’s collar. “First you cohort with a witch, now you’re making bets? They’ll draw and quarter you at the rate you’re going.”

Chuckling, he shook his head. “Alas, we’ve outgrown drawing and quartering as a punishment for crimes and sin. We’ve also outlawed torching witches at the stake, so we’re both safe.”

“Small miracles,” I muttered. “What’s your wager?”

“If you introduce me to the one you remind me of, I will give you a full tour of the cathedral personally. I’ll even show you some of the restricted areas.”

“I’m sure that’s committing some form of blasphemy, welcoming a witch onto sacred ground.” I chuckled, shaking my head. “All right. I accept your wager, but understand I will be checking you for weapons before I let you anywhere near him.”

Anthony stared at me, his mouth hanging open. “Why do you think I would have a weapon?”

“Paranoia.”

“I assure you, I am unarmed. Murder is a sin, my child. I have no intentions of bringing any harm to anyone.”

“Then you won’t mind me double checking,” I pointed out.

He held his hands up in surrender. “Very well. I accept your terms. If you do introduce me to the one I think you resemble, I will be very surprised.”

“I have that sort of luck,” I said. “I do hope you’ll tell me who I remind you of, if it isn’t who I think it is.”

“Of course. I hope you do not mind my curiosity, but how long have you been a witch?”

“Since I was five,” I replied, shrugging. “How long have you been a bishop?”

“It’ll be five years come September.”

The cafe proved to be a small place tucked away down a side street. The cashier greeted the bishop with a smile, watching me with open curiosity. I paid, grinning at Anthony as I did so. We sat in an out of the way corner which offered the illusion of privacy.

“Quiet place,” I said, sipping at my coffee.

“It’s owned by the daughter of one of the congregation. Nice girl. It’s always quiet on weekdays. It’s always busy before Mass, though.” Anthony glanced at the door behind me, his eyebrows rising. “Perhaps I should give you your last rites now.”

I took another sip of my coffee, wondering who had managed to track me down. “There’s someone behind me, isn’t there?”

“I’m afraid so, my child.” Anthony coughed and sipped at his coffee.

Maybe if I didn’t turn around, the person would give up and leave. I settled in to wait. “I’m not here.”

A slender pair of arms slipped around my neck to wrap around me. “Just what do you think you’re doing?” Evelyn murmured in my ear.

I closed my eyes and the tension flowed out of my muscles. I leaned back, drawing a deep breath. The scent of cinnamon teased my nose. My worries dissolved one by one, leaving me feeling both tired and relieved. “Coffee.”

“So I see. Why aren’t you at the hotel in bed where you belong? Won’t you introduce me to your new friend?”

Anthony stood. “I’m Bishop Carlisle.”

“Evelyn,” she replied, reaching out to clasp his hand. “I hope he hasn’t been a bother.”

“I’m afraid it’s the other way around, ma’am. It is I who bothered him.”

“You got waylaid by a bishop?” Evelyn clucked her tongue at me. Pulling away from me, she pulled out her cell and pressed a button, holding it to her ear. When someone answered, she said, “He’s a few blocks from the hotel having coffee with a priest.” Shaking her head and laughing, she hung up.

“In my defense, I left a note,” I grumbled. “I can go on a walk on my own, I assure you.”

“You have a terrible track record of taking care of yourself,” my Fenerec pointed out, poking my nose with a finger before dragging over a chair and sitting down with us. “I hope I’m not interrupting anything.”

“You’re not. How did you find me?”

Evelyn huffed. “Magic.”

I wrinkled my nose at her.

Anthony stared at Evelyn with a puzzled expression before whispering, “You’re not a witch. What are you?”

Sucking in a breath and widening her eyes, Evelyn gawked at the bishop. “What?”

“Consider it professional interest,” I said, reaching out to brush my fingers against Evelyn’s elbow before taking her hand. “She’s my mate.”

My proclamation earned me a smile, which soothed me as none of my family’s reassurances had. She was with me. It wouldn’t change what had happened, but it was enough to let me hide away my grief and pain for a little while longer.

Later, when we were alone and had time to talk, I’d tell her everything.

“Mate?” Anthony frowned.

“She’s a Fenerec.”

“Fenerec?”

It was my turn to stare at him with wide eyes. “You know about witches but not Fenerec?”

“I’m afraid I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

Laughing, I took a sip of my coffee before replying, “This beautiful woman becomes an equally beautiful wolf during a full moon.”

“Ah, and you call yourself Fenerec?” Anthony inquired, his smile returning. “I apologize if I have been rude in any way. It seems a very unique individual has wandered across my path this morning. We have a different name for those like you, but I suspect you’d consider it rude.”

“Probably,” Evelyn replied, relaxing. Stealing my coffee, she took a long drink of it. “We should get back to the hotel.”

“Do you want to come with us?” I asked, checking the time. “Ah, doesn’t the cathedral open soon?”

“It does, I’m afraid. Perhaps you might be willing to invite him? I can let you in a little early.”

I grinned at the thought of my brother and father going to a Catholic church. For all the Inquisition borrowed from the Catholics in terms of structure, from what little I could remember from growing up, the only time my family went to church was for weddings or funerals, and only if invited. “That sounds like a great idea. Evelyn, do you mind calling my father and asking him and Elliot to join us?”

“Where?”

“Did you see that cathedral on your way here?” When she nodded, I said, “Send them there.”

“Okay.” Evelyn pulled out her cell to make the call.
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The interior of the cathedral had the sweeping elegance and antiquity I expected, and the weight of sanctity settled over me as Anthony let us into the building. Evelyn took in the spacious foyer, which led into the sanctuary.

“It’s beautiful,” she whispered, turning in a slow circle to take it in.

Anthony’s eyes lit up from her praise. “It is but one of many jewels of our faith.”

Curious clergymen nodded their greetings to us as we loitered near the doors, waiting for the arrival of my family. When the knock finally came, Anthony let them in.

My father held a little girl in his arms, and it was her brown hair, streaked with the faintest gleam of red, that caught and held my attention. Whether a rat had chewed on her hair and left it a tangled mess or she had taken offense to the ribbons someone had tried to contain it with, I wasn’t sure. Her expression soured when my father murmured something to her. A quiet huff was the only discontent she voiced, although I got the feeling the little girl was several milliseconds away from an ear-piercing tantrum.

It wasn’t until she turned her head, her second huff more forceful than her first, that our eyes met.

My vision narrowed to the jade of her eyes, a perfect match for Suzanne’s, equally hard and displeased. The impossibility of her, wiggling in her efforts to extricate herself from my father’s grip, choked off my breath.

Jacqueline was dead, gone with the destruction of the blood diamond. Yet, somehow, there was no one else the child could be. The glint of red and the curl had come from Suzanne, as had her eyes. All I could do was stand frozen in place, statute still and holding my breath, afraid that she was a drug-induced hallucination.

When her squirming didn’t buy her freedom, she twisted in my father’s arms and latched onto his shoulder with her teeth. With a startled, pained yelp, he let her go. Pulling free, she jumped to the floor, rolled, and scrambled to her feet. Colliding with my legs, my daughter circled until I was between her and my father, clutching at me with her tiny hands. “Mean,” she declared.

My mouth fell open, but I couldn’t force a word out.

Evelyn pulled out her cell and snapped a photo before doubling over in her laughter. “Your face,” she choked out, pointing at me.

My father handed my brother a twenty-dollar bill. “You win.”

Elliot claimed it with a smirk. “It’s not over yet, old man.”

