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      Their chemistry can really raise the dead...

      No one suspects that straight-laced witch Aurora Rhonelle comes from a family of powerful necromancers–a fact they never let her forget. So what if she prefers Anne Klein over Anne Rice and pastels over shades of black? That shouldn't make her any less respectable. Unfortunately, never having raised a dead human does damage her street cred.

      With her new job as a Junior Investigator at Othercross Judiciary, Aurora is more desperate than ever to prove herself. Especially since her coworkers are all a pack of back-stabbing jackals and the higher-ups don't even know she exists. So it comes as a pleasant surprise–make that total shock–when her boss entrusts her with a case. One she screws up royally when the lead witness doesn't appear for court.

      Just when Aurora thinks her career is over, hope arrives in the form of a captivating wolf shifter who is not only a judge on her case, but also believes she's his fated mate. Crazy talk! She has far too much ambition to even think about men at this stage in her life, but Nate's persistence–not to mention her intense attraction to the laid-back werewolf–is hard to resist. But resist she must, if she wants to salvage her case and her career.

      But things aren't as they seem, and it takes the help of her wanna-be mate for Aurora to unravel the mystery. Now she just needs to unravel her feelings for Nate and reanimate a human to prove her worth.

      No bigs... right?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            One

          

        

      

    

    
      Aurora Rhonelle stood in front of her bedroom mirror, patting under her eyes. Were they puffy? They looked puffy to her.

      In the wake of their very public engagement, her roommate Kelly Holloway and Kelly’s gargoyle mate, Ronun Fluevog, hadn’t gotten much sleep the night before. And, thanks to their nocturnal celebrations, Aurora was willing to bet nobody else in the house had either. She certainly hadn’t.

      Still, that was no reason she shouldn’t look her best. Stepping back, she admired the fitted, pink jacket and teal pencil skirt she was wearing. Swiveling so she could see the back, Aurora smiled to herself over the little darts she had added to make it hug her rump just a little bit more closely. Never one to go out of her way to call attention to her shape, she still took a bit of pride in her curves.

      Smart, she thought. Looking very smart, indeed.

      With that, she patted the pearls at her throat, tucked away a hair that was ever so slightly askew, and set off to meet the day. As soon as she was in the hallway, she could hear the good-natured laughter filtering up from the kitchen. Even with the very late night, everyone seemed to be up early and chipper.

      The whole of Hollow House felt bright and welcoming—to the point where Aurora wondered if the house itself was enhancing the light streaming through its windows, just to give a little lift to the celebratory energy buzzing from the previous night’s excitement. The engagement, that is. Not the noisy, private celebration that followed. As a sentient house, it certainly had its fair share of quirks.

      “All I can say is anybody who misses out on this party is gonna regret it for the rest of their fucking lives.” Kelly sat curled on Ronun’s lap at the kitchen table, looking every bit like she had been born there.

      “Language,” Aurora said with her usual genial mildness as she walked into the kitchen. At her presence, the table expanded ever so slightly to make room for her. “I hope everyone slept well.”

      “Small chance of that,” their other roommate, Tiffany Ufora, said shaking cereal into her bowl by the sink. She cut a sly glance over her shoulder, and Kelly descended into a fit of blushing giggles, digging her nose into Ronun’s shoulder.

      “Sorry!”

      “I’m not,” Ronun said through a contented grin. “If we’re keeping you up, you could just ask the house to soundproof your walls.”

      “Huh,” Aurora said, getting the milk out for Tiffany. “I hadn’t thought of that.” She made her way to the counter and got out a bowl for herself, filling it with the sugar-free granola clusters she thrived on.

      “You could try moving into the basement,” Nathan D’Orlock said. “I didn’t hear a thing.”

      The resident vampire had emerged from his personal dungeon, shirtless as ever, and the world was a better place for it. The moment he emerged from the dark stairwell, the house slammed the heavy curtains across the windows, blocking all sunlight, and amping up the illumination from the overhead fixtures.

      Kelly snickered. “Yeah, well, I’d say your attention was otherwise occupied.”

      “Fair ’nuff,” he said with a smirk.

      Nathan, Kelly, and Ronun shared a private laugh. Aurora looked at Tiffany, who just raised her eyebrows and settled herself at the table with a shrug. Nathan pitched himself into a chair and sprawled with the lazy ease of the eternally handsome.

      Aurora had long since stopped being abashed by his perpetual partial nudity. At first, it had put her into a state of constant embarrassment, but that period had thankfully passed. Still, she couldn’t help stealing the odd glance at his chiseled torso, not to mention his leather-clad buns. Even if he wasn’t exactly her type, it was hard to argue that he wasn’t aesthetically pleasing.

      “You’re looking sharp, Aurora,” Kelly said with genuine appreciation. “How do you do it every day? You must get up at five or something.”

      Only then did Aurora notice that the rest of her roommates were still clad in their disheveled pajamas.

      “I don’t get up at five,” she said, blowing on a fresh cup of coffee as though Kelly were being ridiculous. Of course, she wasn’t going to admit her alarm was set for five-fifteen. Aurora was usually showered, dressed and out the door before any of the household had even hit snooze for the first time.

      “Well, whatever routine you’ve got, I want some pointers. You look amazing.”

      “I like you just the way you are.” Ronun planted a kiss behind Kelly’s ear, earning him a delighted squeal.

      “I’m serious! The gal has fashion sense out the wazoo, and clearly, the scratch to back it up. Maybe you could put in a word for me at the Judiciary. I could use a well-paying gig.”

      “Most of it is thrifted, actually.” The words were out of her mouth in a flash, and she almost blushed at herself.

      “You’re kidding,” Tiffany said as Aurora slid in beside her. “No way.”

      Now that it was the focus of attention, Aurora had no choice but to soldier on and render her secrets. “It’s true. Careful thrifting and consignment shopping. I’ve got an eye for a bargain. Plus, I tailor things myself so it fits the way I want. It’s not that hard, really.”

      “Damn.” Kelly’s jaw was slack. “Well, whatever you’re doing, keep it up!”

      “I’ve always heard it said, ‘Dress for the job you want, not the job you’re getting paid for.’ So, why not?” She blew on her coffee again and took a sip. “You should hear the rest of the junior investigators complaining about having to dress business casual. If it weren’t for the dress code, they’d all be in jeans and tee shirts.”

      “Maybe you should campaign for that.” Nathan had that unreadable, cryptic look on his face again. “You’d really stand out then, huh?”

      “Uh huh.” Aurora turned her attention to her breakfast, doing her best to keep his snark from getting under her skin.

      “I’d say you’re not only dressing for it, babe.” Kelly leaned forward from Ronun’s lap and rapped twice on the table. “You’re working for it too. In early and out late? Is anybody else even there to notice the hours you’re putting in?”

      “I like to think they notice.” Her voice was quiet. With all the excitement in the house, how was it possible that Aurora now found herself the center of the conversation? It wasn’t exactly a position she was comfortable with. Thankfully, Kelly’s flighty heart was ready to move on.

      “See if you can tear yourself away before midnight tonight. Would ya? Because our engagement party is going to be lit! It’ll be just what you need to loosen up a bit. Let your hair down and get your freak on.”

      “Loosen up?” Nathan cracked out a dry, lethargic laugh. “This one? Not likely. She couldn’t let loose if she wanted to.” A laugh rippled over the table, and Aurora’s cheeks burned. Nathan let the chuckle drive him even further. “Shit, she’s wound so tight, springs are about to pop out of her ears.”

      Now everybody laughed in earnest. As much as she hated being the center of attention, being the butt of the joke was even worse. Without meaning to, she found herself clenching her hands into tight little fists. A tiny prickle of energy shot up from the tight ball in her stomach, down her arms and lit out into the room. Nobody else felt it. They were too busy laughing at her expense.

      Before she even realized it was happening, a half-decomposed mouse sprang onto the table, skittering for Nathan at full steam and leaving a wake of little tail bones with every step. It leapt on the leg of Nathan’s leather pants, darted up his bare chest and into his thick, wavy dark hair. He scrambled to his feet with a squawk, and suddenly the whole table was alight with new laughter.

      Before he could brush it away, the skeletal little devil hunkered down and pooped right on top of his head. In its half-skeletal state, it was mostly dust, but still... Everyone went wild; well, everyone except Nathan and Aurora. Most times, he was chill to the point of being nearly comatose, but now the vamp was shaking with real anger.

      For her part, Aurora kept her eyes fixed on the table. This was why she worked so hard to keep her emotions in check. Her necromantic powers were unpredictable, and she had a habit of unintentionally reanimating things when she was emotional. She hadn’t meant to revive the little rodent, but it had damn sure acted out her heart’s desire.

      “Dammit, Aurora,” Nathan groused, doing what he could to flick the little pebbles of poop out of his hair. “You did that on purpose!”

      “I’m sorry,” she said simply and sincerely. “I didn’t mean to.”

      “Oh, ha-ha. Tell me another.”

      “Really,” she said, standing up to face him. “I didn’t. It just...happens sometimes. I’m truly sorry.”

      And she was. Mostly. Thank the goddess no one asked if she didn’t take just a little secret delight in zombie mouse vengeance, because she was a terrible liar.

      Even so, Nathan’s flash of anger went out as quickly as it came. Not that he was happy about it, but at least the fire in his electric blue eyes had gone out. He plopped back into his chair and folded his arms.

      “Yeah, well...”

      Even if everyone else had found it a stone-cold riot, Aurora was rattled by the unexpected guest. Whatever they all might think of her, she wasn’t as put together as all that. Little things like that happened all the time, and she had to work hard to keep up the pretense of being so well-composed. Which was, you know, exhausting.

      Worse, she felt like she couldn’t tell anyone about how hard it was to keep up the façade. After all, she had an image to maintain. Especially if she wanted to get anywhere in this life, which was only made that much harder because she was a necromancer. Other magicals had strong feelings about necromancers, not always good.

      “Anyhoo,” Tiffany said, twinkling her little elfin, kohl-rimmed eyes. “When are your brothers coming for another visit?”

      At the mere mention of her brothers, Aurora’s stomach dropped.

      “You just wanna see the oldest one again… What’s his name?” Kelly asked Tiffany, knowing full well what his name was.

      “Rhys,” Tiffany sighed happily, drawing out his name like a dream.

      That brought another round of light chuckles, especially from Kelly. “You got it bad for that one.”

      “Maybe.” Tiffany blushed, making her pale face contrast even more with the purple streaks threading through her dyed black hair. It seemed downright incongruous for such a dark goth to behave like a love-struck schoolgirl.

      “No ‘maybe’ about it,” Kelly said. “This little girl wants Rhys’s pieces!” Again, the whole table came apart. In fact, the table itself shook in appreciation of the joke, coming dangerously close to sloshing milk out of Aurora’s bowl and onto her tidy little skirt.

      “Damn.” Even Nathan was laughing. “Wish I’d thought of that one.”

      Kelly looked proud of her word play. “Don’t worry about it, Tiff. I texted all of the Rhonelle bros invites to the party tonight. You’re welcome.”

      Aurora’s eyes darted up at the news. “You invited the boys?”

      “Are you kidding? I invited all the boys. Not just your brothers. So, you’re welcome too.”

      “Ohmigod, ohmigod, ohmigod,” Tiffany breathed, all but clapping her hands like a kid in a candy store. Little hearts began to circle her head and a basket of mewling kittens materialized on the table. If Aurora’s necromancy manifested itself through random animals coming back to life, then cutesy little tricks were Tiffany’s forte—for better or for worse.

      “Say, Aurora, where’s that little mouse now?” Ronun feigned looking around. “One of these little kitties might be hungry.”

      Everyone was in rare form this early in the morning. For her part, Aurora shifted uncomfortably. It wasn’t that there was any acrimony between her and her brothers—far from it. She loved her family fiercely. It was just that they actively embraced all of the darkness and gloom of necromancers she had so studiously worked to distance herself from. She didn’t even own a single scrap of black clothing.

      Having them attend their house parties was usually fun, but it only served to remind everyone where she came from. What she was supposed to be. Aurora wanted so much more than that.

      “Actually,” she said, rising from the table. “I ought to get going. Don’t want to be late.”

      “Are you serious?” Kelly called after her, but Aurora was already in the hallway heading for the door. In a moment, Kelly was leaning out the kitchen door. Amazing that she had managed to pry herself off Ronun’s lap. “Your job doesn’t start for another two hours!”

      “Still,” Aurora tossed back over her shoulder as she pulled the door open.

      “Whatever,” Kelly called. “Maybe you can use going in early as an excuse to leave early for the par-tay!”

      “Maybe.”

      Tugging the door shut behind her, Aurora strode down the steps and paused for a second. The air at that time of day was always so crisp and the sun warmed her cheeks. Honestly, that was as good a reason as any to head out early.

      After that incredibly brief snatch of pleasure she had allowed herself, Aurora turned her toes and began to walk briskly toward Othercross Judiciary. One of the other maxims she lived by reverberated between her ribs, driving her along the pavement.

      “If you’re not early, you’re late.”
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      The party was already in full swing by the time Aurora got home. But, then, it would be. Aurora had stayed at the Judiciary until nearly ten, and even leaving then had felt transgressive. Not that anyone but the janitorial staff even knew she was there.

      She could hear the ruckus before she even turned the corner. All she could do was hope that the neighbors were either very patient or fans of The Night Sparrows because Ryan Glittermist’s rock tenor was in the midst of serenading the entire street. It was hard to imagine anyone putting up too much of a fuss—they were a great band—but still. Maybe she could convince them to wrap up the music before midnight.

      The lawn was covered with laughing gargoyles smoking cigarettes like they were going out of style and chugging from red plastic cups. Say what you will, but when they weren’t made of stone, gargoyles really knew how to party. Three unicorns still hanging around from Ronun’s spectacular proposal to Kelly were grazing on the lawn. The whole atmosphere was equal parts joyous and raucous.

      “Aurora? Aurora Rhonelle?” A timid-looking figure on the sidewalk waved at her.

      “Yes?”

      “Thank goodness,” the man said. “Someone who actually lives here.”

      When she got closer, she recognized Louie Holloway fidgeting with a parcel in his hands.

      “You haven’t been in yet?” She cocked an eyebrow at the man the Holloway coven had appointed as the executor of Kelly’s parents’ will, and he offered a nervous smile back.

      “Hollow House and I aren’t exactly on the, uh, friendliest terms.”

      Aurora did what she could to stifle her smile, remembering everything the poor guy had been subjected to. Changing the subject seemed like the best course of action, so she pointed to the box in his sweaty palms.

      “Present for the happy couple?”

      “Not exactly. It’s really a kind of…um, peace offering.” He opened the lid and showed her an ornate, expensive-looking brass knocker. “Do you think the house will like it?”

      “Let’s find out.” Linking an arm through his, they trotted up the steps, and Louie held out the box to the door.

      “I, um, brought you something.” In a flash, the box was gone, and the marvelous piece of hardware was attached tightly in place in the center of the door. It knocked three times of its own volition, and then the door swung wide and beckoned them in.

      “I’d say you’re going to be just fine,” Aurora said as they stepped inside.

      The place was packed to the rafters, and the house had done a beautiful job of expanding the rooms and raising the ceilings to accommodate the numbers. The whole of it was cozy and wild at the same time.

      Not exactly wanting to sweat through her work clothes, Aurora excused herself and ran up the stairs to her room. Tucking the blazer and skirt neatly away, she stood in her underwear and began pawing through her closet. The house did her the same courtesy it always did, drawing the blinds for her so the neighbors didn’t get an eyeful.

      “Thank you,” she chirped.

      In the end, she pulled out a very fetching, pristine white sweater set with hip-hugging slacks. She could show off her figure a bit without giving away the least bit of skin. Besides, the white might help to distance her from her black-clad brothers milling around on the dance floor.

      Sure enough, when she made it back to the party, there they were. Well, Rhys anyway. As tall as he was, he was easy to spot—that and his signature trench coat-leather pants combo. Ink black, as if he had been poured into them.

      “Well,” she mumbled to herself, “at least it looks like he left his top hat at home.”

      Dancing as if she were glued to his hip was Tiffany. She beamed up at him as though every quip falling from his great height was pure gold. Together, they were one ebony mass of goth perfection. It dawned on Aurora that they actually made a pretty cute couple after all.

      Even if Rhys didn’t seem particularly impressed by Tiffany.

      Oh, he clearly liked her adoring attention, but Tiffany wasn’t the only one with eyes only for him. She was just the most persistent. He stole the occasional glimpse around crowd, looking to see who else might be in play. Aurora rolled her eyes at it all. The grass was always greener for Rhys.

      Trent thumped out a grinding baseline, Lurella leaned into the keys, and The Night Sparrows rocketed into one of their best dance numbers. Creatures of every stripe rushed the floor, descending into a euphoric frenzy as Ryan wailed over the din. Taking a deep breath, Aurora strode into the room and did what she did best at parties.

      Picked up empties.

      It was a noble job, she liked to think. The party couldn’t be more than two hours old, and already, every available surface was crowded with abandoned bottles and cups. Besides, more than anything, Aurora liked to feel useful. And it would save work the following day.

      Besides, letting herself get completely wild would probably turn things really weird, really fast. How would anyone handle it? All the pent-up party energy lingering inside her would be like a supernova of epic proportions.

      Chances were that most of the partiers wouldn’t consider dancing shoulder-to-shoulder with zombies the making of a great night. And if Aurora really went nuts, there was no question reanimation would be on the table. Not that she had ever revived a person, to her great frustration. She’d tried a few times, but it always ended in failure, criticism, and a lovely shame spiral.

      So, in the end, the place would probably just be overrun with zombified animals. And there she’d be, in the center of it all, surrounded by birds, cats and mice, like some sort of Cinderella of the Damned.

      No, thank you.

      She bustled through the throng with her armload of empties and pressed her way into the kitchen. It was thick with people living their best lives. Stepping through the back door, she let a cascade of tinkling bottles fall into the recycle bin. It was already half-full.

      “Hey,” she said to the house, placing a soft hand on the door jamb, “could you...” The bin tripled in size, which was probably closer to what the night would need. “Thank you.”

      Brushing the door lightly, she felt it warm under her fingertips. However uncomfortable she felt with people, Hollow House got her.

      “Really? All white, huh?”

      Aurora knew it was her brother Duval before she even turned around. That honeyed voice, rich with gentle mockery. He was a true second son, eager to distinguish himself, all while still wanting to please. “Trying just a little too hard. Don’t you think, sis?”

      When she turned to face him, she couldn’t contain the immediate bark of laughter and clamped a hand over her mouth.

      “I’m trying too hard? This coming from a man in a cape?”

      “What?” He shrugged, looking at his shoulders. “You don’t like it? At least I’m not trying to hide that I’m a necromancer. Unlike some people I could name.”

      He wagged a playful finger in her face, and she batted it away with a good-natured swipe.

      “I’m not hiding anything, thank you very much. I know exactly who I am, and I’m very happy with it.”

      “Sure,” he said, raising his already arched brows. “There’s a Shakespeare quote about a lady protesting, but I forget how it goes.” Aurora swatted his shoulder again, and he let out a good-natured laugh. “Anyway, we’d really love to have you at the next family dinner. Mom was crushed when you bailed on the last one. And the one before…”

      “I’ve been busy,” she said, flushing just a little. “You know how demanding my job is.”

      “Demanding is right. You don’t seem to have time for anything else.” At her sigh, Duval softened a bit. “Look, just try. Okay? Mom would love to see you. Hell, we all would.” He reached out and put a hand on her shoulder.

      “I’ll try. Of course I will.”

      “That’s the spirit,” he said, brightening up. “Now, get yourself a drink and live a little! Just a little.” With that, he snuck a kiss on her forehead and dove back into the party.

      Maybe he was right. Maybe a drink or two would be just the thing. And maybe, just maybe, she’d leave the cleaning until tomorrow.

      With a cold gin and tonic in a plastic cup, she sidled back in to see Ryan and his band howling out in full fashion. His petite wings shimmered from the back of his plush, lime green jacket. It was impossible to dislike someone so outrageously comfortable in his own skin.

      And there, in the center of the floor, swaying lightly with his eyes fixed on the lead singer, was Nathan. Even the throng of people couldn’t coax a stitch of clothing on his upper half—though he sparkled as though he’d smeared glittery lotion all over his skin—and shirtless as he was, he was probably a damned sight more comfortable than anyone else on the overheated dance floor. Aurora was beginning to regret choosing a sweater of all things, even as light as it was.

      Thinking back to the escapade with the dead mouse that morning, Aurora felt a pang of remorse. She really needed to apologize more thoroughly to Nathan. Even if it was unintentional, the last thing she wanted was any ill will in the house. So, squaring her shoulders, she made her way through the crowd until she caught his eye.

      “Hey,” she gave a light wave, and he replied with the far cooler version of it. “I just wanted to say I’m sorry about this morning.”

      “What?” He held a hand up to his ear. She raised her voice to try to cut above the music.

      “I said, I’m sorry!”

      “What?” He waved her closer. Stepping through the dancers until she was right beside him, she made another attempt.

      “I’m sorry about this morning.”

      An almost comical look of surprise filled his face and his body lurched, as though someone had bumped him, though no one was close enough. And then the entire front of her outfit was drenched in bright blue liquid. The chill of it on her skin took her breath away, and her eyes bulged at the neon stain ruining her clothes. Nathan wore a victorious smirk. He’d been trying to get her close enough to do that.

      “Oops,” he said blandly. “Guess we’re even now. Besides, maybe now you’ll change into something more appropriate for a party than a sock hop.”

      Burning with humiliation, Aurora turned on her heel, only to bump directly into Kelly.

      “Whoa,” Kelly said. “Dig the new look. Very chic.”

      That only frustrated Aurora more. She wanted to get out of that room before someone else coughed up a smart remark. But before she could move, an electric, magical tingle unlike anything she had ever felt sang through her entire body. The whole room seemed to shimmer. Looking wildly around her, she searched for the source of the sensation. Someone was here, and she needed to see them.

      And there he was.

      Standing just in the entry to the main room was a man with dark blond hair and kind brown eyes she could feel in her core. A wolf shifter. It was impossible to say how she knew that, but she did with a diamond-hard certainty. He spoke to an older man. Kelly whistled through her teeth, snapping Aurora out of her trance.

      “Who’s the new guy? What a hunk.”

      “I, um. I don’t know. I have no idea,” Aurora stammered. “The older man he’s talking to is a triune judge though.”

      “That’s right!” Kelly snapped her fingers and chucked Aurora’s shoulder. “Old judgy-boy asked for a plus-one. Said he’d bring his replacement or something. Something about going on vacation? I wasn’t really listening.” She took a hard pull from the full bottle of whiskey in her hand.

      Aurora wasn’t really listening either. Her gaze was fixed on the handsome shifter next to Judge Bedlow. Then something about him changed. He froze in place, ignoring his companion, and sniffed lightly at the air. Blinking rapidly, his eyes grew wide and he cast away any pretense of manners and quite blatantly sniffed. With searching eyes, he hunted through the crowd, undoubtedly seeking the source of whatever he scented. A thrill in Aurora’s stomach told her she needed to hide from him, but she couldn’t have said why if a gun was held to her head.

      Trouble was she had no way to escape the dance floor without him spotting her. She needed a diversion and she needed it now.

      “Whoa! What the hell?” Nathan’s voice came louder than anyone had ever heard it.

      The whole room stopped, and even the band faltered. Whatever super-cool version of dancing he had just been doing was long gone. Instead, his feet set to tap dancing like he was auditioning for a Broadway show.

      “What the fuck?” he cried as his body moved lithely.

      “Language,” Aurora muttered absently, barely above a whisper.

      Everyone watched his killer moves. High kicks. Jazz hands. Barrel rolls. He was really going for it—all without the benefit of music. Lurella began to tickle at her keyboard, sliding from a Night Sparrows rocker to some good old-fashioned ragtime. Ryan howled with laughter.

      “Lurella, cut that shit out! Somebody help me.”

      It was the most heated Aurora had ever seen him, but it didn’t make sense that he’d need someone to help him. Then it hit her. She was doing it. Somehow, she was forcing Nathan to dance. Any time she thought about a particular step, he copied the image in her brain. She had no idea how she was doing it or—even worse—how to make it stop. All she knew was that it was exactly the diversion she needed.

      The crowd had closed in on Nathan, including the handsome stranger who barely even glanced in his direction, but the mass of bodies hid her exit nicely. As she passed their closest point of approach, her nose caught a strong, intoxicating whiff of him. Who needed gin when you could have that? Looking back one last time as she hurried outside, she drank in every drop of the man before losing sight of him in the throng.

      She didn’t know who he was, but she wanted to find out more than anything. Well, except running away, that is.
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      “Alright, who’s the joker who took the evidence file from my top drawer?” Fisher had been at the judiciary for nearly half an hour but had only just managed to settle into his work station. His question was met with stifled giggles, and Aurora looked around the room at her fellow junior investigators.

      Every one of them had their eyes glued to their desktops, suddenly profoundly invested in whatever work was at hand. Cleon’s shoulders were shaking lightly. Anybody could have seen he was the likeliest culprit. Unfortunately, Fisher wasn’t the sharpest investigator in the room by a handy margin.

      “I’m not kidding,” he whined. “If I don’t have those things in my hand when Paul walks in, he’s going to shit bricks.”

      Language.

      Aurora didn’t dare say it out loud. Not anymore. She’d managed to live down being the only necromancer in the room, but there was no sense lighting up the target on her back. She was already the odd one out for her work ethic and fashion sense. So, she just straightened her chin and did what she could to ignore it.

      “He’s going to shit regardless, man.” Dion leaned back in his chair so far he was in danger of tipping over backward. “When have you ever known Paul Keenan to not lose his shit over something.”

      “Yeah, but I’m not looking for it to be me. Not after last week.” Fisher had a habit of always winding up on the wrong side of things. Aurora would have felt bad for him if he wasn’t always buzzing around, looking for ways to pirate her hard work.

      She’d managed to arrive a full hour before the next junior had darkened the doorway, and had used the quiet to square herself for the day’s work. There was a kind of unspoken game among the juniors. Each morning, they tried to outdo each other by arriving earlier, but none of them could manage to beat Aurora. If she were given to pride, she would have indulged herself.

      That said, this morning had been a particularly tough one. The rager infesting her house had ensured she would now work on two nights of thin sleep. She had asked the house to soundproof her room, but evidently it’d been too invested in the joyous mayhem to pay her much mind. Of course, Kelly would have interpreted it as the house telling her to get her ass back to the party, but whatever.

      It wasn’t as if she would have been able to sleep anyway. Her mind was swimming with images of that sexy shifter who had sent her heart racing. Even in the dim light of the party, he had shone so brightly in her eyes she felt like she could draw his portrait blindfolded.

      Leaning harder over the work at hand, she focused on keeping her mind sharp—and away from the wolf lurking in the shadows of her soul. Dressing the part wasn’t enough. She had to live up to it.

      “You guys all saw the show last night. Right?” Heather changed the subject, and everyone laughed in earnest. Even without needing to lay it out, they all knew what she was talking about.

      “That shit was classic,” Cleon said, clapping his hands. “So much for that too-cool-for-school vampire act. Huh?”

      “Whatever.” Heather shrugged her shapely shoulders, emphasizing the fact that her top was a bit too low-cut for a professional setting. “That guy was trying too hard to be Edward anyway. Whoever took that sparkly, shirtless fucker for a spin did us all a favor.”

      Guilt cut into Aurora’s stomach. She’d apologized to Nathan for the impromptu dancing lessons she’d forced on him, but he was still livid. In fact, he’d been so angry to discover she’d been behind it, she wondered if she should have just kept her mouth shut. But dishonesty wasn’t her style.

      She needed to figure out how to make it up to him. Nathan clearly reveled in his studied carelessness, so cracking—make that crumbling—his façade was a transgression of the first order. Even worse, Aurora needed to figure out how to control her powers so she didn’t perpetrate that kind of thing again. If her emotions continued to get the better of her, who knew what she was capable of?

      “I think he’s handsome,” Zander piped up from his little corner. “I mean, built like that and he can dance? Mmmm, yes please!” He shook his head, thumbing lightly through the sheaf of papers in his hand.

      “Bad news, Romeo. I’ve got five that says he’s taken.” Heather drummed her fingers on her desk and wagged her eyebrows. “He was watching the band awfully hard. Well, one member anyway.” Another round of snickering broke out.

      Aurora would have been grateful to Heather for saving her from being the only female in the room if the curvy witch didn’t so clearly have it in for her. Besides, she dressed in a way that insinuated she wasn’t relying on her abilities as an investigator to rise in the Judiciary. If she had been given to use the word, Aurora might have called her a tramp.

      Silently, of course.

      “Does anyone have the notes on the compounds in the stolen potion?” All eyes spun to Aurora. It was a simple request, but it clearly rang in the room as if she were chastising them for not working.

      “Ooh, ooh! Teacher! Can we have more homework?” Cleon stretched his arm up in his chair, mimicking the snot-nosed kiss-ass he saw Aurora as. Her cheeks burned at the mockery, but she kept her head high.

      “I’ve got them,” Gotho walked over, proffering a sheet of paper.

      He was the quiet one in the bunch. Well, next to her. They had a kind of kinship, and Aurora felt like he was in her corner, even if the others were forever sniping at whoever piped up. She also suspected he’d like to push the professional relationship into something more but was too shy. For which she was grateful.

      “Thank you.”

      Everyone else went back to tossing barbs around while Gotho hovered for a moment, reading over her shoulder. Running her eyes down the list, Aurora wondered just what was so important about this particular potion. It was powerful, sure—but why some petty thief would single that one out seemed strange far more valuable ones had been surrounding it.

      “What are you thinking?” Gotho asked quietly.

      She looked up, almost a little grateful that someone seemed to value her opinion.

      “I’m not sure yet. This whole thing…” She kept her voice low. Doing any actual work before the bosses arrived was looked on as a sign of weakness by the other juniors. Or at least invited a generous round of ribbing.

      “Weird, right?” He spoke softly as well. “All ten of us are on this thing, and it seems pretty cut and dried to me.”

      “You think?”

      “Well, I mean, come on,” he shrugged. “Old Abernathy saw the whole thing. We’ve got a witness statement as watertight as any I’ve seen, yet here we all are.”

      Before she could respond, the door banged open, and everyone flinched. The snarky cloud evaporated and everyone became the picture of studious investigation, even if slovenly dressed.

      Paul Keenan, their department’s lead investigator, strode into the middle of the room, barely casting a look at any of the minions working under him. Aurora stole a glance at the clock. Nine on the dot. She’d personally been on hand since before seven, not that Paul ever acknowledged that he walked into a bustling room every morning.

      In his mid-forties, the tiger shifter was just on the stout side of handsome. There was latent power in him, and Aurora felt like she could sense something just a tiny bit dark in his demeanor. He wasn’t a bad boss, per se—just not the friendly type. He loved the hierarchy, and the juniors were but ants to be ignored unless needed.

      “I need the photo files.” He snapped his fingers at no one and everyone at the same time.

      Fisher looked like he wanted to evaporate into a puff of smoke, which as a budding warlock, might not be out of his reach.

      “Um…” Cleon pulled open the drawer at his station, clearly ready to swoop in at the expense of his colleague. But before he could properly capture Paul’s attention, Heather sprang from her perch by the filing cabinet. Swooping over, she snatched the folder out of Cleon’s hand and trotted up to Paul.

      “I’ve got them right here, sir.” She assumed the kind of posture that thrust her bosom forward and her ass back. She offered all of her assets to Paul, which he gratefully admired.

      “Always on the spot. Aren’t you, Miss Shelley?”

      “I try, sir.”

      Aurora’s stomach churned at the overt impropriety of it all. Heather was about as subtle as a sledgehammer, and their supposed superior fell for every bit of it. Looking down at her own professional suit, she silently thanked her stars she valued her mind and ability too much to stoop to such tricks.

      Which, unfortunately, meant she passed largely unnoticed by the men who ran the place. As hard as she worked, it was disheartening. They seemed uninterested in how hard she worked to deliver everything neat and on time. What mattered was that it was delivered with a smile and ample cleavage.

      Aurora’s phone buzzed in her purse, and she chided herself for not silencing it outright. Shutting out the outside world when she was at work was a perk, as far as she was concerned. Concentration was paramount. Besides, nobody was searching for her anyway.

      Which only made the buzz more tantalizing. Just who wanted to get in touch with her? A tiny burst wondered if it was the wolf shifter she had been working so hard to forget. Of course, that was impossible. He hadn’t even seen her at the party. She’d made sure of that. Still, the curiosity of it was too much, and she dug into her purse to glance at her phone.

      It was Duval.

      Family dinner tonight. Remember what I said.

      Ugh. The guy moved fast. Less than a day after giving her hell for skipping out, he’d managed to get another dinner organized. If she didn’t go, it would look terrible. Like she was actively shunning her family, which wasn’t exactly the case. But it would mean leaving the office at a reasonable time for a change, which sat uneasily with her. Not that anyone noticed how late she stayed, but still. It was the principle of the thing. And if Aurora credited herself with anything, her principles were top of the list.

      The door banged open again, and this time everyone jumped with real surprise. The Othercross District Attorney, Boyd Widarin, cut through the center of the room like a knife. He was a huge man and left a wake of energy radiating behind his every step.

      “Keenan,” he barked. “My office. Now.”

      Shoving open his door, it clapped shut behind him like a trap. Aurora had never seen more than a glimpse inside and a strange relief came with that. Mr. Widarin’s office inspired the same dark foreboding of the grade school principal’s office—not that she had ever seen the inside of that either.

      “Yes, sir.” Paul handed the folder of photos back to Heather and looked down at her cleavage. “Keep these safe for me. I’ll be back.”

      Barf.

      Straightening his tie and tugging at his belt, Paul knocked sharply on the door before ducking inside. In truth, it was hard to tell if one ever was actually in trouble with Widarin. His manner was brusque to the point of surly, so Aurora suspected that Christmas morning at his house might as well be accompanied by a funeral dirge.

      As soon as the juniors were alone again, a collective sigh sounded through the room. Cleon kicked his muddy shoes onto the table, his rumpled khakis pulling up over mismatched socks.

      “‘Keep these safe for me,’” he mimicked. “I’ll be right back.” The last words trickled out of him, dripping with lascivious innuendo.

      “Oh, shut up. Will you?” Heather stepped brightly back to her roost, putting the file down and sitting on it. No way would she be caught without it when Paul returned.

      That’s right, Aurora thought. Keep them warm for him.

      Then she immediately smacked the back of her hand for thinking such naughty thoughts. Nobody noticed her do it. They were too busy finding the chinks in each other’s armor.
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      Aurora stood on the sidewalk, gazing at the house where she had grown up. How nice would it have been to be swarmed all over with warm fuzzies at the prospect of an evening with her family? Instead, a tight cluster of vampire bats writhed in the pit of her stomach.

      It wasn’t that she didn’t love each and every one of them. She’d just felt like the odd one out ever since she could remember. Being the black sheep, at times she felt an actual black sheep would have gotten a warmer reception from her family. At least it would be wearing the “correct colors” for a necromancer.

      Looking down at the vintage, lavender dress she’d won in an online auction, she remembered thinking how nice it would contrast her flowing red hair—and she was right—but she also found herself wishing she’d dressed differently. But this was who she was. This was how she felt the most like herself.

      Staring up at the dark, forbidding gables looming over her, the incongruity of her look knotted inside her chest. The Rhonelles leaned hard into their necromantic line. Black clothes were de rigueur, and she stuck out like the sorest thumb ever. This queasy feeling had kept her from a number of family dinners over the years.

      She hadn’t been to one since beginning her new job at the Judiciary, which had proven to be a marvelous excuse to avoid them. The hours were long—though the truth was, nearly all her late nights were self-imposed. Getting herself settled into Hollow House was another great reason to stay away.

      But deep down, the real reason for avoiding family gatherings was her fear of their disapproval. Seeking work outside the magical realm was one thing, but here she stood at twenty-three without fulfilling the expectation of her calling. Every one of her brothers had managed to resurrect a dead human before the age of twenty. The fact that she hadn’t managed it yet made her feel like a failure—a feeling heightened by their snarky teasing. There were late bloomers and then there were true fuck-ups.

      Language.

      Did it count if she just thought it? Who was she kidding? It all counted. If she gave herself the inch to think such words, it was only a matter of time before they came tumbling out of her mouth. And she was better than that.

      At least, she liked to think so. In a world with so little genuine backbone, she held to hers like it was all she had. Which, at times, it seemed to be.

      But the time for excuses was behind her. Besides, Duval’s nagging from the previous night hit right to the heart of things. They all knew she was avoiding them. And if it broke her mother’s heart, it was up to Aurora to swallow whatever anxieties she held and walk up to the door.

      Easier said than done.

      Clenching her hands for a moment, she tugged the edges of her skirt so it fit just the way she wanted it to. Then, centering the pearls at her throat so the barrel clasp was hidden behind her hair, she huffed out a breath. Standing on the lawn wasn’t gaining her anything. Besides, if someone saw her standing out there, it would just be fodder for whatever was waiting inside.

      “Knock, knock,” she called as she edged through the door.

      Her father, Thersites Rhonelle stepped into the entryway. He was tall, resplendent in a fitted, midnight black suit. Silvery hair spilled down his shoulders, and in his gleaming gray eyes, Aurora immediately read disappointment.

      She stood pigeon-toed, her fingers lightly interlaced in front of her waist as he surveyed the dress she was so proud to wear. With a slight smirk, he shook his head as though she had come to dinner wearing panties on her head.

      “She’s here,” he tossed over his shoulder, and a whoop came from the kitchen.

      If Aurora was hoping for a warmer welcome after her long absence, she was sorely disappointed. Her father nodded to her, and swept back to the living room. As he did, her brother, Lock, crept out to meet her.