When Jacqueline tugged at my limp hand, I sank to the floor to stare at my daughter in awe.
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I lost a few minutes somewhere.

I stared up at a gold-gilded ceiling, my feet on the arm of a couch, trying to piece together how I made it from the cathedral’s foyer to a smaller, private room. Evelyn sat beside my head, running her fingers through my hair. “There you are,” she murmured, leaning down to kiss my forehead. We were alone. Disappointment and anguish surged through me, and I sighed.

With a little snort, Evelyn flicked my ear with a finger. “Don’t jump to stupid conclusions. Jacqueline is with your brother, who is trying to impress upon her that biting adults isn’t appropriate behavior for a little girl.”

“She’s real?” I whispered, trembling.

“Alive and well, all because of you.”

Shaking my head, I closed my eyes and fought to control the frantic beat of my heart. My chest throbbed in rhythm with my pulse. “I killed her.”

“Nonsense.” Evelyn prodded my nose. “Why would you think that?”

“The stone broke,” I whispered. “Then she was gone. I felt it, she was gone. It’s impossible.”

“I assure you, she’s quite real and very alive. A Daddy’s girl through and through, too. She bites when she’s angry, and she’s very opinionated about who she likes. She adores your brother, hates your father, and has reserved judgment on your mother. You can thank Zachary and his team for digging through the files you sent; it’s because of what you sent them that we were able to find her. The address was in that data you stole. That’s why I was busy. I was hunting for her. I wanted to surprise you.”

I draped my arm over my eyes so she wouldn’t see my tears. “You surprised me,” I choked out. Drawing several deep breaths, I waited until I could speak without so much emotion in my voice. “I was going to give you Suzanne.”

“I’m still mad at you for that stunt. Getting shot by your ex-wife. Really, Jackson? Really? What were you thinking?”

“She was a woman, and it’s your job to beat up the women,” I complained in my effort to escape Evelyn’s wrath. “I was saving her so you could beat her, just like we agreed.”

The Fenerec sighed. “I forgive you, but only this once.”

“I killed her,” I confessed in a hoarse whisper.

“From my understanding, she fell into lava. You, while I personally believe you’re very hot, are not lava. You didn’t kill her.”

I shook my head. “My volcano, my lava.”

“I’m pretty sure it’s not your volcano,” she replied, massaging my temples. “She shot you. You’re an earth witch. Blood has power, and you lost a lot of it. So maybe you were a little bit responsible for the volcano. Just a little bit. It’s not like you forced her to shoot you.”

“I should’ve shot her first,” I grumbled.

“Yes, you should have. I forgive you for that, too. Are you feeling better?”

“Is she really Jacqueline?” I whispered, terrified that the little girl who had run to me wasn’t my daughter.

I was equally frightened that she was. I knew nothing about caring for a little girl. My chance to learn had been taken from me years ago. I shivered, wondering how I would manage.

“She’s really Jacqueline.”

Drawing a deep breath, I let it out long and slow as I gathered the courage to whisper, “I don’t know how to take care of a little girl.”

“I’ll help, don’t worry. It’s really not that hard, Jackson. We’ll be fine. She’s the luckiest girl alive to have you for a father.”

She made me smile despite myself. “And what does that make you?”

“The luckiest woman alive,” she replied. “Stop fishing for compliments. You’ve reached your quota for today.”

“Where was she?”

“Jacqueline?”

I nodded.

“New Mexico, of all places. The worst part was the squabble over who got to participate in the raid. Richard wanted to bring the whole pack, which annoyed the Inquisitors. Ultimately, Richard was given permission to send four of us. We drew straws. I won one, of course. I may have threatened to break legs if I wasn’t given one, though. I’m not sorry. Amber and two scrawny puppies came along for the ride. Richard’s still fuming he didn’t get to go.”

“You went on an Inquisition raid,” I stated, my disbelief drowning under a surge of fear.

“I did. It was a very satisfying and bloody hunt.”

“Bloody?” I asked in alarm.

“For them.”

“Evelyn!”

“If you can raid the hideout of the bad guys, I can too,” she replied, peeling my arm away from my eyes to glare at me. “Unlike you, I didn’t get shot.”

I grimaced. “Fair point.”

“Damned straight it’s a fair point.” Reaching over to the ornate, likely antique desk nearby, she grabbed a box of tissues and thrust them at me. “Blow your nose and make yourself presentable. You need to apologize to your little girl for scaring her when you decided to take that sudden nap in the foyer. You’re lucky that priest is fast, or you would have cracked your head open on the floor.”

With a low groan, I took the box. “I’m never going to live this down, am I?”

“Don’t worry, we’ll only tease you a little. We all know how hard this has been on you. Your father and brother were placing bets on how you would react, but in their enthusiasm, they forgot to account for the fact that you’re a fainter.”

I wrinkled my nose. “Not usually.”

“Don’t make me do a count of all of the times you’ve hit the floor since we’ve met,” she warned.

Scowling at her, I shook my head. “That’s cheating.”

“Deal with it.”

I grumbled, running my hands through my hair. I lurched upright, wincing at the ache in my chest. Judging from the stabbing pain, the medications had worn off entirely. I checked my watch.

It was ten in the morning. “I was out for three hours?” I exclaimed, feeling the blood drain out of my face.

“After we told him about your circumstances, Bishop Carlisle suggested that we let you rest. This is his office. If you didn’t come around on your own by eleven, he was going to call in a doctor. It should come as no surprise that I wasn’t going to let anyone else watch over you. Still, I should let them know you’re up. I’ll have them bring in just Jacqueline, okay?”

Drawing a deep breath to steady my nerves, I nodded.

Evelyn pulled out her cell. “I love this thing,” she announced before dialing a number and holding it to her ear. “He’s awake. Why don’t you send Jackie in alone? Okay.” She hung up and stashed her phone in her pocket. “Won’t be long.”

When the door cracked open, Jacqueline peeked into the room. When she saw me, she froze, her eyes widening. I heard my brother murmur something before giving her a gentle push in my direction. The door closed behind her.

I swallowed, once again trembling as I took her in. Someone had tried to contain her unruly hair in a frizzled ponytail, although several strands had already escaped from their ribbon prison. “Jacqueline,” I whispered.

My daughter’s gaze turned to Evelyn. The Fenerec chuckled, a low throaty sound. “It’s okay. Just be gentle with him.”

Little girls could move fast. She crossed the room, and without any care for her personal safety, lunged for my lap. I caught her and pulled her up so she wouldn’t crack her chin on my knees.

When standing on my legs, she was a little taller than me. Without a word, she flung her arms around my neck and pressed her face to my shoulder. I shook as I hugged her. My eyes burned. I had no idea what to say to her or do. I looked at Evelyn helplessly.

“You’re hopeless,” Evelyn murmured, reaching over to flick my forehead. “Wait until you hear what she told your father this morning. Also, you should have seen his face when he saw your note. I thought he was going to rupture something in his head.”

It felt awkward, but I patted my daughter’s back, amazed at how tiny she was. “What did you tell my father?” I asked, wincing a little at the tremble in my voice.

Jacqueline pulled away from me, looked me in the eye, and replied, “I said he needed to stop being an asshole to Daddy, and that if Mommy knew what sort of bullshit he’d pulled, he’d get a spanking.”

Evelyn howled her laughter, falling off the edge of the couch to curl on the floor hugging her sides. “That’s—that’s it,” she gasped.

I flushed, wondering who had taught her that sort of language. Torn between horror and shocked amusement, I drew in a breath, went to say something, thought better of it, and wondered what to do. Clearing my throat, I chided, “Young ladies shouldn’t use that sort of language in a church.”