      “Here,” he said, pressing a small glass of brown liquor into her hand. “I imagine you could use this.”

      “Thanks.” She quaffed it in a single gulp.

      “Figured that would help before you saw Mom. What are you wearing?”

      “I could ask you the same thing.” She leaned back to appraise him, thankful his gray jeans meant she wouldn’t be the only one not wearing full black. “Is that a new tattoo?”

      “Yeah!” He tugged at the tight short sleeve stretched over his substantial bicep, revealing an art deco serpent that wound up to his shoulder. “Not bad, right?”

      “Well. It goes with the piercings.”

      “Thanks.” He rolled his eyes and tugged the sleeve back down. “Nice to see you’re leaning into your look too.”

      Aurora’s breath tightened. She was going to catch this kind of thing all night, so she might as well steel herself for it.

      “Thanks for the drink. Good thinking.”

      “Any time.”

      She squeezed his arm and headed down the hall toward the kitchen. To Wisteria’s credit, it smelled as magnificent as it always did. The woman knew how to put a meal together, and Aurora realized how much she had missed her mother’s cooking.

      Walking into the kitchen, she saw her mother in a whirl of activity. She peeked into the oven, letting a steaming waft of rich air billow around her stone white hair and then bustled over to attend to the pots bubbling on the stove. Using her wand, she made a swirling motion and every last spoon in every last pot began stirring. Stopping mid-stir, Wisteria looked up and her face fell at the sight of her only daughter.

      I shouldn’t have come. This was a bad idea.

      “Oh, Rory,” her mother sighed. “Why can’t you just be…normal?”

      All Aurora wanted to say was she that was normal. This was how she felt most fully herself. The trouble was the thought of saying so to her mother made her tongue thicken in her mouth.

      “Sorry, I came straight from work,” she said. “This look is the best way to climb the ladder at the Judiciary.” Partly true, but she hated that she couldn’t just tell her mother she detested dressing like the rest of the family. It all felt so… Was pretentious the right word?

      “You think that’s the look they want?” Wisteria shook her head and scoffed, setting the spoons to stirring again. “Darling, people expect necromancers to look and act a certain way. If you keep on denying that, no one will ever take you seriously.” She put her wand down and looked directly into her daughter’s eyes. “I’m saying this because I love you.”

      “Sure.”

      Aurora sidled in to find a place next to her mother, and the synchronicity of them in the kitchen reminded her of what she missed most about her family. As they worked quietly side by side, she thought of the one article of black clothing she coveted.

      “You know,” she said, “maybe if I started wearing Grandma’s shawl, that would give me the kickstart I need.”

      Wisteria let out a sharp sigh.

      “We’ve talked about this. From the time you were young, I’ve said you’ll get the shawl when you resurrect your first human, and, to date, that’s a lost cause. Unless you have something you want to tell me?”

      “No…” Aurora’s stomach went hot with shame.

      Her failure to live up to the fullness of her potential wasn’t for lack of trying. She practiced every day. And not just sending dead mice skittering up her roommate’s leg. Cats, dogs, goats, and even a circus seal had risen under her gaze. But for whatever reason, humans evaded her.

      “Well,” Wisteria said with a sigh. “At least you can lend a hand getting the table ready.”

      Her mother was dismissive, but Aurora was grateful for the release. Carrying a stack of plates, she hurried out of the kitchen and into the relative cool of the dining room.

      Her brothers’ voices floated toward her from her father’s study, making her feel even more isolated. Unwelcome. Other. She envied their easy rapport, and the indulgent smiles they garnered so easily from their father. It seemed like she hadn’t benefitted from one of those since she was a little girl. Since she started on the road of disappointment.

      What rankled Aurora most was that resurrecting a human felt so completely within her grasp. When she groped into the darkness of her power, she could feel the shape of it between her fingers—that electric sizzle whirring inside her, collecting into a ball of pure life, and coursing through her in search of release.

      It just never worked.

      “Right behind you, pet.” Wisteria brushed in with a steaming tray of roast, and settled it in the center of the table. The very sight of the sliced, pink meat settled heavily in Aurora’s gut.

      This is going to be a long evening.

      “Thersites? Boys? It’s on the table!”

      With that, she bustled back out to collect the rest of the meal. At other times, Aurora might have followed her mother to shoulder some of the load, but in this moment, she stood frozen.

      “You’ll have to tell your mother.”

      Thersites and Rhys came in side by side, the older man’s hand resting between his son’s shoulders. Rhys had to duck under the lintel as he stepped in, his wire-thin frame bowing under the weight of his father’s pride. Thersites’ slate eyes sparkled, and he swept around to claim his place at the head of the table.

      Duval followed grinning, still wearing his cape from the night before. Apparently, it hadn’t been some mere party dress. It was a thing now. Aurora couldn’t help thinking it looked ridiculous, but at least it was black.

      In fact, as the room filled more and more with black clothing, she shifted uneasily in the dress she had been so proud to wear. Lock caught her eye, and she found herself wishing he’d managed to sneak in another glass of her father’s good whiskey to settle the flutter between her ribs.

      At last, just after Wisteria stormed in with the rest of the meal, Onyx slumped into the room. Stealing into his seat, silent as ever, Aurora felt a small flicker of gratitude for him. At least she wouldn’t be the only one conspicuous in her quiet. Not that anyone ever noticed.

      “Tell her,” the patriarch beamed.

      “Tell me what?” Wisteria was just settling her plump frame into her chair and looked up with bright eyes, only just beginning to register her whole family around her table.

      “I’ve been admitted to the Assembly. With distinction.”

      “Oh!” She let her silverware drop with a clatter, and rocked forward in her chair. “That’s wonderful! With distinction?”

      “Yeah,” he dipped his head in that deferential way he had. Aurora always had trouble telling if her oldest brother’s modesty was an act or not.

      “I told you it was only a matter of time. Didn’t I?” Thersites was presiding over the table, dishing up food on proffered plates. “And he’s not the only one with news. Lock has been elevated to full Guild status.”

      “If I had realized this was a celebration, I would have made something more than simple roast!”

      “It’s perfect, Mom,” Duval said. “Especially since we’re all finally here.”

      He may have hoped to include Aurora, but all he succeeded in doing was singling her out. All eyes turned toward her, and she saw the uneasiness behind each one. Nudging at her food, more than anything she wanted for the floor to open up and swallow her.

      “Yes, quite.” Her father’s voice was guarded. “So good of your sister to join us—especially with so much good news to share.”

      “My job is going well too, you know.” It was as if Kelly had spoken through her lips. More than just an edge of defiance rode on her breath and it seemed to hang in the air like a bad smell.

      “Well, I’m sure being a junior investigator isn’t all that taxing. I expect the barest effort makes a difference.” As always, Thersites’s tone was just a hair warmer than pure dismissal.

      “It’s more than the barest effort, thank you. He may have joined the Assembly, but don’t forget that Rhys worked for the Judiciary for free for two whole years before even getting a low-level job. I got it right out of OCU.” It was a fit of pique, but if she was going to regret the night, she might as well go full bore.

      “That’s true,” Rhys said weakly, his gaze bouncing between his parents, no doubt wondering how far he could go to support her without incurring their disapproval.

      “Pish.” Wisteria sniffed, waving a hand. “Rhys spent those two years working hard and learning how to become a real necromancer.”

      Another shot straight to Aurora’s heart, like she’d somehow jumped the line and didn’t deserve her position. Sure she was a junior but she was barely out of school. What the hell did they expect of her?

      Language.

      But she was too angry to heed her good sense as she blurted out, “Despite what you may think, I have powers. I controlled a vampire without even trying. That’s got to count for something!”

      If Aurora had expected them to be impressed, she was sorely mistaken. Her brothers dropped their gazes to their food while her parents exchanged a look. Finally, Wisteria broke the tense silence.

      “Yes, we heard about that little fiasco,” she said calmly, setting her fork down gently, which could only mean she was angry. “Vampires are undead, Aurora, so no, it doesn’t count for anything. Other than being a bad friend. You really should apologize to the poor fellow, you know.”

      As gentle as the tone was, it caught Aurora hard in the throat. Even though Wisteria made an excellent point—Aurora was still trying to figure out a way to make it up to Nathan—her mother’s scolding shut her down, just as it was meant to do. She stared at her plate as if her gaze might split it in half and swallowed nothing but her voice until she was finally able to go home.
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      Eager feet carried Aurora away from her parents’ house and through the center of Othercross on her way back to Hollow House. Her silence for the rest of the meal had been profound in her ears but seemed completely lost on the rest of her family. Her obstinance had only served to make her feel more at odds with the world.

      However Duval had managed to hector her into going, her presence had been superfluous to the point of agony. There was no question she loved her family, but Aurora vowed to herself that she wouldn’t darken that door again until she had something truly dazzling to share.

      Whenever that might be.

      Safely across her own threshold, she felt the house breathe a sigh of relief at her return. At least someone wanted her around, even if it was a creaky old building. All she wanted to do was sail up the stairs, yank the covers over her head, and count the seconds until she finally succumbed to sleep.

      But other obligations tugged at her. The floor fairly vibrated under her feet with Nathan’s presence. She owed him an apology, just as her mother had said. To be fair, she’d already given him several, but he was clearly still pissed off. Obviously, more prostration was in order; now she just needed to find out how much.

      Crossing through the kitchen, she pulled open the door and looked at the stairs petering down into the darkness. She’d only ever engaged with her vampire roommate in the common areas, so the prospect of violating his privacy felt very real. Still, maybe meeting him on his own turf was just what was required.

      Gulping down a deep breath of the dank basement air to steady herself, she padded down the stairs and into his domain.

      “Incoming,” she called softly but loudly enough to be heard.

      “Oh. Hey.”

      Ryan Glittermist was just coming out of a door when she caught sight of him. He looked surprised to have company. He couldn’t have been more surprised than her. Suddenly all those mysterious, knowing glances thrown around between him and Nathan cracked open to her.

      “Um, hi,” she offered. “Hope I’m not intruding or anything?”

      “Nope, your timing is perfect. I was just leaving.” He pulled one of his fabulous jackets over his shoulders, flapping his wings to get everything settled just right.

      “Honey,” he called through the open door behind him, “put a cauldron lid over your junk or something. You’ve got company.”

      “Oh, yeah?” Nathan’s voice was guarded.

      Ryan gave Aurora a shrug, squeezed her arm, and headed for the foot of the stairs. A couple steps up, he turned to her.

      “Hey, thanks for the show last night. I’ve never seen him cut loose like that. It was fun.”

      “I’m still paying for it,” she groaned.

      “Oh, whatever. He’s not as scary as all that. Plus, I’d say the debt has been paid.”

      He waved his fingers at her and flitted up the stairs. Aurora stood for a moment in the dim of things and then looked at the door leading to Nathan’s inner sanctum.

      “All right,” he called. “I’m decent. Which one of you is it?”

      “One guess,” Aurora said, stepping into the doorway.

      He lay sprawled back across his bed, the sheets pulled haphazardly across his waist. In another time, she might have been scandalized, but so little about him excited her in any genuine way. Sure, acres of well-sculpted man flesh was a sight to behold—if only she could work up any actual attraction to him. Not that mattered, obviously.

      Nathan made no effort to move or even smile. The deep reserve in his face told her she was still on the very outskirts of his good graces; inasmuch as anyone ever entered that sacred realm. Beyond Ryan, that is.

      “I just wanted to apologize again. I’m not exactly sure what happened.”

      “You made me dance around like an idiot in front of half of Othercross. That’s what happened.”

      “Yeah, um…” She shifted uneasily from foot to foot. “What I mean is, I don’t know how I did it. It wasn’t intentional. I swear. I’d really like to find a way to make it up to you.”

      Nathan’s eyebrows shot up, suddenly interested in what she had to say. “Make it up to me? And what exactly do you propose?”

      He had her there. Beyond an apology, she hadn’t really considered what she might do. Caught without an answer, she stood under his gaze until he huffed out a breath and sat up.

      “Turn around.”

      “Excuse me?”

      He looked at her with an eyebrow raised. “Turn around unless you want a show.”

      “Oh!”

      She turned her back so he could get out of bed and slip into some clothes. Given how much time he spent in a state of partial undress, it hadn’t occurred to her that he might actually have a shred of modesty. But at least he’d warned her before just standing up in the buff.

      He rustled around behind her, but she knew better than to turn before being told to. The last thing she wanted was for things between them to become even more awkward, if that was possible. Nathan sidled up beside her, holding a small, coffin-shaped box in his hands. Something in his energy was different than she had ever felt—almost...vulnerable.

      “This is Reavis.” He opened the box, and inside lay a small, withered bat. “He died last week and, um…” There was the tiniest catch in his voice. Aurora was dumbfounded. “He was my favorite.”

      “Are you asking me to bring him back?” She looked into his face, and he nodded lightly. “You know it’s only temporary. Right? It won’t last.”

      “I know. But I never got to tell him what he meant to me. Get a proper goodbye. You know?”

      This wasn’t some uber-cool vampire tossing out quips. This was the real Nathan. It was the most affection she’d ever seen him show, and Aurora knew the trust it took for him to let down his guard.

      “May I?”

      She reached into the tiny coffin and scooped the fallen bat into her palms. It weighed almost nothing, and she cradled it with the utmost care. Closing her eyes, she conjured that ball of white light in the very center of her being. Focusing, she let it grow brighter and warmer, coaxing the life force to full power. Then, when it reached its peak, she let it flow up to her shoulders and down along her arms. Pooling in her hands, it suffused through her skin and into the little body. She felt a slight jerk, and then the bat in her hands unfurled.

      Shaking its head from side to side, it rolled onto its stomach and stretched its wings, blinking up at Nathan. He let out a small laugh and peered at his friend.

      “Hey, buddy.”

      With a sudden snap of his wings, the revivified Reavis lifted off, circling the chuckling Nathan in wide arcs. The vampire’s face glowed with a kind of joy she never could have imagined him capable of. He held out a finger, and after another celebratory circle, Reavis fluttered back to settle on the perch.

      Taking her cue, Aurora stepped out of Nathan’s room to let them have privacy. However long the little fella was going to stick around, she figured they should have the time to themselves. Crossing the dim of the basement, she had just reached the bottom step when a tingle froze her in place.

      It was the same prickle she had felt the night before during the party. Like a teeny, silvery call inside her, telling her the stranger was close by again. The pull of it drew her to a window high on the far wall.

      Dragging a box to stand on, she peered at the glass. It was covered with black paint. Of course, a vampire like Nathan couldn’t have the sunlight streaming in all day. The dark of the basement was his best refuge. Unhooking the latch, Aurora opened the window just enough to peer into the open.

      Just a few yards away, a gorgeous gray wolf circled the lawn, sniffing everything within reach. Searching the grass, it made its way along the edge of the house and then lifted its nose to scent the air. Everything about it was majestic, and Aurora was captivated by its every move.

      It was the hot guy from the party.

      She had no idea how she knew it, but the fact was as certain in her heart as her own name. The night before, he had been the most handsome man she’d ever laid eyes on, and now he was a large, sinewy wolf prowling around her yard. Her skin went hot all over just watching him.

      “Can I fucking help you?”

      Aurora started at the sound of Ronun’s voice. He was in full gargoyle mode and came flapping down from above. The wolf was caught out but didn’t run. It turned in place and lowered its head, assuming a defensive posture. Its hackles rose, and Ronun landed to square off against the stranger.

      “I’m not looking for trouble, but I’ve never said no if it came looking for me. I’d think twice, if I were you, wolf.”

      The deep growl coming from the wolf relented, and he shifted into his human form. The sheer perfection of his naked body almost made Aurora cry out loud. She had to clamp a hand over her mouth to stifle a gasp. At the same time, she was cursing the corner of shrubbery that prohibited her from seeing all this man had to offer.

      But she was right. Even only being able to see his profile, she knew it was the man from the party. Everything about him sang inside her, igniting a level of desire she didn’t know she was capable of.

      “Sorry,” the werewolf said. “I didn’t mean to growl. It’s just that you startled me.”

      “Yeah, well,” Ronun stayed in his gargoyle form and held his ground. “What’s with sniffing around our house? And who are you, exactly?”

      “Dane Hensley. National Ruling Circle Enforcer. I was at your engagement party last night. I’m stepping into Neil Bedlow’s post while he’s away.”

      Dane Hensley. Aurora repeated the name over and over again, tasting it in her mouth. It seemed the perfect fit for this intoxicating creature. Ronun looked less impressed. However, he shifted into his human form, so at least they were on a level field. Now she was grateful for the shrub blocking her view, because as secure as Kelly was in her relationship, she probably wouldn’t want anyone else peeking at Ronun’s goods.

      “Yeah, I remember seeing you at the party. But it still doesn’t explain why you’re snooping around my lawn.”

      “A woman was at your engagement party. I’ve been trying to find her.”

      “What does she look like?”

      “I don’t know actually.” Dane ran a hand across the back of his neck, abashed. The gesture drew Aurora’s eyes on his muscular shoulders. “I didn’t actually see her. But her scent got right to me. She smelled like decaying stargazer lilies, mixed with a hint of Chanel No. 5. It was…” He shook his head, clearly overwhelmed by the smell.

      “Don’t think I can help you, man.” Ronun still had his guard up. “A hundred people had to have passed through this house last night. I didn’t exactly smell every one of them, so I don’t know what to tell you.”

      “I understand. Sorry to bother you.” Dane shifted back into his wolf form, his head hung low.

      “Good luck, dude. Wish I could help.”

      As the wolf slunk away, Aurora’s heart ached. She longed to call out to him, but stopped herself. A tiny war broke out inside her chest, and a moment later, a cry from Nathan’s room startled her.

      Running back to look through the doorway, she saw Nathan hunkered on his bed, shielding his head from the dive-bombing Reavis. All the elation at their reunion was gone, and the little bastard dove at Nathan over and over again. Just as it was coming in for another swoop, Aurora called back the life she had given. Curling up midair, the little bat thumped down to the mattress, dead as stone.

      “What the hell was that?” Nathan let his hands drop, and it looked for all the world like he might have been laughing.

      “I don’t know. I’m so sorry.”

      He just waved her off. “We got our goodbyes in. It’s all good. Thanks for that, actually. It was pretty great until about two seconds ago.”

      While she couldn’t be entirely certain, Aurora felt a twinge at the timing. Just as she was getting emotional about the handsome wolf slinking away, Reavis had gone berserk. She wasn’t certain yet, but she suspected there might be a connection.

      “Aw, come on! Are you kidding me?”

      From the sound of things, Ronun was on the porch tugging at the doorknob, but the house wouldn’t let him in. The pretty door knocker Louie had given the house echoed all the way downstairs. By the time Aurora made it up to the kitchen, Kelly was already hustling blearily from upstairs.

      “Open up,” she commanded. “Just let him in already.”

      At Kelly’s command, the door flew open and Ronun stomped in.

      “This fucking place, always playing pranks. There’s a time and a place, man.”

      “What were you doing outside, anyway, babe?”

      “Nothing. Some werewolf was out there saying some shit about rotten flowers. Didn’t seem dangerous, but I told him to scram anyway.”

      Aurora hung in the shadows, eavesdropping. Hollow House hadn’t been playing a prank on Ronun. She was certain of it. The house had been protecting her. Something about that wolf terrified her and excited her at the same time. Regardless, her emotions were right on the surface when Ronun got locked out. And when she’d made Nathan dance. And when the mouse had pooped on his head.

      There must be a connection.

      Shaking herself, she did what she could to banish Dane from her mind. She had no room in her life to get twisted up over some guy. Honing her powers and proving her family wrong was all that mattered.

      At least for now.
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      “Smart money says it’ll get thrown out.” Percival shoved his glasses up the bridge of his nose and leaned over a densely typed legal brief. He was forever straying from the work at hand and ferreting into other files. Aurora bent hard over her own notes and tried to shut out the rest of the juniors.

      “Like hell it will.” Dion laughed. “They’ve got too much on the old goat. At least one of the charges will stick.” There was a general rumble of assent, and Aurora burned that she seemed to be the only one even remotely interested in the particulars of the work they had actually been assigned.

      “Hey, you said money, Percy. What do you say we actually make this interesting?” Eric loomed over the reedy little fae, using his shifter heft to put the pressure on. He had been captain of his high school football team and lived like he was still some kind of star.

      “None of us are really making much money…” Squirming slightly in his chair, Percival was looking for any way out of this.

      If she had been in a more generous mood, Aurora might have met his eyes or even piped up. They weren’t even talking about the potion theft case they’d been working on. She’d been so wrapped up in her own work, she hadn’t even heard how the whole mess started.

      With the exception of Aurora, the rest of the room was watching to see how the scene would play out. Seven sets of eyes watched as Eric flexed his imagined might over the milky little sap, who was bound to buckle any second.

      It’s a wonder anything ever gets done around here.

      Nine junior investigators were wedged into a bullpen that would have been crowded at half that number. To make matters worse, they seemed far more interested in horsing around than preparing the briefs for the DA to take to court. Aurora felt sick at the thought that she might be perceived as one of these ragtag jokers.

      Just when she thought she might despair, the door swung wide, and Paul strode into their midst. Usually, he barely registered the juniors, but now he surveyed their faces as he crossed the room. His eyes flickered when they finally landed on Aurora, and she swallowed hard.

      “You,” he jabbed a square-tipped finger at her. “Office.” Without missing a step, he crossed the room and thumped through the door.

      Aurora’s breath became shallow and her knees trembled slightly as she stood. A chorus of low snickers rippled through the air as each of her compatriots took silent pleasure in her being called out. In an instant, her pulse shot through the roof, and she did everything she could not to betray her anxiety.

      Smoothing her green tweed skirt over the tops of her thighs, she arranged her work into a neat pile as quickly as she could. More than anything, the little activity gave her a second to center herself. If she was going to be rebuked, she might as well catch her breath first.

      Was she about to be fired? Ticking through the files in her brain, she strained to figure out what it could be for. Maybe because she was a necromancer who hadn’t raised a human yet? While she couldn’t fathom what that might have to do with her job at the Judiciary, it was the only genuine failing she could find in herself.

      Maybe that lapse showed a weakness in her character. After all, how could she be expected to handle herself in this world if she couldn’t fulfill the calling of her kind? How terrible would it be for her mother to be right after all?

      Tapping lightly on Paul’s door, she cast a look back over her shoulder. Every expectant face carried a nasty little smirk, none more than Heather Shelley. Once she was the only woman left in the pit, it would be even easier to stand out.

      “Get in here, Rhonelle!”

      She turned the knob with a damp palm and stepped into his office, which was far less cluttered than she’d expected. Files lay on Paul’s desk, but while she expected grubby stacks and multiple coffee cups, everything was arranged in neat piles.

      “Take a seat.” He waved vaguely at a chair just in front of his desk.

      Swallowing again, Aurora inched over and sat down. He watched her the entire way, and it dawned on her that this was the most direct attention she’d ever received from one of her superiors. A wry smile tugged at the corner of the investigator’s mouth.

      “You nervous?” His blue eyes fixed on hers, and she managed a tiny nod.

      “A little.” Her voice was even smaller than her nod.

      As soon as it was said, Keenan rolled back in his chair and broke into an actual smile. It was the first one she could remember ever seeing on him.

      “Don’t be.” His shift into an almost collegial manner was so sudden, Aurora was at odds with how she was supposed to react. “Tell me something, kiddo. How do you like working here?”

      “Honestly?”

      “Honest answers are the only kind I’m after.”

      “I love it.” She might have been more effusive than she’d intended, but the tension she’d carried into the room let her guard down.

      “Is that a fact? Even with those…contemporaries of yours?” There was an almost conspiratorial feeling to the way he dismissed the rest of her ilk.

      “It can be a challenge,” she admitted. “But I like challenges.”

      The lead investigator nodded approvingly.

      “I’m glad to hear it. There’s been a bit of a situation, and we need your help.”

      Aurora thrilled at his words. It was one thing for an upper level official to actually know who she was, but the fact that he was actually counting on her? She clung to her seat to keep from dancing.

      “There’s been an attempted break-in at the Treasury Vault.”

      It was such a stunning notion, Aurora’s eyes bulged, and her jaw dropped. “When?”

      “Sometime last night. It has the whole department in an uproar.”

      “But I thought it was guarded by a dozen gargoyles? Who would—”

      “Try twenty. But, even so, some idiot tried.”

      “Have any suspects been arrested?”

      “Not yet.” He ran a palm across his graying red hair and looked her dead in the eyes. “No witnesses, and evidence at the scene has been pretty scant. Given that I’m the lead guy on Boyd’s team, the old guy is pulling me from the Abernathy theft to focus on this. They need their best people for something of this magnitude.”

      He chuckled lightly at his overt lack of modesty, and he looked as if he expected Aurora to laugh with him. But her mind was too busy churning on what all this meant.

      “So who’s going to handle the Abernathy case?”

      “You.” That square-butted finger jabbed at her again, but this time, it was backed by a crooked smile instead of a scowl. Her mouth went dry and her heart tightened inside her chest. The feeling ranked somewhere between elation and pure terror.

      “Me? Take over the case?” It was unheard of for a junior to get bumped up to run an actual case—especially one who had only been in the office for a few months.

      “Not take over, exactly, but present evidence next to Dante Calvo. You’ve been working hard on this investigation. All nine of you have really busted your butts so the case is air-tight. Besides, you’ve got a reliable witness. It’s a cinch. Open and shut.”

      “You really think so?”

      “Of course. A flying monkey could win this one. All you need to do is present the evidence at the trial. Guide the jury through it and lead the unicorn to water.”

      “Wait,” she balked. “I’d actually be presenting at trial? In an actual courtroom?” For the first time since that first smile had broken across his face, Paul’s friendly exterior cracked. Now there was a flicker of impatience.

      “What do you think we’re talking about here, Rhonelle? You’ve already been running point on putting the briefs together and collating the crime scene photographs to align with testimony. Much as I’d love to take the credit, I don’t have the bandwidth to present. That’s where you come in.”

      “But…” She couldn’t believe she was going to ask the question, but she had to know. “Why me?”

      “Come on,” he snorted. “Take a good look at yourself and then look at the rest of those jokers. Don’t think I don’t know you dress like this on purpose. All those wrinkled khakis and half-tucked shirts? And the way Shelley dresses? No thanks. You’re the most professional-looking one out there.”

      Aurora allowed herself to bask in the compliment. It was true. She’d taken such care with her appearance in the fantasy that something like this might happen. It just seemed unreal it actually was.

      “Thank you,” she said, tucking her chin low and hooding her eyes.

      “Don’t give me that false modesty crap. You know it as well as anybody. Why else would you put yourself together like that?”

      She felt just a little called out. How overt had she been about it all? Sure, she was reaping the rewards, but even with that, did she want to be perceived as a brown-noser? It tarnished the victory ever so slightly.

      “Are you sure I’m the right one for this?”

      “For Pete’s sake.” He clapped a broad hand on his desk and looked at her hard. The sudden shift startled her again. The warmth in his eyes had evaporated. “Look, Rhonelle, do you want this thing or not? Don’t let the cutesy-humility thing blow this for you.”

      “Yes, sir.” This teetered dangerously close to the chiding she’d expected upon walking in.

      “Every one of those slackers out there would be happy to slit your throat to get a shot at this.”

      Even if only figuratively speaking, Aurora knew it was true. All her work had paid off, and here she was, about to sell herself out of it. Squaring her shoulders, she stood up and extended her hand.

      “Mr. Keenan, it would be my pleasure and great honor to take on this assignment.” That little twinkle crept back into the corner of his eye as he stood to take her hand.

      “That’s the spirit. Just do me a favor and get a little steel in your spine before you walk into that courtroom. Even the best evidence in the world won’t amount to a damn if you walk in like some bashful kid. It’s yours, so play it.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “Good. Now, get out there and get back to work.”

      She closed the door behind her and found herself greeted by eight sets of hungry eyes. They bored into her as if hoping to read a transcript of what had just happened on her face. Fortunately, Aurora was no stranger to keeping her cards close. She’d lived her whole life that way.

      Crossing back to her work station with the barest hint of a smile on her lips, she let her silence dare any of them to ask. Nobody ventured. It felt suspiciously like power.

      Seated again, she opened up the files and began to pour over them with a fresh set of eyes. This wasn’t somebody else’s case anymore. This was hers. The other juniors may have contributed an observation here or there, but the whole of it lived in her fingertips.

      This was better than just proving something to the rest of those lazy, back-stabbing juniors—more than earning a place at the grown-up table with Keenan and the other senior investigators.

      No, something about this made her far more covetous.

      This was an accomplishment she could rub directly in her parents’ noses. And that was worth everything.
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      On her way to the Othercross Colonnade, Aurora’s feet barely touched the ground. The soaring feeling inside her made her giddy—something she was unaccustomed to. A flurry of texts had convinced Kelly and Tiffany to abandon their plans and meet her for lunch.

      In Tiffany’s case, that meant hustling over from another part of town, and for Kelly it meant actually getting out of bed. She was profoundly covetous of her days off, but Aurora wasn’t taking no for an answer. She had thrilling news to share, and she wanted her girlfriends to revel in it with her.

      As frugal as Aurora usually was, this was a far cry from the sandwich and carrot sticks she usually packed for herself, which sat tucked in the office fridge for someone to steal. Celebration was in order, and a tasty meal out felt like just the thing.

      Once they were all snuggled into a booth at a chic little bistro, Aurora announced her news.

      “That’s incredible,” Tiffany burbled. “I’m so proud of you!”

      “Holy shit, dude!”

      Aurora was in such fine spirits, she even refrained from calling out Kelly’s language. The way they fawned over her only added to the flames. Never one given to outward pride, Aurora permitted herself to bask in it a bit.

      “Wait, how many other junior investigators are there?” Kelly looked stunned, as if she hadn’t heard right.

      “There are nine of us total.”

      “That’s a buttload of gofers! And out of that whole rabble, you made the cut?”

      “I guess so.” Twirling the last of her pasta, Aurora savored the buttery sauce. Rich food was an indulgence, and she wasn’t the indulgent type. Usually.

      “Well, I’ll be a son of a bitch. Of course, I’m not at all surprised that someone in your office finally pulled his head out of his darkest orifice to see how dedicated you are. When’s the trial gonna be?”

      “It starts in two days,” she said, trying not to freak out about how fast it was approaching.

      Tiffany beamed at her. “Maybe we can come and watch you present.”

      “Not me.” Kelly hunkered back in her seat, collecting crumbs with the tip of her finger. “I’m never setting foot in a courtroom again unless I have to be there. And I’m hoping to keep that down to never. Ya feel me?”

      The three of them fell all over themselves with laughter remembering the last time Kelly was actually in a courtroom. It was a rare feeling for Aurora. Actual abandon. Something dangerously close to joy.

      “So what are you going to do to treat yourself?” Kelly asked as they stepped into the sunshine.

      The question caught Aurora off-guard. “This was it.”

      “You can’t be serious.” Tiffany blinked her black-lined eyes, looking dumbfounded. Aurora felt like she was missing something.

      “Yeah, to hell with that. A lunch? You need to actually treat yourself to something.”

      “Like what?”

      “Got it,” Kelly snapped her fingers. “You’re gonna be the star of the show in court that day. Right?”

      “Well, I don’t know about that…” Aurora waffled, kicking her feet lightly at the pavement. Her tendency to deflect came creeping back over her.

      “No, no. Shut up. You are. That calls for something to really make you stand out.”

      “Oh yes, oh yes, oh yes.” Tiffany hopped up and down, clapping her hands, her purple streaks bounding with each bounce.

      “What?” Aurora eyed them suspiciously. Clearly, she was on the outside of something they both immediately intuited.

      “You need a new outfit,” Kelly said with such authority it would have been hard for the best lawyer in Othercross to argue against her. “We’re taking you shopping.”

      “My favorite shops are all the way…”

      “Psssh!” Kelly waved a hand, banishing the very idea. “Not thrift stuff, babe. New stuff. Something to commemorate this. You’ve moved up in the world.”

      “It’s just for the one case.” Her friends were making enough out of this that Aurora started to find ways to undermine what had been a true victory. Fortunately, neither of her friends were going to stand for that kind of nonsense.

      “Fuck that.” Again, Kelly was firm. “One case leads to the next. Stop looking for excuses to deny yourself shit. We’re taking you to Sadie’s.”

      Before she could whisper language to herself, her friends scooped her in their arms and fairly danced her up the block. When they reached the window of the Colonnade’s poshest boutique, all three women lapsed into a kind of reverential silence. Aurora had peered through this window many times, but had never dared to venture over the doorstep.

      This is too expensive. Can I really do this?

      With that, she was whisked inside. Even the air felt different. Cooler. Lighter. Fancier.

      “Fuuuuuuck,” Kelly breathed out in a whisper.

      “You said it,” Tiffany agreed.

      “Language,” Aurora murmured.

      Now that she was inside, the siren song of it all was irresistible. After all, she had a credit card burning in her clutch. She’d never so much as swiped it, but suddenly, this felt like the whole reason she’d gotten it. It had been tucked away “for emergencies” and something had very clearly emerged.

      “Hey,” Tiffany squeezed her arm. “I’m going to poke around the sale rack and daydream. Don’t let me catch you there. You’re here for the real thing.” She bounded off to the far reaches of the store, like a little goth pixie turned loose in a wonderland of impossibly white décor.

      “Where are you going…” But Kelly was already gone.

      Breathing deeply, Aurora hoped Ronun would continue to have a good effect on her devil-may-care friend. She strongly suspected the old Kelly might have stuffed any number of things in her bag and made a break for it. If she had, that court date might’ve come faster than she wished.

      Being left to her own devices somehow settled the tiny moths fluttering inside her chest. It would be easier to treat herself if she could do it unseen.

      Wandering through the almost sacred space, she started by letting her fingers do the work. They brushed lightly on both sides of every garment she passed, flooding her with a kaleidoscope of soft textures. Everything embodied the definition of luxury, and she let herself bask in the moment when all of it seemed possible.

      Coming around to a particularly tasteful display, a glimmer of emerald green arrested her. It was a sheath dress, tailored in all the ways that would offer her what she loved most—a figure-hugging display of class. She was powerless to resist.

      Walking as if she were in a trance, she arrived in front of the object of her desire. It was perfect. Reaching with a timid hand, she lifted the tag that hung from the beltline.

      Oh wow. Wow, wow, wow.

      This single wrap of luxurious fabric cost more than her entire wardrobe. To buy this wouldn’t just be decadent. It would be a transgression. The very thought of it sent goosebumps racing across her skin.

      Except, that electric chill wasn’t sticker shock. No, the feeling was uneasily familiar. Something new, yet as woven into her soul as anything you could name. On instinct, she turned to look directly out the window she had gazed through so many times. Whenever she faced that glass, on the other side was the unattainable thing she longed for.

      Now, it was him.

      Dane.

      He stood in the street, scenting the air. He hadn’t seen her yet. But there was no doubt in Aurora’s mind he was looking for her. Whatever prickle she felt, it must have echoed in him as well.

      As he kept sniffing the air, a thrill raced through her entire body. It was equal parts attraction and dread. Every muscle went taut, and she had no choice but to run. The question was whether she was going to run toward this captivating wolf or away from him.

      Dane stilled, as if something had clicked into place. He looked at the window, as if it had just occurred to him to look through. His eyes began to focus.

      Aurora tucked into a crouch. Her pulse thundered through every vein, and her breath was high and sharp. Staying low, she scampered farther into the boutique, doing her best to keep her head below the line of displays. If anyone else saw her, they would think she was a crazy person, but that would be better than whatever might happen if Dane finally spotted her.

      Scrambling until she found the dressing rooms, she scampered into one and clapped the door shut behind her. There was a plush bench, but she found herself scrunched on the carpeted floor, panting as she kept her eyes riveted to the door.

      What’s wrong with me? Why is it so imperative I hide from this guy?

      She sat rubbing her eyes to clear away the tiny diamonds that were cascading at the edge of her vision. Using some techniques she’d picked up in a yoga class, she centered her breath and did everything she could to bring her heart rate down. After a few minutes, she was starting to feel in control of herself again.

      Three sharp knocks on the door shattered that illusion. She let out a squawk of terror and then slapped both hands over her mouth. If Dane heard her, there would be no escaping this time.

      “What’s going on in there?” It was Tiffany.

      All the air pent up in Aurora’s lungs rushed out at once.

      “Nothing!”

      Apparently, Kelly had joined the party. “What’s taking you so long? If you’re late back to the Judiciary, they might second guess this whole thing.” She may have been teasing, but the idea was enough to make Aurora bolt to her feet and yank open the door.

      “So where is it,” Tiffany asked.

      “Where’s what?”

      “Don’t tell me you’ve been in the dressing room this whole time and didn’t even take something in with you?” As Tiffany eyed her, the absurdity of the situation settled over Aurora like a blanket.

      “I...forgot.”

      Kelly just rolled her eyes and jerked her thumb at the young necromancer.

      “Can you believe this one? Come on.”

      They stalked through the store, the memory of the reason for their visit happily evaporating. Her credit card might just live to face another crisis.

      “You wanna hear something crazy? I was at the front of the store, and I swear I saw that wolf Ronun chased off last night.”

      Kelly was laughing but Aurora almost froze in place.

      “Really? I wanna see!” Tiffany darted to the front of the shop, almost pressing her nose to the glass. If any employee caught her smudging it, they’d be thrown out for sure.

      “Nah, he left already.”

      “A-are you sure?” The tremor in Aurora’s voice caught Kelly’s attention.

      “Yeah, dude. He’s outta here like last year.”

      She sounded certain enough, but it didn’t do much to settle the tickle of panic racing under Aurora’s skin. If she had hoped to step into a quiet afternoon, she was to be sorely disappointed.

      The street was alive with people, some running and shouting, others screaming in place. She was so intent on making sure Dane wasn’t lurking nearby that she failed to see the cause until it was right in front of her.