Jacqueline blinked at me. “What’s wrong with my language?”

Laughing even harder, Evelyn reached out to tug at my jeans. Panting to catch her breath, she gasped out, “She has a very broad vocabulary and no idea which words are bad.”

I closed my eyes and groaned. “Asshole and bullshit are bad words and shouldn’t be used in polite company, Jacqueline.”

“Why?”

Taking a moment to compose myself, I explained, “Bad words are mean and usually hurtful. What you’re saying might be true, but it’s still mean, and we do not speak to other people like that in a polite setting. A church is a polite setting.”

“Your father is old fashioned and a bit of prude,” Evelyn added.

“He was mean to you,” Jacqueline protested, leaning back while standing on my knees, forcing me to support her back so she wouldn’t fall to the floor. She crossed her arms over her chest. “He needs to apologize.”

I stared at my little girl incredulously. “How do you know that?”

Her lips curved into a trembling frown and she sniffled. “The bad witch told me.”

I sucked in a breath, wondering how I was going to tell her that her mother was dead—and worse, that I had been the one who had killed her. “Well, Jacqueline, you’ll be happy to know he already apologized, as has my mother.” While it wasn’t exactly true, I didn’t need a direct apology to get the message.

When I had needed them, they had come. When Evelyn was searching for my daughter, they had, however much it annoyed me, helped my mate.

No words of apology could compare to that.

Jacqueline’s eyes widened. “They apologized?”

“It’s true. Look at the pretty ring they gave Evelyn,” I said, pointing down at my mate, who was still chortling on the floor. “Well, maybe later, once she has regained her dignity.”

“Why is she laughing?”

I snorted, relaxing at the question. “Evelyn is laughing because she thinks me saying bad words is funny.”

Still giggling, Evelyn said, “Daddy doesn’t like saying bad words.”

“You don’t?”

I shook my head. “I try to avoid it. Sometimes I get angry and say them, though.”

“I’m angry at your father for being mean to you,” Jacqueline announced, wrinkling her nose.

“Have you told him why you are angry without calling him names and bad words?” I asked.

Jacqueline lowered her eyes and shook her head.

“Maybe you should talk to him before you start calling him names and bad words. You also owe him an apology for biting him. Young ladies do not bite people,” I said, careful to keep my tone gentle. “Can you do that for me?”

While she didn’t say a word, she nodded.

I sighed, looking at her hair and shaking my head. “You definitely have my hair. Leave it alone for a second and it looks like something nested in it. Evelyn, do you have a brush?”

Evelyn burst out into laughter, crawled to her purse, and pulled out a comb. “Yours is a bit of a mess, I have to admit.”

I huffed at her, taking the comb. “Sit,” I told my daughter, patting the couch next to me. She obeyed, watching me with wide eyes. While I had meant for her to turn with her back facing me, I went to work, careful not to pull on her hair as I attacked the tangled mess. “When was the last time this was brushed?”

She looked down at her lap and sniffled, but didn’t reply.

“You’re not in trouble, Jacqueline. I might have to pull on your hair a little as I do this, okay? Just tell me if it hurts too much.”

Even when I knew it had to hurt, she didn’t complain or cry, which both made me proud and broke my heart at the same time. Evelyn watched me with amusement as I picked my daughter up and turned her around so I could braid her hair.

“You’re pretty good at that,” Evelyn complimented me when I finished tying the ribbon into place.

I didn’t have the courage to tell Evelyn I used to, when it had been long enough, took care of Suzanne’s hair for her. I forced a smile and said, “Practice.”

Judging by the way she sucked in a breath and widened her eyes, Evelyn understood.
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Evelyn ruled as a queen with her cell phone, summoning my parents, my brother, and Bishop Carlisle with a single call. To my dismay, they weren’t alone. Richard followed in their wake, leveling a glare at me as he closed the door behind him.

Jacqueline tried to worm her way behind me on the couch with limited success. While she did manage to cram her head behind my back, the rest of her stuck out. I sighed, a headache brewing behind my eyes.

“Welcome to parenthood,” my father said, smirking at me.

I drew a deep breath, reminded myself that cursing at my father in front of a bishop wouldn’t reinforce what I wanted to teach Jacqueline, and swallowed back my urge to sigh. “Jacqueline.”

“I’m sorry,” she mumbled.

“Why are you sorry?” I prompted.

“I’m sorry I called you mean and bad names and bit you,” she whispered, and I worried she was too quiet for my father to hear.

He must have, because he closed the distance between us, and knelt next to the couch. “I already forgave you, baby. I’m not angry. Thank you for your apology.”

Whether it was because she was encouraged by my father’s words or decided trying to merge with my spine was as uncomfortable for her as it was for me, she emerged from hiding, sniffling a bit. I held my breath as she regarded my father with narrowed eyes, her expression thoughtful. With another sniffle, which I decided was entirely faked in order to manipulate my father, she held out her hands to be picked up.

My father fell for it, hook, line, and sinker, scooping my daughter up to hold her. With a smirk, she twisted around and stuck her tongue out at me.

I wrinkled my nose and mirrored her, eliciting a giggle from Jacqueline.

“How old are you?” my mother scolded, putting her hands on her hips. “You’re in a church, young man. You know better than that.”

“I can’t win,” I complained to Evelyn.

“Don’t you drag me into this,” my mate replied.

Bishop Carlisle chuckled. “It seems I owe you a tour through the cathedral, Jackson—or should I say, Mr. Anderson.”

I widened my eyes at Anthony. “Jackson is really my name. It’s on my birth certificate.”

“It’s true,” my mother added with a shake of her head. “I think it’s ridiculous, but his father absolutely insisted.”

“Perhaps you will want to accept a postponement, all things considered? I won’t be offended.”

I turned my attention. “Jacqueline, do you want to see all of the cathedral?”

“Okay.”

I decided okay meant yes. “She wants to see the cathedral, if it isn’t a burden on you.”

“Not at all. You won the wager, fair and square. It’s an honor to keep my end of the bargain. I never make a promise I can’t keep.” He smiled at me. “I suppose we’ll begin here, with my office.”

Anthony showed us the cathedral, including the bell tower. With the patience of a saint, Anthony answered Jacqueline’s endless stream of questions. I suspected my daughter was somehow siphoning away all of my energy, because by the time the tour ended, she was energized and I was exhausted.

I was too grateful she was alive and with me to ruin her enjoyment of the cathedral because I was tired.


Chapter Twenty-Five
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In the shade of the trees behind the cathedral, the discussion of what to have for lunch was lively enough to disgust me. All I wanted was to find a dark, quiet place to curl up and sleep while under the influence of the largest dose of painkillers my prescriptions allowed. My efforts to interrupt the debate, which had been whittled down to a choice of pizza, rotisserie, and Mexican, were ignored.

Jacqueline came to my rescue by slapping her hands against her hips, stomping her foot, and declaring, “No.”

The discussion of where to eat ground to a halt. It was Richard who finally asked, “Why not?”

“Daddy’s tired.”

“Fu—”

I voiced a wordless snarl at Richard, and he shut his mouth with a clack of his teeth. “Sorry.”

Grunting an acceptance of his apology, I rested my chin on Evelyn’s shoulder.

My mate took pity on me by saying, “I think Jacqueline is right. Therefore, we will continue our discussion at the hotel. I hear they have this newfangled thing called delivery in this city.”

“How fancy,” my father murmured, his expression neutral. My mother elbowed him.