      “Holy shit, would you look at that?” Kelly pointed, and the trio turned to find a small horde of the strangest animals they’d ever seen. Many were recognizable, but their shapes seemed off somehow, as if they weren’t constructed properly.

      Then a creature hopped past them and stopped to look up with inquisitive glassy eyes. It was a field rabbit, with a pair of sharp teeth protruding over its furry little lips. Sprouting out of its head was an impressive pair of antlers. Aurora furrowed her brow in disbelief and her jaw dropped.

      “Is that…a jackalope?”

      They didn’t exist, so how was it that one was holding court on the sidewalk in front of her, as real as the clothes on her back?

      “Hey, can you ladies grab that for me? You don’t know how hard they are to fabricate.” A middle-aged man in a leather apron looked completely bewildered by the off-kilter menagerie.

      “Fabricate?”

      “For my shop.” He pointed to the sign hanging from the eaves.

      Timothy Hartsfield, Taxidermist.

      So, that’s what was so strange about all the creatures. They were stuffed!

      “What the hell happened,” Kelly asked.

      “No clue,” Mr. Hartsfield shrugged. “About five minutes ago, the whole shop just burst to life at once. One minute I’m dressing a bobcat, the next? Pandemonium.”

      Aurora had a pretty good idea what kind of energy had caused such a ruckus, and she knew she needed to beat a hasty retreat before anyone put the pieces together. Tucking her chin, she made for the end of the block, making sure she was well out of sight before she sent forth a burst of energy that would render all the critters lifeless again.

      With any luck, Mr. Hartsfield’s merchandise hadn’t gone too far afield.
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      She triple-checked her dossier to make sure everything was in place and then checked it again. The news that Aurora was actually going to be presenting evidence in court had gone over about as well as she’d expected with the rest of the juniors. One or two had taken the hint and started to dress a wee bit better, but others had resigned themselves to shooting her dirty looks.

      Suffice to say, she wouldn’t have put it past any of them to muck with her files while her back was turned. Well, really just Heather. By and large, they were quietly impressed by her bump in status, but the other female in the room held a bit of a grudge. Probably because she’d just learned that all her flirting with the lead investigator was worth squat.

      Stealing one last look in her compact, she offered her reflection a tight nod of approval, and stepped out into the hall. The courtroom was on the third floor, and Aurora steadied her breath before starting the climb. The way her heart was pounding, she was torn between tearing up the stairs like a madwoman and fleeing home to throw the covers over her head.

      Just breathe. You’ve got this.

      Paul had walked her through what was expected of her, and she had taken her usual meticulous notes in her impossibly neat handwriting. She knew how and when to address the judges and what order to present the evidence in. They’d even practiced how best to respond to the defense’s questions.

      As she passed the second-floor landing, she very nearly ducked into the bathroom so she could talk herself out of throwing up. It had worked three times so far. The butterflies in her stomach were churning up a real show in there.

      Tightening her resolve, she pushed up the last flight, the heels of her best shoes snapping against the terrazzo floor as she strode down the middle of the hallway. It was empty and taking the middle gave her a feeling of power. Within moments, she was at the oak double doors.

      “Okay,” she whispered aloud. “This is fine. Everything is fine.” Taking a look both ways to make sure nobody overheard her, she gave herself a little high-five. “This is just the first one, after all. Getting to present was the whole point of joining the Judiciary in the first place.”

      Which was true, even if it was much sooner than she had anticipated. Even if it was just a one-off to help keep Paul Keenan’s workflow running smoothly.

      “Step one,” she said with a smile. “You’re smart, you’re poised, and you could lay out these details in your sleep. So get in there, and knock this thing out of the park. Keep your focus and nothing can trip you up.”

      With that, she pulled open the door and stepped in with as much confidence as she could muster. The room wasn’t packed, which helped her breathe easier. The defense hadn’t arrived yet, and Aurora smiled at her habit of arriving early. This was going to make her look really good.

      Even so, her skin tingled with anxiety.

      Except, it wasn’t only anxiety. When she looked up at the triune of judges seated at the bench, she froze in place. Her whole body went cold and hot at the same time. Her heart exploded in one diamond-white burst.

      Dane was one of the judges.

      His gaze locked on her like a laser, his jaw dropping slightly and those startlingly warm brown eyes looking into hers for the first time. For one suspended moment, she could feel the air between them sizzle.

      Then all the fireworks going off inside Aurora erupted into the room. A dazzling flash was followed by a thunderous pop as a bright red cascade of light crackled out. Then blue. Then green.

      What few people were in the room immediately dove for cover. The bailiff scrambled to get under the defense table and the judges threw their hands up to shield their faces.

      Except Dane.

      Even with the chaos blasting through the room, his gaze remained focused on Aurora. Which, given the cataclysmic display, was a serious feat.

      “I call a recess.”

      His rich voice reverberated through every cell in Aurora’s body. It rang in her blood as if she’d known the sound of it her entire life. It only intensified the fireworks.

      At his release, the poor souls in the room tore for the exits. Dane lingered long enough to give her a look that beckoned her to follow him. She couldn’t have resisted if she wanted to. And she wasn’t entirely sure she did.

      It felt strange to cross the courtroom and step toward the doors at the far side, as if she was about to enter some kind of secret world. Of course, considering she was following a wolf who raised inexplicable feelings in her, she may as well have been. The bursts continued behind them even after the door thudded closed.

      Dane walked ahead of her without even looking back. The bravado of it made Aurora’s bones ache. He had to know she was powerless to do anything but follow him.

      Pushing through a door, they found themselves in a small, private office just off the main courtroom. As soon as they were alone, he turned to face her. Given how charged the atmosphere between them was, the room felt impossibly small, as if this wolf in judge’s clothing were already on top of her.

      “What’s your name?” Again, his voice vibrated into her, and Aurora found herself stammering in reply to this most basic of questions.

      “Aurora,” she managed at last. “Aurora Rhonelle.”

      “I’m Dane Hensley.”

      “I know,” she said before she could catch herself, and his eyes flashed wide with surprise.

      “You do?”

      “Mmm-hmm. I saw you in the yard. The night Ronun talked to you. You said I smelled like decaying lilies.”

      “Stargazer lilies,” he corrected, as though the exact type of flower actually mattered. “And Chanel No. 5.”

      Furrowing his brow, an almost shy look crossed his face. “You said you saw me?” The implication in his voice was clear, and Aurora blushed hard at the memory of his body.

      “Not all of you! There was a…um…bush in the way? I think? So, yeah. Not everything.”

      He nodded, but she couldn’t tell if he was pleased or not. Her own feelings were becoming more enigmatic on that point all the time. When he looked at her again, his face was both kind and determined.

      “All right, Aurora Rhonelle. I’m going to pay you the compliment of getting right to the point. Does that work for you?”

      “Yes,” she said, her voice barely a whisper.

      “I’ve been trying to find you since I scented you at that engagement party. The instant I caught your smell, I knew there was no question. I don’t want to shock you, but we’re meant to be together. You’re my fated mate.”

      An enormous crack from the other room sent everything on the desk shuddering as the fireworks display kicked into high gear. All the air in Aurora’s lungs rushed out at once, and her head began to swim. When her knees buckled, Dane reached out to catch her as if he’d anticipated it all.

      His arms sent a blistering snap throughout her whole body as he settled her into a chair. As soon as his hands left, she ached for his touch again.

      “So,” she said, shaking her head to clear away the fog of shock. “Just so we’re on the same page about everything, we just met. Right? Like, literally just met, for the first time.”

      “Correct.” He stood in front of her, looking down with clear eyes as if there wasn’t a single insane thing about what was happening.

      She opened her mouth to balk, but another deafening series of explosions from the next room made her close it again. Deep inside her, a tiny voice shouted how impossibly hot he was. Even with that, Aurora got a grip on herself and worked to quell the tempest inside her.

      “Listen, I can’t deny that there’s a kind of intense connection between us…”

      Boom!

      “Obviously. But fated mates? Meant to be together? That’s a lot to say up front.”

      “I warned you I was going to be direct.”

      “Well, that’s direct, all right. Listen, it’s not that I don’t believe in fated mates in theory, but it doesn’t add up for me.”

      “Why not?” Again, he seemed to be missing the pure absurdity of it all.

      Thankfully, Aurora found her feet again and stood up. She nearly always reasoned things out more clearly on her feet.

      “For starters, you’re a wolf shifter and I’m a witch.” She stopped herself shy of saying necromancer. Considering she hadn’t raised a human yet, it felt like she’d be inviting a conversation that would just leave her depressed and humiliated. “I’m not sure how the whole thing would work between our kind.”

      “It happens. Clearly.”

      The fact that he was so certain put her off balance, so she kept talking to stay focused.

      “Besides, I’m impossibly busy. My workload here at the Judiciary means there’s exactly zero room in my life for a man right now. Honestly? I’ve got way too much shit to do. Sorry. Language.”

      He looked down at her, clearly amused by the little chiding she just gave herself. The way his lips curled up at the edges warmed his face even more. That tiny voice inside her cried out again, but this time it was to insist that she reach up and kiss him.

      “Not only that,” she said to cut off the urge, “but what about the case? I’m just at the beginning of my career. If something were to happen between us, it would not only jeopardize the case I’ve worked so hard to build but maybe my whole career.”

      Invoking the trial seemed to get Dane’s attention.

      “You think so?” That little chink in his confidence was all she needed. The storm in the next room began to subside, and she felt herself gaining the control she was used to having over her emotions.

      “Absolutely. Whatever this is between us, we can’t let it interfere with the case. It would be a conflict of interests. Maybe once this thing is wrapped up, we could talk about exploring...whatever this might be.”

      Dane shifted to lean back against the desk, evidently not too happy that she had scored her point. She could tell he was the kind of man who was used to getting what he wanted. With that brawny frame, who would deny him anything? She let herself indulge in a brief flash of victory. If she could argue so effectively against the feelings raging inside her, she was going to have one hell of a career.

      “You’re right,” he said finally. “I’m here for the case, and we can’t do anything to upset a fair and thorough trial. But...” His eyes found hers again and her resolve began to waver. “Could we at least be friends? I don’t think we should hide from each other. Not that I could after finally seeing how stunning you are in person.”

      “Careful with that kind of talk,” she said, ratcheting down her emotions again. “I’m willing to explore friendship, but I want to be clear. There will absolutely be no benefits.”

      The little smirk on his lips turned to a pursed mouth. “Fair enough,” he said with a defeated sigh.

      Standing, he offered his hand. After a moment’s hesitation, Aurora took it, and that amazing jolt ran through her again. For a moment, it raised the question of fated mates again, but she quashed it as quickly as she could.

      No sooner had they shaken hands than a knock sounded at the door. Aurora nearly jumped out of her skin, but Dane crossed past her and opened it. It was the bailiff, looking more than a little harried.

      “Yes, Jerry?”

      “The action in there finally died down.”

      “Excellent.” Dane shot her a quick look, like he knew she was responsible for what happened in the courtroom. “So we’re good to proceed?”

      “Actually, Mr. Abernathy hasn’t arrived.”

      “Oh,” Aurora chimed in. “But he’s the lead witness for the prosecution.”

      “Very well,” Dane said to the bailiff, “let the rest of the triune know. I’d like to see them so we can call a continuance until Mr. Abernathy is at hand.”

      “Yes, sir.”

      Jerry headed off down the hall, and Dane turned back to look at Aurora. Standing there tall and strong, framed in the doorway, that tickle wriggled in her stomach. And, in the courtroom next door, there was a single, crackling pop.
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      “I need a drink.”

      The words so rarely fell from Aurora’s lips that the whole of Hollow House rang with them. Maybe because the house made it a point to let them echo just a little bit louder. Her roommates peeked as if to see if they had heard correctly. Even Nathan peered out of his basement, like a groundhog coming up to see if it was spring.

      Not that a reason was ever truly necessary, but Kelly declared that the very fact Aurora had said it was cause for celebration. Within twenty minutes, they were all out in the solarium at the side of the house, howling with laughter. Even Ryan was there, everyone finally giving up the pretense that he and Nathan weren’t an item.

      “Wait, what?” Tiffany rolled forward, coming dangerously close to spilling her beer all over her favorite black leggings.

      “The wolf that was here?” Ronun shook his head lightly and raised his whiskey glass. “I’d be careful. The guy seemed like a creep to me.”

      The word “creep” stuck under Aurora’s ribs, but she forced herself to smirk and nod.

      “Right? Talk about coming on strong.” She took a deep gulp of wine, letting it filter over all the conflicting emotions in her stomach.

      “He actually used the words ‘fated mates’? Like, he actually said that?” Tiffany let out a peal of laughter as Aurora nodded.

      Despite the fact such incredulity was exactly what she wanted, the laughter stung a bit. Still, she could hear how bonkers it all was coming from her friend’s mouth. “I know, right? Completely crazy.”

      “Damn straight.” Nathan lolled back in his seat.

      Ryan sat folded up neatly on the paving stones, resting his arm on Nathan’s foot. Between the two of them, not to mention the way Kelly and Ronun were always linked up, a wee part of Aurora thought it might not be so bad.

      “You really think so?” Ryan looked up into Nathan’s face, and the shirtless vampire registered a look of faint surprise.

      “What, meeting some werewolf for the first time and having him telling you straight off that you’re ‘meant to be’? Yeah, I’d say that ranks pretty high on the insanity meter. Tacky, at the very least.” He took a long, slow sip of beer.

      “I disagree.” Ryan folded his hands in his lap and his wings twitched. He had a vaguely distant look on his face and a small smile.

      The mysterious joy of it cut right into Aurora’s heart, as if tickling at a secret she was keeping from herself. “Really?”

      “Absolutely. I’d love to think that kind of thing is real.”

      Nathan shifted almost imperceptibly, but Kelly piped in. She had that same smokey, wistful gaze.

      “I mean, hello?” She rubbed a hand along Ronun’s thigh. “You had a front row seat to the whole thing. Remember?”

      Ronun reached out and stroked Kelly’s hair. Again, the open shows of affection served to roil up everything Aurora was working to suppress.

      “Anyway,” Kelly said as she propelled herself to her feet, “I need a fresh one. Anybody else while I’m up?”

      “I’ll come with you,” Aurora said.

      Given that Kelly had actually been through the whole fated-match thing, Aurora realized she had a moment for a private audience. They tripped back into the house and headed for the booze stash in the kitchen.

      “So tell me,” Aurora said, splashing more wine into her glass, “how did you know?”

      “What, about me and Ronun?” Kelly topped off his tumbler and pulled out a few more bottles of beer. “It’s not really easy to explain. Just that, whenever he was anywhere close, I’d get all weird. Like, tingly and shaky and that kind of thing. Not like I flopped around on the floor or anything, just a little vibration. Plus, he’s irresistibly hot, but I think I’m not the only one who sees that.”

      Aurora laughed a little uneasily. All of it sounded more familiar than she liked to admit.

      “But it’s just… I mean, he’s a wolf. And I’m a witch. I have a hard time figuring out how that’s gonna work.”

      “So? Ronun was a gargoyle statue in Cora’s office before I ever found out what he really was. I think the kind of magic you live under doesn’t really factor into it.”

      “Maybe, but witches don’t really do the whole fated mate thing.”

      Kelly stepped in front of her and took Aurora by the shoulders. It was an oddly serious gesture for someone who tended to be so free-wheeling.

      “Do yourself a favor. Don’t be so shortsighted when it comes to love. The fact that he’s a wolf isn’t as big a factor as you think.”

      “But even with him saying all that the first time we met?”

      “When you know, you know. Just don’t let your need to be in control of everything make this harder for you than it needs to be.” She probably didn’t mean it in an unkind way, but Kelly’s sudden appraisal of Aurora’s need for control pinched her.

      “That’s easy for you to say,” she mumbled.

      Defiance was so unfamiliar in her voice that Kelly shook her head as if she hadn’t heard correctly.

      “What?”

      “It’s easier for you.” Aurora heaved a sigh and then looked her friend full in the face. “Look, you’re a year away from inheriting a fortune. I mean, come on, you’ve already got this house. I don’t have anything like that.”

      The wine had loosened her tongue and made her just a little bit maudlin.

      “What I do have is a career, even if I’m only at the beginning of it. That’s the only way I’ll be able to make anything of my life, Kelly. And if I just go and let myself get all mixed up over some guy, I could lose what little I’ve got.”

      “Hey, hey, hey.” Kelly put an arm around Aurora’s shoulders and pulled her into an awkward little side hug. “You’re not gonna lose anything. In fact, you might run the risk of actually gaining something pretty great. Sure, I’ve got some money coming my way, so I can afford to fuck around a bit, but you’ve got something I’d kill for.”

      “What’s that?” She looked up to meet her friend’s eyes.

      “Brains. Fashion sense. A great nose for sniffing out a bargain. Okay, so that’s three things, and I’m sure I can come up with a metric shit-ton more.”

      She scrubbed at the sleeve of Aurora’s sweater, coaxing a laugh out of the melancholy necromancer.

      “Oh, my gosh, group hugs?” Ryan appeared at the door. “Can I get a piece of that?” He draped himself around them and the two girls fell into a fit of giggles. “What are we hugging over?”

      “Fashion sense,” Aurora smirked.

      “Oooh, good,” Ryan cooed, snuggling in even more. “I love it when I catch people talking about me. Now, where’s the fresh drink I was promised? The natives are getting restless.”

      “You got that right.” Nathan stood lazily against the door frame, looking at the trio of huggers with the same lukewarm eye with which he viewed everything.

      “Just in time, babe!” Ryan let loose one of his arms and tried to wave Nathan over. “Come on, you want a piece of this action?”

      “Not likely. Are we moving things in here or what?”

      “All good parties end up in the kitchen,” Ryan smirked.

      “Like hell!” Kelly started doling out armloads of drinks. “It’s a pretty night, and we never sit in the solarius. Solanium? Oh, fuck it, the greenhouse. Now, let’s scoot! I’ve got a fresh round and backups for everybody.”

      She led the charge toward the door, but Aurora held back.

      “Hey, Nathan?”

      “Yeah?” he lingered, clearly ready to get back to wherever the others were.

      She’d done what she could to make amends, but Aurora felt that he still held just a bit of a grudge.

      “I just wanted to say I’m sorry again, about Reavis going nuts and dive bombing you and stuff.”

      “Forget it.” He started to leave again.

      “No, I’m serious. It wasn’t on purpose, and it’s not something I did to get at you or anything. Actually, I think it was because of the wolf.”

      “So you reanimated my favorite bat and turned it against me because of your werewolf creeper?”

      “Kind of? I dunno. It’s hard to explain, but I’ve figured out that whenever he’s around, I get all riled up. And when I do, my powers start doing things I didn’t plan on.”

      “Like my dancing lesson?”

      Aurora blushed deeply at the reminder. “That, too. That was the first time I saw him. For whatever reason, I felt like I had to get out of that room immediately and I needed a diversion. Before I knew it…”

      “I was high-kicking and tapping. I remember.”

      “Sorry,” she cringed.

      He just shrugged and looked at her out of the corner of his eye. “Eh. Ryan liked it, so I’d say we’re even on that one. But tell me something.”

      “What’s that?”

      “You say that every time you’re near this werewolf guy, you get all flustered and shit starts happening? Then he comes at you with his fated mate talk and you’re surprised? I mean shit, girl. You broke out the Fourth of July fireworks inside a courtroom. You might wanna think about that.”

      “Language,” she murmured to herself. But everything he said made a terrible kind of sense.

      “I had your back out there because you seemed really resistant to the idea, but fated mates are a thing.” He pushed off from the wall and gave her a sly smile. “But if you really want to make it all up to me, you could help me have a bit of fun.”

      The glint in his eye along with the mischief lurking there was so rare for him, she couldn’t help getting a little giddy at the thought of being complicit.

      “What is it?”

      “The collar of Ryan’s jacket is mink. If something were to happen that made him, I don’t know, take his jacket off, I’d say we’d be square.”

      She shared in his evil smile. “I think that can be arranged.”

      “See you in the solarium.”

      He sauntered off, and Aurora took a moment alone to beam at herself. It was the first time she felt like she might actually become friends with Nathan.

      Weaving back to the door, she stood for a moment and looked at her roommates laughing in their little circle. However mixed up she might be about certain things, it warmed her to think she could call these people friends. Friendship had been a rare thing in her life, so she appreciated the preciousness of it.

      One thing Kelly had said was very true. She worked hard to keep herself under control—from the way she dressed down to what she allowed herself to feel. Maybe that was part of why so many crazy things were happening around her. The energy she kept pent-up had to get out somehow.

      “Are you just gonna stand there all night, mooning over your wolfman?” Tiffany had an eyebrow up and was giggling at her own joke before she’d made it to the end.

      “Heaven forfend!” Aurora put a hand to her pearls in a gesture of mock indignation, eliciting another crack of laughter from the group. Even Nathan chuckled. She was never goofy and it actually felt pretty good.

      Heading back to her seat, she met Nathan’s eyes, and he kept flicking them toward Ryan, who was in the middle of some story nobody seemed to pay much heed to. Settling in, she closed her eyes and contrived to be daydreaming.

      Really she was letting all that nervous energy she’d been squirreling away coalesce into that familiar ball of light in her core, growing it by gentle degrees. It was only a small patch of mink, so she wasn’t going to need to go full bore. Just a glimmer trickled down her arms, and she raised her fingers enough to point them at Ryan’s collar.

      “Holy shit!” He was on his feet, fretting his arms up to his neck. The collar flapped wildly at him, tugging in every direction at once.

      “Ryan,” Aurora chastised in her most matronly tone. “Language, please!”

      The laughter grew to epic proportions as the fairy writhed and tugged at his clothes. At last, he clawed at the buttons and threw his jacket to the ground in a heap.

      He was shirtless underneath and his pale skin nearly glowed under the moonlight streaming in through the windows. His translucent wings flapped. As soon as the jacket was off, Aurora released the collar and it fell back into stillness. For a moment, Ryan looked around, feebly trying to cover up his chest.

      “What’s everyone looking at?” he demanded.

      “Nothing, darlin’,” Nathan said, wryly lifting his beer to his lips. “It’s just a relief not to be the only shirtless one around here.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Ten

          

        

      

    

    
      Aurora sat hunched over her work, trying even harder than usual to shrink into herself. Her head throbbed lightly after the drinks she’d had the night before. In her typical fashion, she’d deprived herself of anything to chase away the hint of hangover. It was her penance for letting herself go.

      Even more so, it was a way to erase what had passed between her and Dane in those chambers. And she was aching with the hope that the viper pit around her would let things rest. As always, in this room with eight other juniors, at least one of them was bound to do something to rattle her cage.

      “So what happened up there?” Zander asked, nudging close to her. “What was all the noise about?”

      “Yeah, Rory!” Dion relished using a nickname he knew made her shudder. “We had to evacuate the building. What was the deal with the fireworks?”

      “I don’t know.” It rankled her to lie, but she wasn’t ready to admit the truth to herself, and she certainly didn’t owe it to the rest of them.

      “Aw, come on.” Dion rocked forward out of his chair and ambled over to her. “You mean to tell me there was a New Year’s Eve celebration in your courtroom and you have no idea what was going on?”

      “That’s a stretch, little miss,” Zander cocked his head impishly to one side. “Even for me.”

      “I’m telling you. I have no idea how it happened. The second I walked into the room, the whole place went berserk.” It wasn’t exactly a lie, but it still tasted bad in her mouth.

      “Sounds to me like that courtroom has it in for you,” Heather cooed at her own reflection in her compact. “Maybe you should give this kind of thing up? Just to keep safe, of course. I’m sure one of us would be willing to stand in for you.” She turned her freshly mascaraed lashes to Aurora and batted them innocently.

      “Damn straight,” Eric said. “I’d crush it in there.”

      You’d love to think that. Wouldn’t you?

      The door clacked open with its usual vigor and Paul surged into the room. As always, everyone’s eyes dropped to whatever files they had in their hands, feigning deep concentration. Without missing a step or even looking her way, Paul called out his directive.

      “Rhonelle. My office.”

      Just like last time, the command chilled the marrow of her bones. Except on this morning, she was certain there wouldn’t be conspiratorial smiles on the other side of his door. A chorus of thinly veiled snickers rose around her, and Aurora once again crossed the threshold into his muggy, intimidating realm.

      “Do you mind telling me just what the fuck happened with our case yesterday?” Yeah, there was no hope of a turning of the tide this morning. He didn’t even gesture for her to sit—just glared at her with those piercing, unblinking eyes of his.

      “They called a postponement.”

      “Yeah, no shit,” he barked. “I could have gotten that info from the briefing. Or more directly, from the ass-chewing Widarin gave me. You were up there. What the fuck?”

      Her palms immediately went damp and her mouth dried. She could say so many things, but nearly all of them would leave her feeling incriminated. If she could have died on the spot, she might have welcomed it.

      “A series of explosions sent us out of the room.”

      “Fireworks. A whole damn parade’s worth. Any idea what that was all about?” It looked as if he were reading into her guts, as if he already knew, and was waiting for her to prostrate herself in confession. No wonder he had this job.

      “No.” She comforted herself that it was only half a lie. She knew she was responsible for them, but couldn’t pinpoint exactly why.

      He stood from his desk, hitching up his belt. “Okay, then maybe you can tell me why, after it all died down so quickly, they called a continuance.”

      “Because Mr. Abernathy failed to show up, sir.”

      At her answer, Keenan stabbed an accusing finger in her direction.

      “Exactly. Finally, you’re getting to it.” He perched on the corner of his desk, folding his hands over a crossed knee. Paul’s face melted into a mask of benevolent questioning. “Why wasn’t he there?”

      The question caught her short and she sputtered for a second. “I… I don’t know.”

      “Why the hell not? You mean to tell me you were entrusted with the particulars of this case, yet you didn’t have the wherewithal to actually escort the witness to court?”

      “Nobody told me to,” she answered in a tiny, bewildered voice.

      “Nobody told...” He shook his head in disgust and then rose again and stepped toward her. “Did anybody tell you to wipe your ass the last time you hit the can?”

      The sudden vulgarity shook her, and she resisted the urge to cringe.

      “You’re telling me, with all the studious shit you get up to out there in the pit, it never occurred to you that escorting the witness might be part of your job?”

      Shame bloomed inside her. He was right. It was the kind of thing she should have known. She grasped for whatever weak defense she might have.

      “I did call him,” she said meekly. Something in Paul’s demeanor changed and he rocked back on his hips just a bit.

      “You did?” His face cocked away from her, one eye squinting.

      “Yes, sir. More than once, actually. There was no answer, so I assumed Mr. Abernathy was already on his way.”

      A queasy silence hung in the air as he regarded her. Then, nodding almost in dismissal, he took a few steps closer. Within a breath, he was almost directly over her.

      “I took a big chance on you. You know that, Rhonelle? And do you know why I did that?”

      “No, sir,” she answered, barely above a whisper.

      “I gave you this responsibility because I thought you could handle it. Was I wrong about that?” She remained frozen, staring at a faint stain on his tie to avoid his eyes. “Rhonelle.” As much as she wanted to resist him, his voice called her face up to his. “Was I wrong?”

      “No, sir. I can make this right.”

      She desperately hoped she could keep the promise. Screwing up even the smallest thing filled her with horror, so something of this magnitude pushed her into a state of full-tilt mortification.

      “How?” His gaze remained firm, his gray eyes cutting into hers as if he was trying to read her brain.

      “I’ll find Mr. Abernathy. I’ll track him down today. Trust me. I won’t leave his side until he walks into that courtroom.”

      “You’d better.” With that, he idled away from her. In the wake he left behind, Aurora found herself able to breathe again. Taking a few steps away, Paul pointed a firm hand toward his door.

      “If you can’t manage it, I’ll find somebody who can. Eight other juniors out there would leap at the chance to be my bloodhounds. If I cut them all loose at once, they’d have Abernathy within the hour.” Turning back to face her, he ground his fists into his hips. “Think you can beat that?”

      “I’ll do everything I can.”

      “Do more than that, kiddo. I expect you to do things you think you can’t.” With a wave of his broad palm, he shooed her out of his presence.

      Despite the fact that she was quivering under her smart little blazer, Aurora glossed herself over with a veneer of composure. They had all heard it. Nobody pretended not to be able to hear when a superior bellowed behind closed doors. But she didn’t have to act like she’d been screamed at.

      Crossing the room with even steps, she waited until she was in the empty hallway to risk coming apart. Only there did she allow herself to convulse against the wall and then scurry down the hallway to the ladies’ restroom.

      Leaning over the sink, she turned the water on and gripped the porcelain with both hands, waiting for her meager lunch to come back up. By some miracle of resolve, it stayed put.

      Thank the goddess for little mercies.

      Grabbing a fistful of paper towels, she dampened them and pressed the cool moisture to the back of her neck before tracing it along under her jaw. It soothed her a bit, but only a bit. When she had the courage, she faced her own brown eyes in the mirror.

      They were wide and did little to conceal the terror behind them. At least she had avoided crying. Her eyeliner was meticulously in place. For a moment, she wanted to batter her fists against the mirror and shake the façade she lived behind.

      “What the heck were you thinking,” she asked her reflection. “Just what are you going to do now?”

      In full truth, she had no idea how to track down a missing witness. She could call him again or even go so far as to knock on his door, but if Theophilus Abernathy didn’t want to be found, she hadn’t the faintest clue how to find him. Nothing in her paperwork alluded to any places he might frequent.

      She might as well set off wandering the streets and calling his name as if he were a lost dog. The impossibility of it swarmed over her, and she braced her hands against the sink again. Not in anticipation of retching, but to keep herself from buckling onto the floor.

      Get it together, Aurora. This isn’t you. You’re so much better than this.

      But was that true? It had to be. Reaching inside herself, she found just enough steel to pull herself upright again. Another quick dab of wet paper towels, and she stepped back into the hallway to start for the doors to the outside world.

      If there was one place she was certain not to find Theophilus Abernathy, it was the ladies’ room of the Othercross Judiciary. Simply getting out of there was already a step in the right direction.
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      A bit of fresh air did her good. Really, just about anything would have, so long as it wasn’t walking back into the office and all those expectant, spiteful faces.

      Well, you know what? I’m not going to let this beat me. I’ve got this.

      With that, she squared her shoulders and headed for the place she always went when she felt at a loss. The place where she knew she could find answers, even if they weren’t directly to the questions she was asking. And, if nothing else, she could squirrel herself away until she got her confidence back in line.

      The Othercross Public Library.

      Walking with brisk, tight strides, Aurora did what she could to offer her face up to the sun. A little vitamin D might be just the thing. Besides, if she kept her eyes on the pavement like her heavy heart wanted her to, she might just pass Mr. Abernathy on the street and miss him! No, the only way to make herself feel better was to act better.

      As soon as the tall, leaded windows came into view, she really did breathe a bit easier. The library was a long-time refuge, and the mere sight of it helped still the waters. But once inside, she was all business.

      Flicking through the antique card catalogue, she racked her brain to think of as many different ways as she could to find books on missing people. If she was half as adept at actually looking for Mr. Abernathy as she had been at ferreting out books, he’d have been hers in the twinkling of an eye.

      Jotting down a list of numbers on a bit of scrap paper, she was grateful none of this massive collection had been digitized. To have printed out her list on a rumbling printer would have been sacrilege in a place as patinaed with age as this marvelous library. Besides, she liked the old-fashioned way of doing things.

      Without the pejorative that often accompanied the expression, Aurora was proud to consider herself “an old-fashioned girl.”

      Well up on the second floor she found a table and thumped down a substantial armful of books. Some were on tactics for tracking from the pioneer days, and others were dry-looking modern textbooks for criminal justice classes. One salacious-looking small-press volume was even aimed directly at people who got their private eye licenses from correspondence courses.

      It was all grist to her very voracious mill. Sure, it might not actually be pounding the pavement in search of her missing witness, but she assured herself the time was well-spent. Just the feel of paper at her fingertips buoyed her emotions.

      “Well, well, well.”

      She started and turned, only to find an immaculately coiffed ghost lingering at the edge of the stacks.

      “Looks like somebody feels humbled.”

      “What makes you say that, Alistair?” He shrugged in his purple velvet smoking jacket and wafted over to her.

      “Oh, darling. Sometimes I feel like I only see you when you’re feeling low. But then, that’s why most people come here.”

      “Then why are you here?” she asked, raising an eyebrow. He raised his in return.

      “Touché.” He lounged next to her, seemingly intent on keeping her from the studying she had come to accomplish. “In truth, I needed a wee bit of quiet. Last night, I haunted the light concert hall. The men’s chorus was rehearsing their program for the building’s tricentennial, and it was a late night, I can tell you.”

      Aurora chuckled in spite of herself. Somehow Alastair Flayme had a way of making everything sound salacious. As much of a pain as he could be, a little diversion felt like just the balm she needed.

      “So,” she asked, “how was the program?”

      “Ghastly,” he shuddered. “They don’t write songs like they used to. The men’s chorus doesn’t sing like they used to, for that matter. But then,” he sighed, “the singing wasn’t really why I stopped by.”

      She leaned back in her chair, and he took a quiet moment to survey the books she’d collected. With a theatrical grimace, he cast a jaundiced eye toward her.

      “Cheerful subject. Looking for someone?”

      “Wow, brilliant deduction. Are you sure you shouldn’t be an investigator?”

      He turned a shoulder toward her and raised his eyebrows. “I’ve seen your offices, darling. Too dreary for me.”

      “You got that right,” she muttered.

      “Speaking of dreary, I’m going to bring up an old subject.” His eyes twinkled, but her stomach pitted at what she knew was coming. “What do you think the chances are? I’d love to be warm and moving again.”

      “I’ve told you before, you’ve got much more freedom to move now than you would if you had your body again.”

      “But not in the ways I want.”

      Aurora tucked a hand over her mouth, and he looked away, pretending not to see her smile.

      “It wouldn’t work anyway. Your bones turned to dust long before my grandfather was even born, so there’s not much for me to reanimate, I’m afraid.”

      He gasped, clutching at his cravat in over-the-top offense. “Are you calling me old? Well, I never.” He stood up grandly and sniffed, the picture of wounded pride.

      “Whatever. I’m just saying you’ve got so much more room to roam this way. If you were stuck in a plane of existence that didn’t give you so much freedom, maybe we could talk, but you have it pretty good right now.”

      At this, Alastair rested his elbows on the table in front of her, his chin on the back of his fingers as he batted his eyes at her. “I can always find a wardrobe to sequester myself in, if that would convince you.”

      Aurora rolled her eyes. “Even if I wanted to, I probably wouldn’t be much help. As worldly as you are, I’m sure you know I’ve never had any luck raising humans. I’d probably have to call in one of my brothers to finish the job.” The admission tugged her back toward a mild sulk.

      “Oh, sweetheart, I’ve seen your brothers. And attractive as they are—and believe me, they are—I’ll tell you a secret.” He dropped his voice to a whisper. “They don’t have a fraction of the power you do.”

      “Oh, please.” She cracked open one of the books and made a show of leaning over it, dismissing him, which Alastair ignored.

      “I’m serious. Just because you haven’t managed it yet doesn’t mean it’s beyond your grasp. Trust me. I was a late bloomer myself. Why, I didn’t become a ghost until after I was dead, so you’re way ahead of me!”

      She chuckled but refused to look up.

      “Darling, you can trust me on this one. Necromancers come and go, but I’ve never seen one with the power you have. Well, perhaps once or twice, but not in several generations. Why do you think I pester you? Because, if anyone is capable of raising up my crumbled bones, it’s you.”

      “But I’ve tried, Alastair! I practice all the time. But each time, it ends up in failure. I can’t seem to control whatever this stuff is inside me. Not only that, whenever I get emotional, my powers go all haywire.”

      “Then stop trying to control it so hard.”

      “What?” That made no sense whatsoever. How was she supposed to control her powers by not trying to control them?

      “Sometimes you have to lose control to gain control.”

      With that, he waggled his fingers at her and vanished without so much as a puff of smoke. Aurora sat dumbly for a moment, staring blankly into the space where he had been.

      “What the heck is that supposed to mean?” she called into the echo of the stacks.

      The only response she got was a loud “Shhh!” from a few aisles over. Turning back to the table in front of her, she softly closed the book she’d been studying. What good were these going to do her? She needed to head over to Abernathy’s house. After all, if he was sitting quietly at home, she was just wasting her time.

      Taking a detour to quickly shelve the books—she wasn’t about to leave them there for some poor, beleaguered librarian to put away—she felt resolution brimming up inside her. She might just have this after all.

      Twenty minutes later, Aurora sat in her car in front of Theophilus Abernathy’s house, utterly dejected. There’d been no answer to her repeated doorbell ringing, and she’d even peeked into any window that seemed peek-worthy. The place had the air of a house that had been empty for hours, maybe days. Where the hell could he have been? More importantly, how the hell was she supposed to find him?

      A chime cut through her gloom, but when she pulled the phone from her purse, she froze.

      The text was from Dane.

      Her heart was in her throat before she could catch herself. Swiping through, her palms dampened in anticipation of what might be waiting for her.

      Hey. It’s Dane. Just wanted you to hear it from me. The triune has decided to postpone the trial until the witness can be found.

      Aurora sighed and typed back to him.

      That’s exactly what I’m trying to do. I’m much too stressed to focus on anything else.

      That sent, she went back to wondering where she should look next. He was a professor at OCU, so it would make sense to ask around there, but if he could be found that easily, it would have already happened.

      Her phone chirped again.

      Sorry you’re so stressed. I’ve always found that a break helps make my brain think more clearly. It can be hard to see the problem when you’re smack in the middle of it.

      “You got that right,” she mumbled.

      Are you proposing anything in particular?

      It felt brazen in its coyness, but then something about Dane seemed to bring that out of her. His response came like a rocket.