“You’re not funny,” my daughter proclaimed, glaring at her grandfather.

“She learned that one from you,” Evelyn whispered in my ear.

I held my breath, wondering just how that was possible. Richard likewise gawked at my daughter before staring at me in silent questioning. I held my hands up, at a loss of how my daughter had learned the phrase. It wasn’t something Suzanne had ever said. She had hated it with a passion, scolding me whenever I uttered it, even when I had been on a call with Richard.

“It’s bad enough that you have a twin, Dante. You did not need to produce a clone,” my father scolded.

“Dad!” Elliot protested.

“You’re really not funny,” Jacqueline hissed, turning to me and hugging my legs. “Don’t listen to him, Daddy.”

“I have it on the highest authority that I shouldn’t listen to you,” I replied, and despite the throbbing in my chest and my exhaustion, I bent over and picked my daughter up. “Good girl.”

“Let me take her,” Evelyn said, holding out her arms for Jacqueline. I was abandoned for my mate, who smiled smugly at me. “Let’s get Jackson back to the hotel before he falls over again.”

“You’re not funny,” I grumbled under my breath.

Evelyn elbowed me and stuck out her tongue.




[image: Image]




When Jacqueline ended up asleep in Evelyn’s arms before we made it back to the hotel, I huffed my triumph, which earned me a glare from Evelyn and my mother.

“If you wake her up, you’re a dead man,” my mate promised me.

“I think he’s had enough close brushes with death this month,” Richard grumbled, glaring at me. “Stop it. Just stop it.”

I had a feeling the Fenerec wouldn’t wait much longer before taking me aside for a terse heart to heart, which likely included a close-up inspection of my aching chest. “I’ll try.”

“Try?” Richard’s tone rose in pitch.

“Don’t you wake her either, Mr. Murphy,” Evelyn hissed.

We rode the elevator in silence, and I spent the time engaging Richard in a glaring contest. I wasn’t sure which one of us was the victor when we reached the top floor. He growled at me, a wordless rumble in his chest, which I answered with a huff, since there was no way I could match his deep tones. Smirking in response, he led the way to the suite I shared with my parents.

I reached out a hand at his back, curling my fingers into claws despite knowing he couldn’t see me.

“Your daughter is more mature than you are,” Elliot chided, shaking his head at me.

“I’m still your older brother, and I’m not above dunking your head in the toilet.”

He snorted. “You have never dunked anyone’s head in a toilet in your life.”

“That doesn’t mean I can’t start with you.”

“Give it up, Jackson. They’ll win eventually. They’ll join forces, and you’ll be powerless to fight them off,” Evelyn said, clucking her tongue at me.

“Don’t give them ideas, please,” I begged.

“Too late, we’ve been planning it since we arrived,” Richard said, waiting at the door.

I pulled the key card out of my pocket and swiped it, shaking my head. Alex, Nicole, Amber, and Vicky were seated at the couch, playing a card game.

“You look like hell,” Vicky said in way of greeting.

“Thanks,” I replied, beelining for the kitchenette, its coffeemaker, and my medications. Richard grabbed the back of my shirt, succeeding in choking me before I halted. “Let go.”

“Food first, then medicine,” the Alpha Fenerec growled in reply.

“Seconded,” Vicky said. “I took the liberty of looking through them while you were gone, and the only one you’re allowed to take without food or lots of water is in the pink box. You can have one of those.”

“Dictators, all of you,” I muttered. “Give me coffee or give me death.”

“I’ll just go put her in bed while the grumpy beast has his coffee,” Evelyn said, pausing to kiss my cheek. “Behave.”

I changed direction to follow after Evelyn. “Grumpy beast help put child to bed before coffee.”

Richard tugged on my shirt again. “All you’ll do is wake her up with your bumbling. There’ll be plenty of time for you to spoil your little girl once you’re capable of constructing complete sentences.”

“Get. Coffee.” Evelyn paused to glare at me before disappearing into the bedroom.

“Go sit, I’ll make the coffee. I heard stories about what you produced at Gerald’s house and dared to call coffee,” Richard said, pushing me towards the couch and armchair. “Nicole, zap him if he gives you any trouble.”

“Jackson is never any trouble,” Nicole said, flashing a smile at me. “Look, he didn’t even need told that he has daddy duties he should attend to, including assisting in putting the baby to sleep. That’s pretty good for someone who decided it was a good idea to leave his hotel room in the wee hours of the morning to go have coffee with a Catholic priest. It’s like a bad joke without a punchline, mainly because it’s unfair to punch the heavily medicated for making stupid decisions.”

“Ouch.” I circled the coffee table, careful to keep well out of Nicole’s reach. “I’m sorry.”

“I can’t say I can blame him for deciding to get some fresh air,” my brother said, shaking his head. “You can’t cage a wolf.”

“No, they’re the wolves,” I corrected. “I’m just a witch.”

Shaking his head at me, my twin replied, “Witch or wolf, when it comes to you, there’s no difference.”

“I don’t have fleas, howl at the moon, or have fur.”

“You don’t, but you’re excessively protective, headstrong, stubborn, and you snarl when cranky.” Richard smirked at me, handing me a mug of coffee as I settled on the armchair, along with the little pink pill I recognized as the anti-nausea medication. “Those are all notable Fenerec traits, so therefore I say, ‘Close enough’.”

“Stop taunting my mate,” Evelyn scolded, closing the bedroom door behind her. “I’m pleased to report my mission is accomplished.”

I stared at the door, wondering what my little girl looked like when asleep.

“Oh, for Christ’s sake, just go have a look,” Evelyn muttered, shaking her head. “From the doorway, and keep quiet. Nap time is a sacred luxury. Children have two modes of operation: on and off.”

“Language,” my mother scolded.

“Not sorry,” my mate replied, flipping a rude gesture in my mother’s direction.

I froze, holding my breath.

“No fighting,” Richard ordered. “Territory disputes in the hallway or not at all. First, there is a very tired and traumatized little girl sleeping in the other room. Second, there is a very tired, easily provoked, and traumatized Jackson in this room.”

I set my coffee down on the table and hid my face in my hands. “Give me a fucking break already,” I muttered.

“I present the fact that he just cursed in front of not one, not two, but five ladies as my evidence,” Richard finished.

“Maybe I’m a little sorry, but only a little,” Evelyn grumbled, and with boneless grace, she wormed her way onto my lap. “Hi.”

“Hi,” I replied, leaning back in the chair. I underestimated how far it would tilt back, resulting in a scramble for balance and Evelyn sprawled across my chest. Pain rippled through me, robbing me of my breath.

“Oh, God. I’m sorry, Jackson. Are you all right?”

“That hurt,” I gasped.

“Elbow right to the chest,” Richard observed with a wince. “I consider you absolved of all of your sins.”

It took me several deep, long breaths to stop wheezing. “That’s something at least.”

“I didn’t mean to,” Evelyn whispered.

 “Eh, he’s tough.” Richard sat on the couch next to Nicole, shaking his head. “While I have a list of questions for him, it’s traditional to wait until he starts resisting to start the torture.”

“Richard!” Evelyn blurted, her face turning as red as her hair.

“She’s obviously lowering his resistance in advance,” my brother said, rubbing his chin with a thoughtful expression. “Well done, Evelyn.”

“I didn’t mean to!”

Grumbling at my brother and friend, I embraced Evelyn and pulled her close to me, not caring that it hurt. I stuck my tongue out at them. “You have failed.”

“Never underestimate the power of Jackson’s pigheadedness,” Amber said, grinning at me. “That hurts like hell, doesn’t it?”

Evelyn froze as though horrified she might damage me further if she moved, which I used to my advantage to secure my hold on her. I grinned back at Amber. “No comment.”

“I think he’s fine,” the fire witch reported. “After lunch and his medications kick in, I think he’ll be more than fine.”

“I think you all should confess about this Inquisition operation in New Mexico,” I said.

“I think we should decide on what sort of food we’re ordering in,” Richard counted.

“Pizza,” I replied.

“Pizza it is,” my father declared, pulling out his cell and reaching for the phone book. After a fierce but brief debate on toppings, he put in the order. “Now you can interrogate him.”

“No, I’m interrogating you first. I called it.”

“It’s true, he did,” Nicole said, giving me a thumbs-up. “You score bonus points for a swift finish to the food wars and calling dibs on questioning. What do you want to know?”

“Did you leave any of them for me?”

Stunned silence answered my question. I rested my cheek against Evelyn, waiting for one of them to decide to speak.

“Well, he scores full points in the ‘kill anyone who hurts my daughter’ department,” Nicole reported, drawing a check mark in the air with her finger. “You had an entire group of them all to yourself. I never thought you had it in you. You had your share, we had our share.”

“You didn’t even get to go,” Evelyn retorted, her tone smug.

“Bitch,” Nicole muttered.

“And she’s a lovely one, if I do say so myself. Should I take that as a no?”

“You should,” Richard replied. “Sorry. You were MIA when we were planning the hit. Your loss.”

“Thank you for watching Evelyn’s back, Amber,” I said.

“You’re very welcome. She didn’t need it. All I have to report is that you should never get on the losing end of an argument with her. She’s vicious.”

“Of course I was vicious. They had Jacqueline, and that was absolutely unacceptable.”

Amber arched a brow. “So was leaving bloody paw prints all over the compound. You terrified everyone.”

“Jacqueline wasn’t scared of me,” Evelyn sniffed.

I listen to the exchange, trying to piece together what had happened. I failed. “Please explain,” I begged.

“You can, Amber,” Evelyn said, and after a making herself more comfortable, she nestled her cheek on my shoulder.

“With you two around, I’ll never need sugar again,” Nicole teased.

“I’ll remember that next time you try to steal my chocolate,” Richard replied.

Amber giggled. “Good luck with that, Richard. I think she keeps you around because you keep chocolate stashed everywhere.”

“I’m hurt, Amber.”

“You’ll live,” the fire witch reported. “However, you might not if you annoy the earth witch too much. He’s got crazy eyes.”

“I do not!”

“Those are his ‘I’m in pain and need my medication but the pizza isn’t here yet’ eyes,” Evelyn corrected. “His crazy eyes are gray.”

“I can’t tell if you’re joking,” Richard admitted, scratching his temple.

“Would I lie to you?”

“Yes, you would, and you’re a cunning bitch, so you might even get away with it.”

“Listen to him, Jackson. He’s such a flirt.”

“No he’s not. Stop that, Richard. You have your own woman. Nicole, stop your mate.”

“Richard, stop.”

“I see that my oldest son leads a very interesting life,” my father said. “Enough play. I covered your collective tails while you ran your op in New Mexico, much to his anxiety and anguish. For the record, his eyes do turn gray when he’s seriously annoyed, which happened on at least three occasions when I told him he couldn’t talk to Evelyn. Now, stop taunting him and give him the details.”

Amber relented with a shrug. “There’s not a lot to tell you, Jackson. Zachary and company found the address and a notable number of details about the place. We went in expecting a fight. Evelyn ripped out a couple of throats before we could restrain her, not that we were in much of a hurry to stop her. She intimidated the piss out of the Normals running the place. It was disappointingly anticlimactic. Turns out that most of the people they were holding in their compound all came to their senses at the same time. There were about fifty Normals in the joint, and not quite seven hundred really angry witches. Given some time to organize themselves and they wouldn’t have needed us at all.” Amber shook her head, falling quiet for a long moment.

“That’s it?” I asked.

“Have I told you Jacqueline’s really cute? Look, most of the witches they were holding have never seen a Fenerec before. Hell, some of them probably didn’t even realize they were witches in the first place. We scared them as much as we scared their captors. It didn’t help most of them spoke French and none of us did. That was a stupid oversight on our part. Anyway, Jacqueline sees Evelyn and has a temper tantrum because the captive witches wouldn’t let her go.”

I tried to imagine my little girl having a fit of any sort and couldn’t. “Okay, so she has a temper tantrum. What happened?”

Amber bit her lip.

“He’s not going to get mad, Amber,” Evelyn said.

“No, but I’m mad about how she was treated.”

“Talk, Amber,” I ordered.

“Fine, fine. She started crying and shrieking at the top of her lungs for her mommy.” Heaving a sigh, Amber shook her head. “At that point, I was fairly certain Suzanne was dead—really dead, I mean. She wasn’t in the compound. The rest of the team knew, too. I made the mistake of saying her name.”

“This doesn’t sound good.”

“Little brat starts howling, bites her way to freedom, and comes over to kick me in the shin. At this point, I’m armed to the teeth with an assault rifle, several pistols, and a couple of hand grenades. Evelyn’s completely covered in blood—and I mean that, she was absolutely soaked in it. Without missing a beat, Jacqueline decides Evelyn’s a pony, climbs up, hugs her neck, and declares Evelyn is her mommy and that anyone who disagrees should go fuck off.”

My mouth dropped open. “You’re serious.”

Amber giggled. “She’s adorable, Jackson, but I wish you luck cleaning up her language. I think that’s the nicest thing she said to anyone right up until we we’re getting ready to board the plane to bring her here. The real saint of patience was Evelyn, who very calmly told Jacqueline that if she didn’t cease talking, she was going to Atlanta to wait for her daddy instead of going to Canada. Terrifyingly effective.”

“What did Suzanne teach her?” I demanded.

“How to eat peanut butter and jelly sandwiches,” Evelyn grumbled. “It’s the only thing she’ll eat. I’ve been trying to feed her a healthy meal since we’ve had her. I managed to slip a banana into one of her sandwiches, and she asked me what she had done to deserve the treat. She won’t even try ice cream.”

The chill started in my chest and spread through me, leaving me numb. “What did you just say?”

Scrunching her shoulders, Evelyn whispered, “Maybe I shouldn’t have told you that part yet.”

“Correct me if I’m wrong, but I’m pretty certain peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are not an appropriate diet for a child,” I said, amazed at how calm I sounded despite wanting to get up and punch someone.

The person I wanted to hit was dead, which didn’t help matters any.

The knock at the door drew me from my thoughts, and my father answered it, returning with sufficient pizza to feed an army. “Food, medicine, and sleep for you, Dante. You can tell us what happened in Montreal after you wake up.”

“And before you worry about waking her by crawling into bed, don’t. It’d probably take a lot more than that to wake her at this point. She’s been a nervous bundle of energy since we found her. I don’t think the poor baby has slept a wink in three or four days,” Evelyn said, sliding off of my lap and giving my cheek a kiss. “No arguing.”

“What if I want to argue?”

“You can go sleep with your parents upstairs.”

“Damn, woman. You’re cruel,” my brother muttered.
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As soon as I finished eating and taking my medication, Richard stalked me into the bedroom, closing the door behind us.

“It’s creepy when you do that,” I informed him, standing still in anticipation of the Fenerec’s inspection. I glanced at the bed out of the corner of my eye. My daughter was a lump under the covers, much to my disappointment.