      You got that right! Not a DATE tho. Just 2 friends hanging out. Might clear your mind.

      There was something completely disarming about the way he echoed her own words. Not only that, but the idea of seeing him again was incredibly appealing. Perhaps even more than she was willing to admit. She went to reply, but left the pads of her fingers hovering over the screen.

      Paul’s piercing eyes flashed in her mind. She had barely managed to escape being fired on the wild promise that she would find Theophilus Abernathy quicker than the rest of the juniors combined—which, to be fair, seemed likely to be within the next calendar year.

      Yet, the prospect of this not-a-date date tugged at her insides with a startling insistence. The situation left her stymied in a way that surprised her. Because Dane did have a point. Maybe if she got out of her own head for a while, she’d be able to attack the problem with a fresh set of eyes.

      That cinched it.

      Gimme 30 minutes?

      As soon as the text was sent, his reply came back.

      I’d wait for you forever.

      Holy cannoli, he was good. Despite the cheesy text—which didn’t feel cheesy in the slightest—Aurora couldn’t hold back the smile blooming on her face.

      “That’s a heck of a text, Dane Hensley.” She smirked to herself. “Not a date indeed!”
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      Standing in the bowels of an airship wasn’t exactly what Aurora had in mind when Dane suggested clearing her mind. Granted, the airship itself would have been fascinating, even if it was a touch on the romantic side for two people who had only promised to be friends, but the bungee jump awaiting them gave her the jitters.

      It was a good thing Dane had kept his planned activity secret because Aurora would never have met him if she’d known. Well, maybe she still would have, but she’d have been antsy over things a whole lot sooner. The ship had been well over the Sanguine Sea before the penny dropped about the point of the whole trip.

      “You okay?”

      “Huh?” She looked up to his face and realized she’d been gnawing at the corner of her thumb.

      “You look like you’re about to unravel,” he said with a light smile. “Listen, it’s not like they throw you out of this thing. If you don’t want to jump, we can just enjoy the ride and head back.”

      “No!” she blurted and then stilled herself. “It’s not the jump.” Dane cocked an eyebrow at her, and she let out a nervous little laugh. “Alright, it’s kind of the jump. But it’s just…” She didn’t need to finish. He knew full well what was eating at her.

      “I get it.”

      “It just doesn’t make any sense! I mean, I went to his house, and even asked a neighbor where some of his common haunts were. Every place I went, I came up empty-handed.”

      “I know, but listen.”

      “Yeah?” She looked up at him again and the gentle concern on his face melted just a bit of her worry.

      “We probably shouldn’t talk directly about the case. Just because of our positions…”

      “Yeah. Of course. Sorry.”

      “No need to be sorry. It’s just a thing.” He regarded her with a sideways glance, just a hint of mischief playing at the corners of his mouth.

      His coy little smile was infectious, and soon, she had one to match it. “What?”

      “I’ve got to admit, I’m surprised you even got on this thing. Bungee jumping isn’t for everyone.”

      “Well, you were clever enough not to tell me until we were already in the air.”

      “It was on the sign,” he pointed out with a hearty laugh. “You were just too preoccupied to actually see anything until after we took off, and I’m glad you were.” He took a seat on the bench that ran the length of the airship along either side and patted the spot beside him for her to join.

      The thrill of being in such close proximity rattled her bones. Leaning ever so slightly, she let her upper arm graze his as she sat. It felt oddly naughty so she pulled back. Clearly, she must have tensed because Dane gave her a soft, panty-melting smile.

      “This really clears the head. Trust me.”

      “Wait, so you’ve done this before?” She couldn’t manage to keep the tinge of awe out of her voice.

      “Sure. Several times.”

      He leaned back, looking awfully pleased with himself. On anyone else, the expression would have irked her, but it suited him.

      “Are you telling me this is nothing special for you?”

      That caught his attention, and he snapped to look into her face. The ardor in it made her breath catch, but he quickly mellowed it, settling into something more intimate.

      “Trust me. This time will be special to me.”

      The intensity in his eyes made Aurora blush, and she looked away for fear she’d tumble headlong into them.

      This guy is smooth. Is it wrong that I like it so much?

      “So what was your first time like,” she asked. His face registered a kind of startled bemusement, and she hastened to add, “Jumping! What was your first jump like?”

      “I know,” he said with the tiniest wicked smirk. Then, he leaned back as if trying to remember something from decades before. “Honestly? Terrifying. Invigorating. I was in a low spot and it made me feel powerfully alive.”

      As he spoke, his whole body seemed to vibrate with the memory. She allowed her eyes enough license to wander over him for a moment before centering herself again. More than just his frame drew her, though his subdued power made her tingle in funny places. It was the fact that he had obliquely admitted to some sadness he carried. Peeks like that seemed rare in men like Dane.

      “I just hope it knocks something loose inside my head. This case—”

      “Hey, hey, hey,” he interrupted, laying an unexpectedly warm hand on her knee. “The whole point of this was to get you to relax. It’s all going to work out.”

      I can’t see how.

      His hand lingered, and as good as it felt, Aurora needed a modicum of professional distance. Shifting her posture, he seemed to take the hint and gently took his hand away. She immediately missed it, but it was the right thing to do. The proper thing.

      “Hensley and Rhonelle, tandem jump. You’re up!”

      Aurora surged to her feet before her brain could catch up, looking blankly at the sturdy looking man holding the clipboard.

      “Tandem jump?” she asked, looking up into Dane’s hypnotic brown eyes. For a moment, they flashed a richer, more vibrant hue

      “Of course,” Dane said, rising to stand beside her. “You didn’t think I’d make you jump the first time alone. Did you?”

      She swallowed hard, only just coming to the realization of how close their bodies would be. Suddenly her mind couldn’t think of anything else.

      They stepped into a pair of very unsexy harnesses, and the mundane functionality of the gear settled her just a bit.

      “Okay, now face each other.”

      “Excuse me?” She looked into the thoroughly bored face of the technician strapping them in.

      “Face each other. We’ll secure the link up.”

      And just like that, Aurora’s heart was in her throat. She stood facing Dane, closer than she ever thought she would—at least, while they were respecting professional boundaries. They were clipped together and the straps were pulled surprisingly tightly, pressing their bodies firmly together.

      My goodness, he’s firm. No! Keep it together.

      “Now, don’t go getting any ideas, friend,” he said, mischief sparkling in his smile. “The tighter we are, the safer we are.”

      You got that right.

      “Step to the edge.” The technician was all business as he fixed the cord to their ankle harnesses with an almost perfunctory air.

      While Aurora was sure it would be secure, her stomach still danced with anxiety. Or maybe it was because she was bound so close to this handsome wolf that she could feel every ridge and contour of his body. And she knew he could feel hers. That only sent her insides spinning harder. It was the single most intense feeling she’d ever experienced, and mastering it was going to take every ounce of her strength.

      “Ready?” Dane’s eyes were warm, and he placed his hands on her ribs.

      Burning with the power of it all, she swallowed hard and nodded. With a gentle lean, they sailed out into the air. The sudden, shocking rush of the wind in her ears shifted reality. Her whole body went cold and she clung to Dane, digging her fingers into his back. He held her in return, enveloping her in his arms and howling with laughter.

      Aurora realized she was laughing too. Hard. The bottom of the airship rocketed away from them at an incredible pace, and the blue sky above their feet seemed impossibly vast. Time seemed compressed and elongated all at once.

      Then, looking up—or rather, down, since they were hurtling toward the sea head-first—she saw the water racing up to meet them. Her stomach slewed as the cord pulled taut, and for a suspended moment, she and Dane hung within a foot of the water. So close she could have reached out and brushed it. The sense of effervescent energy fizzing away inside her threatened to shatter her with joy.

      Her body went numb and tingly again as they shot away from the surface of the sea. It was impossible to say how many times they bounced before easing into a lazy swing not far above the water. Not that it mattered.

      Aurora’s throat was raw from scream-laughing, and her sides ached. Only then did she realize that Dane’s arms were still holding her tightly. And hers were returning the favor.

      Even after that terrifying, exhilarating leap, she felt safer than she ever could have imagined, and it was because of Dane. Not only would she never have done this kind of thing without him, but he’d managed to make her feel completely secure through it all.

      As the blood rushed to her head, she found him watching her with that same, gentle, hungry look on his face, even though she must have looked dreadful with a red face and hair literally standing on end. None of that seemed to bother him, though. Without warning, he leaned in, but then seemed to check himself. She waited, hoping for the inevitable but not daring to make that move herself. He leaned in again, and this time their lips met.

      Whatever dizzying, vertiginous sensations had been roiling inside her were child’s play to what that kiss inspired. Like a hurricane had broken out in every cell of her body, her spine sizzled from end to end, and she pushed harder against his mouth. Their lips parted, but she didn’t dare flick her tongue forward, and he kept his back as well.

      He’s letting me lead.

      That only drove her madder for him.

      In that crackling moment, Aurora’s whole world turned upside down, and not just because they were hanging headfirst over the Sanguine Sea. The typhoon inside her had its dark edges as well.

      So much for “no benefits.” What am I doing?

      She was breaking every promise she had made to herself about how things were between them. On their first outing as friends, they had left that line in the dust. Not only that, but the professional parameters were a complete jumble. After all, he was one of the judges on her first case!

      But his lips feel so good!

      All at once, the kiss ended. She could breathe again but was drowning from missing his mouth. Their faces were still so close. She could dip in for more if she wanted. So could he. The air between them was molten with tension, and the spark between them snapped out into the open. Even the breeze stopped. The water below their heads seemed to churn and boil. Whatever strong emotions were percolating inside her sought release. Was it possible for fireworks to break out under the sea?

      Then a hand emerged from the roiling swirl of seawater. It reached upward, grasping as if to catch her by the hair. She opened her mouth to scream from the surprise of it but remained silent, transfixed as more of the attached body came into view. At last, the head crested and Aurora found herself face to face with the man she had been seeking.

      Theophilus Abernathy stared up at her with pale, reanimated eyes. The white hair ringing his bald pate dripped and clung to him, and his mouth worked in a gaping plea. Below the line of his jaw, his throat had been slit with one clean, broad stroke. He’d been murdered and his body dumped.

      “Oh my god,” Dane whispered. “Is that…”

      But Aurora knew, and she was already shifting into gear. In her experience attempting to raise people, she knew she only had a moment.

      “Mr. Abernathy,” she said quickly, power flowing through her like lava, “my name is Aurora Rhonelle and I’m the lead investigator on your case. Who did this to you, sir?”

      It felt strange claiming such a lofty status but she didn’t have time to waste explaining the intricacies of her situation, nor would the dead man care. She kept her eyes locked on his and she saw the flicker behind them. Again, he worked his jaw, but only a putrid gurgling sound came out, and that was from his throat, not his mouth. Water spilled over his lips and down his neck through the gash in his throat.

      Frustration bordering on rage took over his face. At last, he pointed directly at Aurora, then over their feet to the sky. It was clear he was trying to communicate something, but she was at a loss. Those dead eyes registered desperation, and he did it again, pointing toward her and then the sky.

      “What is it? What are you trying to say?”

      A corpse raised for questioning was incapable of lying, but that didn’t mean they could always be understood. And, as she watched him, the lights went out. Abernathy’s eyes went flat and his body rigid as he sank back into the deep. It felt like a deep loss, yet at the same time she had learned something very powerful.

      The cord drew them back up toward the ship, and the entire way, she held Dane tightly, burying her face in his shoulder. He held her too, incapable of knowing the thoughts racketing around her brain. While she didn’t know what any of it meant, one thing was absolutely certain.

      With her only witness murdered and dumped in the sea, it was clear that whatever was going on was much bigger than some petty burglary.
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      Yet again, Aurora found herself trapped at her family’s dinner table. With the weight of all that had been going on keeping her eyes glued to her plate, she nudged the food around and hoped it looked like she was eating something. Not that anyone was paying any attention to her.

      “I led a mass reanimation for the retirement of one of the Guild Chairmen.” Lock took a sip of wine and leaned back in his chair to await the inevitable praise.

      “Really?” Wisteria’s eyes went wide, and Aurora could feel them cutting to her without even having to look up.

      “That’s quite the accomplishment, son,” her father said. “Who’s retiring?”

      “Hubert Pendragon. He turned four hundred in March.”

      “He’s earned it then,” Thersites said with some satisfaction. “That’s a lifetime of service, and with good fortune, he may have another century or more to enjoy himself.”

      “Four hundred?” Onyx asked through a mouthful of food. “They just keep driving the retirement age up, huh?”

      “He wanted to stay,” Lock replied. “Once you’ve made the Guild, it’s not something you want to step away from.” There was more than a hint of smugness in his voice, and it only made Aurora want to slide under the table.

      “Rightly so,” Thersites added.

      She wondered if anyone would notice if she cast an invisibility spell and bolted for the door. As if she wasn’t feeling low enough, the idea of her brothers sailing on to success wasn’t doing much to lift her spirits.

      “How many was it?” Rhys asked Lock, just a hint of challenge in his voice.

      Their father chuckled lightly. Everyone at the table knew that Rhys had managed to raise fifteen at once and had kept them reanimated for the better part of an hour for the Othercross Septicentennial. Out of the corner of her eye, Aurora saw Lock raise an eyebrow.

      “Seven. Just some former members to wish him well. Nothing too ostentatious.”

      Now Thersites laughed in earnest, and Aurora felt like she might split clean down the middle. Even at less than half Rhys’s number, it was still more than she would ever achieve, it seemed.

      In the slab of meat on her plate, she kept seeing Theophilus Abernathy’s face. Her stomach curdled even more and she was sorely tempted to put her napkin over her food. Her brothers were warring over who had been able to reanimate the most corpses at a single stretch, and she hadn’t even managed to keep one alive for more than a few seconds—even though her career, not to mention pride, depended on it!

      In the middle of all the congratulations and good cheer, she felt completely at a loss. The simple, open-and-shut case she’d been entrusted with had turned into a complicated nightmare, and she had no clue how to proceed. Before she even knew what she was doing, she said quietly, “I’m in trouble.”

      A pall fell over the table and all eyes turned to her.

      “What’s that?” Thersites’s chalice hung midway between the table and his lips.

      “Things at the Judiciary… I think I’m in trouble.”

      “Oh, Rory.” Her mother reached over and placed a hand on hers. On a normal night, she might have tugged it away out of defensiveness, but in that moment, she surrendered to her mother’s comfort.

      “I was tapped to present a case, and I think I really screwed things up. I’ll probably lose my job.”

      “What are you saying?” Duval met her eyes and he looked genuinely concerned.

      “I guess I’m...asking for help.”

      That last word was hard wrung from her. Aurora had always prided herself on being independent. It was the core of what made these dinners so hard for her. But with nowhere else to turn and everything in the balance, she looked to her family and saw something surprisingly akin to understanding.

      “What is it, darling?” It was the first time her father had used that word since she was a little girl. At the sound of it, the dam broke.

      “There was this theft case. It wasn’t anything major—a slam dunk, really—but I put a lot of time into it. When my boss took over a bigger case, he chose me to take his place as lead.”

      “Oh, pet, that’s wonderful!” Wisteria gave her daughter’s hand a shake.

      “As a junior investigator?” Onyx sounded oddly impressed.

      “I know!” Aurora was unable to keep misery and pride from mingling in her voice. “But I messed it all up.”

      “How?” Her father’s gaze was even, but there wasn’t a trace of judgement in it.

      “Well,” she heaved a sigh. “The whole thing hung on the testimony of one eye witness, Theophilus Abernathy.”

      “They just pulled his body out of the Sanguine Sea,” Rhys said, looking around the table. “I heard about it before coming over.”

      Tears welled in Aurora’s eyes that the news of the body’s recovery had gone public so soon.

      “Right. The trial started a couple of days ago but he didn’t show up. My boss reamed me out for not escorting the witness to court, but he had never told me to.”

      Aurora’s mother sniffed. “How could they expect you to know that if they didn’t tell you?”

      Wisteria could be incredibly warm when she wanted to be, and this was one of those moments.

      “I pointed that out, but it didn’t make any difference. To make matters even more complicated, there’s this judge on the triune, Dane Hensley. He’s a wolf shifter from Florida, and there’s this insane chemistry between us, but we both agreed nothing could happen between us until the trial was over.”

      Thersites shifted in his seat, looking just a mite uncomfortable that his daughter’s romantic life was entering the conversation. A quick look from Wisteria seemed to settle him, and Aurora managed to press forward.

      “Anyway, my boss tasked me with finding the witness. When I couldn’t, Dane said I needed to clear my mind, so we went bungee jumping…”

      “You? Bungee jumping?” Onyx looked damn near proud of her while her parents simply looked confused.

      “Yes, me. The crazy thing is that Dane’s theory worked. As soon as he kissed me, my emotions went haywire and I inadvertently raised Mr. Abernathy.”

      “Wait, who kissed you?” Duval asked. “The judge who agreed nothing could happen between you two?”

      Aurora’s cheeks heated to a thousand degrees remembering the feel of Dane’s lips on hers. “It was in the heat of the moment. Regardless, Mr. Abernathy was animated for only a few seconds before sinking back into the sea. I tried to find out who murdered him, but his throat had been slashed and all he could manage were gurgles. So not only am I sort of fraternizing with one of the judges, but the sole witness is dead. I expect by morning the entire case will be dismissed and the thief will go free. And it’s all my fault.”

      Every one of her family members was staring at her in shock, not saying a word. Clearly they needed more guidance.

      “So?” she added, imploring them to share their wisdom. “What should I do?”

      This was incredibly out of character for Aurora, and she knew nobody would understand that more than the six faces looking back at her. She had spent the entirety of her life seeking their approval and often failing. Next to her accomplished brothers, it sometimes felt like the only one who had her back...was her.

      But she had nowhere to turn. Except Dane. But he could hardly be counted as a disinterested party. Besides, with the case in tatters, he was bound to head back home to Ft. Lauderdale and leave her bereft of any support. The fear of losing him was one of the things that kept her from allowing herself to fall too far too fast.

      As the silence at the table dragged on, Aurora shifted her gaze back down at the cold meat lying inert on her plate. Pressing her hands into the tablecloth, she awaited the inevitable avalanche of criticism that was undoubtedly about to break around her head.

      “Darling...” Her father licked his lips as if searching for where to begin.

      It only deepened Aurora’s shame. After years of being resistant to criticism of any kind, she’d left them with precious little recourse as to how to help her.

      “It sounds to me like the worst of this is out of your hands.”

      “Yeah,” Rhys said, nodding. “You can’t know what they don’t tell you.”

      “But...he’s dead.” Just saying the word again tasted bitter on her tongue.

      “That’s not at your doorstep, pet.” Wisteria gave her hand a squeeze, but it felt hollow somehow.

      “Mom’s right.” Onyx nodded. “Who the hell is running that place if they can’t manage to keep a witness alive? Especially over some little burglary thing? You’re an investigator, not a bodyguard, Rory.”