“Just shut up and take your shirt off.”

“I’m telling Nicole. The least you could do is buy me flowers and dinner first,” I complained in a whisper, grimacing as I fought to peel my way out of the t-shirt.

“Why didn’t you wear a button up? Stupid,” Richard chided, helping me pull the stubborn material over my head. “It’s like you went out of your way to make it hurt more.”

“It didn’t hurt too much getting into it,” I confessed. “Didn’t want to bleed all over a nice shirt.”

“You didn’t bleed all over this one.” Richard sighed, circling me as he inspected the bandage. “Who did the wrappings?”

“A nurse at the hospital. I go back in tomorrow morning to have it checked.”

After grumbling, poking at it, and shaking his head, the Fenerec left it alone. “You’ll take me with you.”

It was easier to let Richard have his way, so I nodded my agreement. “You want something more than to get me out of my shirt.”

“You’re observant. Sit.”

I sat on the edge of the bed, watching for any sign of Jacqueline waking. She remained still and quiet, and in my paranoia, I narrowed my eyes until I saw the blanket rise and fall with her breaths. Richard pulled the sole chair in the room near the door and sat down, propping his feet up beside me.

“Why don’t you tell me everything that happened, and I’ll save you the interrogation from the entire group of them.”

It took me all of ten seconds to decide it was in my better interest to comply. “Okay.”

“Okay?” Richard frowned. “You’re not going to argue with me?”

“If you’re volunteering to let the piranha in the other room chew on you instead of me, of course I’ll comply.”

“Evelyn’s created a monster, giving you a twisted sense of humor. You were easier to deal with when you were all dour and serious.” He wrinkled his nose, and his displeased visage slipped as he grinned at me.

“I don’t think the doctors in Ottawa put my brain back in my skull quite right,” I said, grinning at him.

“Oh, that’s just playing dirty, Jackson.”

I smirked. Then, settling in so I could keep an eye on Jacqueline, I said, “Interrogate me, Alpha Fenerec, sir.”

“Evelyn said someone grabbed you near the hotel when we were headed to the university. You couldn’t go two whole blocks without getting in trouble?”

I sucked in a breath. I hadn’t told her I had been kidnapped. How had she found out? “They had a Glock. I wasn’t wearing a vest.”

“Okay, I can’t argue with that. Did you find out what they wanted?”

I nodded. “My brother. They were under the impression I was dead. They did inform me—or my brother, as they thought—that they had intended to use their equipment to make me a Normal.”

“That they were going to what?” Richard hissed at me.

“It’s a hate group, Richard. They wanted to eliminate the supernatural by purifying them. That’s what they did to...” I shuddered, unable to take my eyes off of Jacqueline. A shudder tore through me. “Suzanne volunteered. She was a willing participant. The rest weren’t.”

“So they grab you and tell you this why?”

“They wanted the Inquisition’s help eradicating the supernatural. I think they believed because my brother is a Normal, he would be willing to help them—probably with funding or witches so they could create more of those blood diamonds. We didn’t get all the way through the conversation. We were interrupted.”

“By a bridge collapse. That bit I learned from your father, as he found your phone in the wreckage.”

“By a bridge collapse,” I confirmed. Trying to hide what had happened from Richard would likely prove a fruitless endeavor, so I told him everything I remembered. When I got to the point where Suzanne had shot me, I shrugged helplessly. “I was stupid.”

“You were also possessed by a couple of thousand angry, and at that point in time, dead witches. So, she shoots you, and the bullet punches through the vest you’re wearing, and somehow, by some infinitely small chance, hits the blood diamond. Instead of a very quick death, you end up with a bullet lodged in your chest, along with a bunch of shards.”

“That’s when the eruption started, right under Suzanne’s feet. After that, it’s pretty much a blur.”

“What I want to know is how you didn’t end up fried by lava yourself. Suzanne couldn’t have been far from you when the place blew.”

“It was more of a slow and deliberate oozing,” I muttered.

“The heat, Jackson. I meant the heat.”

“I might be an earth witch, but I’m not a geologist, Richard. Ask a scientist. I somehow found my way out of the place. I don’t remember anything after that, not until I woke up in Toronto.”

“I’m amazed the only number you could remember was your father’s.”

“I’m just glad I remembered a number at all. The nurse was getting pretty frustrated with me.”

With a soft chuckle, Richard shook his head. “At least you didn’t have issues with your ID this time. Your father called Evelyn first. At that point, she was neck deep in the Inquisition operation. That Lyle guy led the op. He ran a pretty slick show from what Evelyn told me. He’s also ready to skin you for not telling him it was personal. Jacqueline’s a chip off your block, Jackson—they all knew who she was the instant they saw her.”

“He would have cut me out if he knew.”

“I’m just giving you fair warning that he’s annoyed with you. Still, Lyle’s heading the team who is out to find the rest of this group and wipe them out. They’ve been tipped off that the Inquisition is onto them, unfortunately. They’re on the run, and from what Zachary can tell from the data, there are at least two other locations overseas where they can manufacture these blood diamonds. Is there anything else I should know?”

“I don’t think so.”

“Go curl up with your little girl and get some sleep. I’ll fill the others in so you won’t get hassled once you’re up.”

“Thanks, Richard.”

“No problem. All a part of being pack.”
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Little children possessed supernatural powers, and Jacqueline’s ability was to take up the majority of a king-sized bed. My place on the edge made it easy for me to slip away without waking either Jacqueline or Evelyn. According to my watch, it was five. According to the darkness and quiet outside of the window, it was morning.

Creeping out of the room, I found Richard and Nicole tangled together on the floor, requiring me to step over them in order to make my escape.

Richard cracked open a wolf-yellow eye, catching hold of my ankle.

I kicked free of his gasp. “If you come between me and a shave, I’m turning your pelt into a rug.”

After yawning, Nicole mumbled, “No pelting my mate.”

“Tell him to keep his grubby paws to himself.”

“Keep your grubby paws to yourself,” she dutifully repeated. “Shh. No walks, Jackson.”

“Yes, ma’am,” I replied, making my escape to the bathroom before the Alphas could stop me. They were both asleep again before I reached the bathroom. While the tub filled, I checked the kitchenette, pleased to discover someone had left a pot of coffee warming. Deciding the risk of old brew was far safer than my attempts at making a new pot, I poured a mug and carried my bounty into the bathroom.

Evelyn was waiting for me, seated on the edge of the jacuzzi. “Good morning,” she murmured before stifling a yawn.

I closed the door. “I didn’t mean to wake you.”

“I was already awake. I was amusing myself watching you sleep.”

“Were you?”

“I certainly was. It was particularly entertaining watching Jacqueline evict you to the edge of the bed when tossing and turning. Even in your sleep, you’re spoiling her rotten. She’ll need her own bedroom or you’ll be sleeping on the floor. She kicked you off twice, and you slept right through it.”

I felt my brows rise. “Really?”

“Really. Richard heard the first thump, thought something was wrong, and ran in to check on you. It took him twenty minutes to stop laughing.”

“How embarrassing.”

“You slept through dinner, too. How do you feel? You missed your painkillers. Richard tried to wake you up to take them, but you were out cold. There’s pizza and chicken wings in the fridge if you need to take some. He decided it wasn’t worth the effort, and that you’d survive missing a dose, as you probably wouldn’t survive him trying to shove medicine down your throat while you were asleep.”

“I don’t feel too bad,” I replied, sitting down beside her, setting my coffee on the vanity before taking off my watch and putting it out of harm’s way. “I’m sorry.”

“What are you sorry for now?” Evelyn kissed my cheek. “You’re fine, stop being sorry.”

“Did Jacqueline have dinner?”

“I couldn’t get her to try the pizza, but yeah. She had a sandwich, I told her she got the banana for keeping you company while you slept. She was cranky the entire time she was awake, but who can blame her?”

“Thank you for taking care of her,” I whispered.

“You’ll be taking care of her to your heart’s content soon enough.”

“With your help.”

She rewarded me with her smile. “You must think I know everything.”

I widened my eyes at her. “You don’t?”

“You win that round, Mr. Jackson.”

“What’s my prize?”

Evelyn licked her lips. “I could think of a few things.”

“You have my complete and undivided attention.”

“Boy, girl, or both?”

I blinked, and for several long moments, my mind went completely blank. “What?”

“Boy, girl, or both?” Evelyn repeated, arching a brow at me.

I narrowed my eyes in suspicion. “Is this a figurative or literal discussion?”

“Which do you want it to be?”

“It’s a trap,” I muttered, eliciting a laugh out of my mate. “Jacqueline might get upset if we start talking about that so soon,” I whispered.

“Her preference is for a boy.”

“Her what is for a what?”

Evelyn smirked. “Boy. They’re noisier than girl people, not as pretty, but are typically easier to care for. She’s requested a baby brother for her birthday. I told her that I would take her request seriously, but that there might not be sufficient time to make such an arrangement. I also informed her that her daddy had an equal part to play in any requested brothers or sisters. Your mother attempted to derail the discussion by saying something about the birds and the bees. Cranky Jacqueline scolded us all rather viciously, informing us that daddies did not do the hard work, embarrassing your mother by detailing exactly how baby brothers and sisters came along. Fortunately, your daughter seems unaware of her innuendo. Apparently birds and bees do not do that together, and she would appreciate if we did not lie to her, thank you very much. The rest of us almost died of laughter. About five minutes later, I threw up dinner because I couldn’t stop giggling.”

I covered my face with my hands at the thought of my daughter giving everyone a sex education course. “I’m so sorr—wait, you threw up?”

“Cold pizza. Bleh.”

When Suzanne had been pregnant, food had been a fickle peril. Testing the water with my hand, I turned the tap off to buy myself a few moments to think. “Throwing up is unpleasant business. I threw up over the railing of a bridge. To add insult to injury, the bridge collapsed.”

Evelyn giggled. “No bridges were harmed in this incident.”

“If you will be throwing up on a daily basis, I will have to invest in a house with a bathroom on every floor, a kettle, and stock in a company that makes raspberry tea.” I sucked in a panicked breath. “Wait, you changed to a wolf. I thought...”

“It’s only an issue during the second month.”

It took me several minutes to compose myself enough to ask,  “Is it?”

“It is. If you’re not ready, it’s not an issue. If you are, it’s not an issue.”

I spluttered, and unable to think of a coherent reply, I pointed at her.

She laughed. “If there are no issues, then you better come practice, just to make sure.”

“You are a very devious woman,” I growled, narrowing my eyes at her. With slow, careful, and exaggerated motions, I shoved her into the jacuzzi, pajamas and all. When she tried to yank me in with her, I captured her hands. “If you are, I’m not letting you out of my sight, not for a single minute.”

“I have no problems with that. I always wanted my own servant who comes with many, many benefits.”

“Is that all I am now, a servant?”

Smirking at me, she splashed water in my direction. “Your daughter said it, I’m the one who has to do all the hard work.”

I flushed, running my hands through my hair. “I can’t believe she said that. Did she really say that?”

“She did, and it was really obvious she was parroting what she had been told without really knowing what she was saying. Your mother’s face was priceless. It gets even better.”

“That doesn’t sound promising.”

“When we told her it was bed time and she should go curl up with you and sleep, we were informed that if she disturbed mommy and daddy time, she couldn’t have a baby brother for her birthday.”

I counted months off on my fingers. “I hope she’ll accept a rain check.”

“Your mother tried to use the stork excuse, too. That didn’t go over so well. I thought she would have figured it out after her failed birds and bees effort. Poor baby, she even tried to count out the months on a calendar. Jacqueline’s utterly convinced a baby brother is a necessity, and that it’s her responsibility to make arrangements. I think she’s feeling guilty for some reason, and I don’t know why.”

I froze, thinking back on when I had found out Jacqueline had been born and all of the things I had missed, all thanks to Suzanne’s scheming. If I hadn’t hallucinated her presence, I had the sinking suspicion she had picked up a lot of things from me I didn’t want her to know, including what had happened to her mother. I closed my eyes and drew a deep breath.

Evelyn took advantage of the moment, yanking me into the tub with her. I spluttered, sprawled on top of her. “All’s fair in love and war,” she murmured in my ear.

“Do you know how much of a pain it is to get out of wet jeans?” I complained.

“Your fault for falling asleep in your jeans. Don’t blame me. You pushed me first. You’ll just have to live with it. So, what are you going to tell your daughter?”

“Our daughter,” I corrected. “She already called you mommy, so you’re stuck with mommy duty, I’m afraid.”

“I can live with that.”

“Good, I wasn’t planning on giving you a choice about that. What Jacqueline wants, she gets.”

“Within reason.”

“Negotiable. We’ll start with a fox plushy, which she’ll tell us is a wolf, and we’ll pretend she’s correct,” I stated, nipping Evelyn’s nose. “Then I’ll convince her that peanut butter and jelly sandwiches are only allowed once a week at maximum, and only if she’s been a really good girl.”

“A fox plushy?”

It was hard, but I told her about my glimpses into Jacqueline’s memory. “I think she picked up a lot more from me than I wanted,” I admitted.

“Between the two of you, you have so many issues that an entire psychiatric ward would be challenged straightening out the mess. Fortunately for you, I’m patient and like children. That answers some of my questions, at least. I was wondering why she didn’t think you had abandoned her. I’d put my bets on her being a fire witch or air witch.”

“What? Why?”

Evelyn snorted. “I’m not a total expert on witches, but I have a nose and I know how to use it. She’s not an earth or water witch. If she were water, she’d probably have neutralized your powers by accident. She’s not earth—doesn’t have the scent. Fire and air are trickier to sniff out. She’s definitely a little witch, though, and I’d put my bets on fire. They sense things. Amber says it lets her get a good feel for people on first meetings. She sees auras. When she works at it, she can pick up other things. If Jacqueline has that, when she hitched a ride with you, she probably got a crystal clear view of how much you love her.”

“And all of the things I missed when she was growing up,” I said, unable to keep the misery out of my voice.

“Thus her desire for a baby brother or sister. She’s a lot like you. She sees a problem, she picks a solution, and she runs with it. You missed her when she was a baby, so the only way to fix that is to have another baby. Of course, she’s not really aware of what is involved with us having a baby, but that’s not really her problem, is it? All she’s worried about is trying to make you happy. It’s cute.”

I sighed, resting my forehead against her shoulder. “I don’t deserve either one of you.”

“Do not make me drown you in this tub, mister.”

“Well, I don’t. You’re both too perfect.”

Evelyn ran her hands through my hair. “I suppose you’re correct. We are perfect for you, and you’ll just have to accept that. We’re worse than leeches. Now that we have gotten a hold of you, you’re stuck with us. Live with it.”

“I guess I’ll manage, somehow.”
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I managed to ruin my bandages, but since I was no longer bleeding from where the surgeons had dug the diamond and bullet out of my chest, I decided it wasn’t a problem. Risking one of my darker shirts and jackets, I wore a suit, much to Evelyn’s amusement.

When I was nibbling my way through a second slice of pizza, Jacqueline stumbled out of the bedroom, tripped over Nicole, and landed on top of Richard’s wife with a squeak. I bit my lip so I wouldn’t laugh. Between yawns, Nicole untangled herself from my daughter before setting Jacqueline on her feet. My daughter took off at a run, bouncing to a halt in front of me.

“Daddy!” she chirped, fluttering her hands.

Taking that to mean she wanted picked up, I set my pizza down and obeyed. “Good morning. Did you sleep well?”

“Sandwich,” she demanded.

“I’m afraid Daddy has implemented a ban on peanut butter and jelly until a little girl named Jacqueline learns to say please,” I replied. “You can eat pizza instead.”

“May I have a sandwich, please?”

“Pizza,” I countered, and after settling her on one arm, wincing a little at her weight, I picked up my paper plate. “If pizza is good enough for me, it’s good enough for you.”

Jacqueline shook her head. “I’m not allowed to have it.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m the one who makes the rules in this household, Miss Jacqueline, and I say you’re allowed to have it.”

Evelyn cleared her throat.

“Mommy can make rules too, I suppose.”

Two pairs of jade-green eyes narrowed at me. “You suppose?” my mate murmured.

“She won’t eat it, Jackson. Give up and make the poor baby a sandwich,” Nicole said, stretching her arms over her head. “Good morning. Ugh, I’m stiff.”

“That’s what you get for sleeping on the floor,” I countered. “Good morning. You could have slept in a bed. I’m pretty sure you have a room in this hotel somewhere. You do, don’t you?”

“Two doors down,” Richard replied, covering his mouth as he yawned. “What time is it? It’s too early to be up.”

“Traditionally, you wait until you hear the time before you decide it’s too early to be up. It’s eight, and I have to leave for my doctor’s appointment in twenty minutes,” I replied before turning my attention back to Jacqueline. “If you won’t eat the pizza, I guess I’ll have to eat it all, then.” I set the plate down, took my slice, and had it halfway to my mouth before my daughter snatched it. She dug her fingers into the cheese, cramming the crust into her mouth.

“Sweety, sweety,” Evelyn said, taking the pizza out of Jacqueline’s hands, which were covered in tomato sauce. “You hold it like this.” Once my mate showed her how to hold the pizza, my daughter nodded, held it by the crust and bottom, and nibbled on it.

Her eyes widened.

Within a minute, only the crust remained, which Jacqueline regarded with a wrinkled nose. “I don’t like this part.”

“Don’t worry, neither do I,” my mate confessed, taking the leftovers and tossing them out.

“Way to go, Jackson. Couldn’t you have given her a slice of her own? You probably just gave her whatever infections you have,” Richard scolded. “Don’t get sauce all over your suit. You take forever to change.”

Evelyn saved my suit from ruination at the hands of a five year old using a wet paper towel. “Jacqueline, do you want to go with Daddy to his doctor’s appointment?”

“Is Daddy sick?” my daughter asked, holding her arms out to Evelyn, who took her.

“They’re making sure he doesn’t get sick,” Evelyn replied.

“The bad witch hurt him,” my daughter whispered, and I winced at her miserable tone.

“Don’t worry, little one,” Richard said, giving me a solid thumping on my back. I hissed in pain. “We’ll make sure your daddy stays out of trouble from now on.”

“Okay, Mr. Richard.”

When someone knocked at the door, Nicole skipped over to answer it. “Gerald!”

I groaned, leaning against the counter. “The drug dealer is here?”

“Uncle Jackson!” Beth and Ruth tumbled into the room, spotted me, and darted by Richard to collide with my legs.

I grunted, kneeling down to greet Gerald’s children. “Hello, girls. Where the girls are, their beautiful mother must be close behind.”

“Compliments will not save you, Jackson,” Maggie proclaimed, following her husband into the room. “And who is that cute little girl?”

“Daddy?” Jacqueline asked, her tone uncertain and full of worry.

Evelyn set my daughter down. “This is Ruth and Beth. They’ll be your friends. Ruth, Beth, this is Jacqueline. She’s Uncle Jackson’s girl. Treat her nice, okay? She doesn’t have many friends.”

Both Ruth and Beth’s eyes widened. “Hello,” Ruth said, clutching her bunny close to her chest before holding him out to my daughter. “His name is Sir Rufus Fuzzybottom. Do you want to hold him?”

When my daughter looked up at me for guidance, I patted her head. “I slept with him when I was at their house last. Go on and play.”

I wasn’t really sure how much my daughter knew about playing, but I extricated myself from the tangle of little girls, sliding around them to join Gerald and Maggie. Before I could say anything, Maggie caught me up in a rib-crushing hug. I wheezed, patting her back.

“You jerk,” she hissed.

“Bad word!” my daughter proclaimed, pointing at Maggie.

I ducked my head, choking back my laughter.

“Oops. I’m sorry.”

“Don’t worry, just wait until she really starts cursing,” I whispered into Maggie’s ear. “She’s just learning which words are bad and which ones aren’t. She’s had... a colorful education.”

“By colorful, what he’s trying to tell you is that she gave his mother a rather descriptive sex education lesson last night,” Evelyn whispered as she joined us.

Maggie gave me another hug. “Thank God, Jackson. She’s okay? Did she really? What did she say?”

“She did. It gets better. She discovered pizza for the first time about five minutes ago,” Evelyn announced. “It’s a good thing that she can’t spell and that her m-o-t-h-e-r is already d-e-a-d because when Jackson found out her diet consisted entirely of peanut butter and jelly sandwiches, I was certain there was going to be a m-u-r-d-e-r. We do not address S-u-z-a-n-n-e by name, nor do we call her m-o-t-h-e-r.”

“Has she been to a doctor yet?”

I sucked in a breath, turning to Evelyn. “Has she?”

“Several. Generally got a clean bill of health, although all three of them were worried about malnutrition. She’s a little small for her age. They think she’ll grow like a weed once she starts eating better. She’s six inches below average and about five pounds underweight for her height.”

“No wonder,” I muttered, glancing at my daughter. The three girls sat together on the floor in the kitchenette, whispering to each other. “I’m stealing your children to be her playmates, Gerald.”

“You are not! You may borrow them for short periods of time, but you may not keep them,” my friend replied.

“Spoilsport,” I rebuked, smiling at the girls. After a moment of consideration, I turned to Evelyn and said, “To answer your earlier question, both or either is perfectly fine by me.”

Evelyn’s smile warmed me.
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Afterword




I am often asked about how the Witch & Wolf world relates to our own. In many ways, the Earth from the Witch & Wolf novels is very much like our own. However, it is not Earth, not exactly.




While some of the events in the Witch & Wolf world overlap with our version of Earth, they are not the same. While certain events still happened, rather like fixed points in time from a certain time-traveling series, the specifics are often altered. The years and exact dates may not be the same. Some technologies have developed later—or sooner—than in our Earth.




Motivations and the execution of certain events, including terrorist attacks, have been changed. The inclusion of the supernatural would alter a great many things, including how wars are waged.




As such, there are discrepancies between the Witch & Wolf world and our Earth. No matter how hard the supernatural community tries to hide their presence, they have the power to change the world—and they do.




As always, all errors are my own, but some of those errors with history aren’t actually errors at all—they are deliberate alterations to Earth’s history to better fit with the inclusion of witches, werewolves, and the other supernatural.




Thanks for reading!
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