      “From what you’ve said, none of this is your fault.” There was an unusual trepidation in her father’s voice, and it drew her eyes up to meet his. “In fact, it sounds to me like you should be proud. There must be any number of full investigators there, but they put the case into your hands. Take the wins where they come.”

      “Even if they cost me my job?”

      Nobody had an answer for that one.

      “Darling,” Thersites started, his lips pressed into a thin line, “there is not a straight, easy path in life. Sometimes the way is winding. The trick is to trust the path.”

      What the heck was that supposed to mean?

      “Sis, if you need any help, we’ve got your back. You know that. Right?” Onyx said with a weak smile.

      Her other brothers nodded their agreement, but no one offered up any words of actual advice to solve her situation. Quiet hung over them for another second before Wisteria took charge.

      “Let’s clear these things away.”

      With a pat on her daughter’s hand, the plump woman stood up and began collecting plates. As if on cue, the whole family rose, seemingly grateful to be released from the conversation.

      The whole family, save one.

      Aurora remained in place, looking absently at the tablecloth as the meal was cleared away. Her own plate was removed, and whoever took it mercifully refrained from commenting on her lack of appetite. The cause for that was more than apparent.

      With unusual timidity, the men retired to Thersites’s study, and before long, she heard the sounds of easy camaraderie drifting down the hall. Still, she sat, feeling completely alone. After the clatter of dishes had settled, the creaking of Wisteria’s feet along the floorboards told Aurora she was about to receive a private audience.

      “Still tied up, pet?”

      All she could manage was a miserable shrug. When her mother eased into the chair next to her, her energy was different.

      “Well,” she said, placing a couple of small glasses on the table. “Your father doesn’t know I have this.” A cork pop drew Aurora’s eyes up, and her mother doled out generous pours of some dark, rich whiskey.

      “Secrets?” She’d never known her mother to keep anything to herself. It was oddly like being taken into her confidence.

      “Maybe. But the boys shouldn’t have all the fun.”

      She raised her glass, and Aurora met it with her own. The first sip had more burn than Aurora was expecting, but it immediately settled into something very fine. This wasn’t the party swill Kelly doled out with abandon, and the taste of something so smooth was a welcome change.

      Shame it’s on an empty stomach.

      Consoling herself that she would only have one drink that night, she allowed herself the indulgence.

      “Mom, can I ask you something?”

      “Of course.”

      “One part of the story is worth revisiting.” Taking another sip to get her courage up, she looked into her mother’s face. “Technically, I raised Mr. Abernathy. It was just for a moment, and it won’t make a difference in the case, but…”

      “Yes?” Wisteria had her sphinx face on. They both knew where this was heading, but evidently, the older woman was going to make her daughter say it out loud.

      “It just seems to me that since I’ve used necromancy to raise a person, maybe I could finally have grandmother’s shawl.”

      Wisteria carefully set her glass down on the table and then folded her hands. She was quiet for a moment before she met her daughter’s gaze.

      “When you raised him from the sea, did you already know he was there? Did you know you were doing it?”

      “No.” Aurora’s stomach tightened.

      “So, you’re saying it was a byproduct of some other energy. Like the bungee jump?”

      “Something like that, yeah.”

      “Oh, Rory,” Wisteria patted the table and stood up. “As much as it pains me to say it, it sounds like raising Mr. Abernathy was an accident, and I’m afraid accidents don’t count.” She collected the bottle and toddled back down the hall.

      As fine as the liquor in her glass tasted, Aurora fired it back in one strong belt. It burned down into her stomach and she imagined she could already feel it washing away some of the day’s indignities.

      Maybe it wouldn’t be her only drink after all.
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      “Come on, one more!” Kelly’s eyes shone in the dim light of Talbot’s Tavern. She’d been putting back two drinks for every one Aurora could manage, so she was ready for someone to join her in the land beyond the gentle buzz.

      “I don’t think I should.” She looked down at the ice melting in her sangria.

      “Are you for real?” Tiffany tugged at her arm, just a wee bit more sober than Kelly. “The whole idea of coming out tonight was to get you drunk to forget your troubles!”

      “That was your idea. I was ready to stay home.”

      “I declare it a triumph, no matter who had it.” Kelly looked dangerously close to getting on a chair to make it all official. “Furthermore, I proclaim that we should adjourn ourselves to Talbot’s after every family dinner you attend!” The grandeur melted out of her voice. “Because you always look like you could use it.”

      “That’s the truth,” Aurora admitted, treating herself to another hearty mouthful of sangria. The rich sweetness reminded her of Dane’s lips. Though, to be fair, pretty much everything reminded her of them. They were only ever a flash away from her mind.

      The memory of how that kiss had shaken her only made the current situation sit colder in her stomach. With the key witness out of the picture, the trial was on uncertain footing, which was bad for her career prospects, and Dane sticking around. She drained her glass to the ice in hopes of dispelling some of the worry.

      “That’s the spirit, girl! Yaaaaaas!”

      Ryan flitted up beside her, and Aurora nearly spit out her drink, laughing. She stood with her cheeks puffed out, and a hand under her chin.

      “Oh, no, babe! Don’t go wasting that! Here.” He gallantly scooped the glass out of her hands and sniffed it. “Sangria, huh? The next one’s on me.”

      Nathan drifted up beside the fabulous fae, stopping just shy of putting a hand on his shoulder. They were in public after all. Not that he’d put a shirt on for the occasion. Luckily, Talbot’s didn’t adhere to a “No Shirts, No Service” policy.

      “What are you two doing here?” Aurora asked, delighted at their arrival.

      Nathan smirked at her question and nodded his head toward Kelly. “We got a text. Kelly’s not letting any of us miss out on a chance to get you drunk.”

      Enough affection lingered in his voice to make Aurora blush a bit. After being at odds with her roommate for so long, it was beginning to feel like they might find some common ground after all. So at least something in her life was looking pleasant.

      Ryan trotted off toward the bar, and Kelly started to flit after him. She hadn’t made it three steps before Ronun caught her by the arm.

      “Slow down there, tiger.”

      “But I thought we were getting another round?” She blinked innocently at him, clearly eager to turn this thing into a full-blown party.

      “Tell you what,” he said with an indulgent smile. “Grab me a beer and we can share it.” She narrowed her eyes at him and pursed her lips, feigning a look of deep deliberation. Aurora couldn’t help giggling at their exchange.

      “Okay,” Kelly said at last. “But I get to pick the beer.”

      “Deal.”

      He let go of her arm, and his eyes trailed after her with pure adoration. The clear love between them made Aurora ache to her core. But more than that, she was quietly warmed to witness the good effect he was having on her roommate. Kelly still lived to party, but Aurora doubted the girl had blacked out once since he’d come into her life.

      Again, she found herself face to face with the cavity in her own life. She’d only allowed herself to be faintly aware of it until recently, but the handsome werewolf courting her had shone a hard light on it. When Ryan appeared beside her with a brimming glass, she was very ready to help herself to another gulp.

      “Easy there, sis.” Aurora jumped at the sound of her brother’s voice, again nearly dribbling sangria down the front of her outfit. “Do I have to tell you that drinking won’t solve all your problems?”

      She turned to see Rhys grinning down at her from his great height.

      “Lord,” she sputtered. “Did Kelly text you too?”

      His eyes flickered just a bit wider at this.

      “Nope. Pure happenstance.” He leaned in a bit closer, a mischievous glint in his dark brown eyes. “I usually need a drink after those dinners.”

      He stretched back up to his full height, and Aurora felt a goofy grin cut across her face. The booze had already loosened her up enough that she didn’t even try to hide her lopsided dimples.

      “Ohmigod, hey, Rhys!”

      Tiffany had abandoned the dance floor and materialized inches away from Rhys’s hip. The ink of their clothes nearly blended into one dark mass in the dim bar. Looking slightly stunned, Rhys rocked back a step to give himself a little breathing room.

      “Oh, hey. Tiffany, right?”

      “Yes! Tiffany, that’s right. Tiffany, that’s me.” The words tumbled out of her in a delighted garble, and Aurora had to put a hand over her mouth to keep from laughing out loud. Not that her roommate would have noticed. She was clearly far too enraptured that the lean, mean necromancer remembered her name.

      Kelly’s voice rang from the bar. “You’ve gotta be shitting me! Tiffany! What did you do?”

      Looking over, all the paintings behind the bar had abandoned their usual brooding landscapes and were awash with bright cascades of flowers and romping puppies. The bartender looked bewildered, and Rhys even more so.

      “Nothing! Shut up!” Tiffany might have fallen into a full sulk if she wasn’t so visibly overwhelmed with glee. Well, glee and liquor. She turned her face up toward Rhys, all smiles. “So... were you going to get a drink or something?”

      “Ummm…” He looked at his sister, who merely raised her eyebrows as if to ask, Well, are you?

      “This is a bar,” he said at last before sauntering off.

      Practically turning into a puppy herself, Tiffany pranced after him. From where she stood, Aurora could see that the poor besotted witch had actual, literal, honest-to-goodness stars in her eyes.

      Almost as if to make sure she was following, Rhys glanced back, his eye lingering just long enough to appraise the girl in his wake. It was just like him, Aurora thought. Whether or not he had any interest in Tiffany—and she was reasonably sure he didn’t—he was quietly reveling in the attention.

      “Something else, right?” Ronun was shaking his head with a wicked smile as he watched the two slink off. “Imagine being that mad over someone and they won’t give you the time of day.”

      “If I remember right, Kelly kinda made you work for it,” Aurora chirped.

      Ronun’s head spun around in surprise, and she cringed at how forward that was. The drinks were really loosening her tongue!

      “You know what? Yeah. Damn right she did.”

      He raised his glass, and Aurora lifted hers to meet it. A tiny chill ran through her veins, and not the kind that heralded Dane’s appearance. Before she could inspect it further, Kelly was upon them, pressing half a beer into Ronun’s hand.

      “So, they’re just pouring half-beers now,” he smirked at her.

      “Mmm-hmm,” she nodded vigorously. “But don’t worry, I’ll help you with it!” Then she linked her arm through his and tugged him along. “Come on, guys, a booth opened up at the back!”

      Ryan arrived with drinks in hand and they moved en masse to the back of the bar. The moment of public solitude allowed the fullness of Aurora’s discomfort to wash over her. Ronun’s comment about not giving the time of day to someone who was mad about you stuck like a craw in her side.

      Dane had made it abundantly clear from the first instant they’d spoken what his desires were. More than desires, really, it resonated inside him like solid fact. And here Aurora was, doing everything she could to push it back. Apart from kissing him that is.

      But that was just a one-time thing. Right?

      Looking at the rest of the group, something else bothered her. Ryan was walking briskly, holding two drinks, but Nathan made no move to take one or to offer him any affection at all. Granted, he was taciturn by nature and not given to be public about much of anything, but it still felt off.

      “Jesus,” Kelly said when they had all snuggled into the cracked vinyl seats. “Don’t tell me you’re gonna be a melancholy drunk. All we’ve done is show you a good time, and you look even worse than when we walked in.”

      Aurora felt called out but had to admit it was true. While she hated to think the drinks were bringing her down, she quietly noted that they had been allowing her to examine things she’d been trying to keep tucked away.

      “It’s just that… Look, with our witness gone, I can feel that the triune is going to call a mistrial in the morning. Then, it’ll all be over.”

      “Oh, hell,” Kelly waved her hand in a broad dismissal. “It’s just a trial.”

      “That’s right, sweetie.” Ryan reached across the table and patted the table in front of her. “It’s just the first one. There’ll be other trials.”

      “Yeah, but it’s not just the case.” Her tone was so wounded, the others fell just a little quiet. “If the triune is disbanded, Dane’s going back to Florida. It’s the only reason he was here, and now he’ll leave.”

      She hadn’t realized how miserable that thought made her until she really let herself mull it over. And in that moment, the others had to sit in it too. Kelly inhaled deeply through her nose and leaned forward over the table.

      “Or, he could, you know...stay.”

      The thought of it thickened in Aurora’s chest, and she wasn’t sure if that was what she wanted either. She wasn’t sure about anything, which was unfamiliar to the point of agony. She leaned back into her seat, shaking her head lightly.

      “Listen, kiddo,” Kelly had her tough-love voice on. “If the guy thinks he’s fated for you, or whatever, why not pursue it? I think you should.”

      “Me too.” Ryan raised a hand.

      “I mean, come on,” Kelly rattled on. “He’s a judge, so he’s clearly got brains. Plus, he’s wicked hot. No offense, honey…” She reached over to put her hand over Ronun’s.

      “None taken,” he muttered as Kelly rambled on.

      “Besides all that, he’s clearly into you. Like, so into you that to say, ‘he’s into you’ would be a colossal understatement. Add those things up, and I don’t see what the hold-up is.”

      “It’s just…” Aurora looked up into the air, trying like the dickens to quantify what exactly was keeping her from leaping into it with abandon.

      “Look,” she said at last, “we’ve been over this. It’s not that I don’t believe in fated mates. I do. It’s just, whoever heard of a witch and a wolf together? It doesn’t make sense.”

      “Okay, so,” Ryan proffered. “I grew up with this fae girl, and she was cute as all get out. We shopped together. She had the best taste in clothes. Anyway, that doesn’t matter. The point is, she had a fated mate too, and do you know what he was?”

      “No.” Aurora shook her head gently, which made it spin a little.

      “One of the great cats. Panther or something, I forget. Handsome. So what I’m getting at is... isn’t that kinda the same thing? Fae, cat. Witch, wolf.” He leaned back, evidently satisfied with the case he’d just laid out. “Face it, girl, you can’t stop true love.”

      “Yeah, well. That’s if it’s true,” Nathan quipped drily, and slowly lifted his bottle to his lips.

      Ryan looked stung but did everything he could to hide it while a thick blanket of silence fell over the table.

      If it hadn’t been for the bustling bar around them, Aurora was certain crickets could be heard chirping. With a sudden move, Kelly plucked the beer out of Ronun’s hands and chugged down the rest of it.

      “Oh my god, would you look at that? Time for another round, huh?” She scrambled over her lover’s lap and stood brightly at the edge of the table. “Who else is in? I’m buying!”
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      Griffin Finch sat at the defense table, his chair rocked back on its hind legs, and his hands folded easily over his belly. He must have heard that the witness against him had come up dead, and he was the picture of cocky seediness. The guy reeked of guilt. Surely that alone would be enough.

      But Aurora rubbed her damp palms across the fabric of her charcoal grey wool skirt and stared hard at the prosecution’s table. She knew as well as anyone that looking guilty wasn’t enough. In this world, you had to have an actual case, and the one on her plate had a gaping hole square in the middle of it.

      Fuck. She was going to allow herself just one, but it felt so good that she took another. FUCK.

      Sitting beside the spindly, sour-faced Finch was Urelia Mallow. Lord knew how a career criminal managed to land a defense attorney as skilled and powerful as Urelia, but there she was. She sat at the table, her straight spine and calm shoulders looking ever so poised in an expensive purple skirt suit.

      She was everything Aurora aspired to be, and their first genuine encounter revolved entirely around Aurora’s failure. Going down like this in front of a hero only made her more miserable.

      Dane sat to the left of the head judge on the dais, subtly trying to catch her eye. As soon as they met, he attempted a small smile and the barest hint of a wink. If anything, it sent the horde of bats in her stomach flapping so she snapped her eyes back down to the table.

      Again she ground her palms against her thighs, hoping not to leave dark spots where she was wiping away the sweat. Surely some surprise had to be waiting in the wings, some detail that hadn’t quite cracked open yet. But that only happened in movies.

      The sharp rap of a gavel sent a lightning bolt up her back.

      “I call this session to order.” Judge Reed Molina, a warlock known for his fairness, sat at the center of the triune, his steely blue eyes set like diamonds in his broad, round head. “Will the prosecution please rise?”

      Aurora’s stomach dissolved into acid as vampire Dante Calvo stood up and buttoned his jacket.

      “Mr. Calvo,” Molina began, “in all the documents submitted, the prosecution has relied on the testimony of one Theophilus Abernathy to identify the guilty party and give particulars of the crime. Is that correct?”

      “It is, your honor.”

      Aurora’s heart sank. So much for her hopes of a hat trick.

      “The court has also received reports pertaining to the death of Mr. Abernathy. Can you verify the truth of these reports, Mr. Calvo?”

      “Your honor, I can. The body of Mr. Abernathy was discovered in the Sanguine Sea with his throat cut.”

      Even though reports of Theophilus’s murder had swept through Othercross like wildfire, gasps still echoed through the courtroom. At the news, the head judge’s eyes flickered over to Aurora and a jagged knot tied itself in her throat.

      “I am to understand that we have a member of your team who can bear witness to this.”

      “Yes, your honor.”

      Dante turned his eyes down to her and every hair on Aurora’s body stood on end. She had to double down to keep some wild display from breaking out and sending the courtroom into disarray. At Dante’s gesture, she rose to stand next to him.

      “Please state your name for the court.”

      “Aurora Imogen Rhonelle, your honor.” She kept her eyes fixed on Judge Molina’s face. If she wavered and caught even the merest glimpse of Dane, whatever tenuous hold she had on herself might unravel.

      “Miss Rhonelle, would you please tell me about your encounter with the witness. I understand it was unique.”

      “Yes, your honor.” Her face flushed hot. It was about to become a point of public record that she was a failure of a necromancer. “I was out at the Sanguine Sea yesterday afternoon, and well… I was bungee jumping.”

      “Bungee jumping?” Judge Molina’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “I must say, you don’t look like the type.”

      “No, your honor, it was…” Her eyes flickered to Dane in spite of herself, and she had to clamp down to stay focused. “It was a singular experience. At any rate, once the jump was completed, the entire situation was so intense that I accidentally raised Mr. Abernathy from where his body had been dumped in the sea.

      “Accidentally raised him?”

      “Yes, your honor. My skills as a necromancer are, as yet...unrefined.” Aurora stole a rueful glance at the stenographer.

      “Please continue.”

      “Of course. I had no idea he was down there. Nobody did. But in my excitement, I caused Mr. Abernathy to surface and saw that his throat had been cut. He was gesturing as if he had something very important to tell me, but I couldn’t understand him.”

      “So, in fact, nothing from the encounter could indicate that the defendant is the guilty party. Is that correct?”

      “Yes, your honor. He simply made some hand motions I couldn’t decipher and then sank back into the sea after a few seconds.”

      “Mr. Calvo, I turn again to you. The authorities have recovered the body of Mr. Abernathy. Is that correct?”

      “It is, your honor.”

      “And after the event with Ms. Rhonelle, Mr. Abernathy has made no more efforts to offer evidence?”

      Griffin Finch stifled a tiny snort of laughter.

      “No, your honor.” Calvo slumped almost imperceptibly, and Aurora stood even firmer so as not to show weakness in front of Urelia Mallow. She did, however, flinch just a tiny bit when Judge Molina cracked his gavel on the bench.

      “In light of these developments, and with no other evidence or witnesses against the defendant, this triune has no choice but to call a mistrial. This court is dismissed.”

      Despite the sparsely populated courtroom, Aurora felt momentarily lost in a swirl of activity. Finch had fairly sprung from his chair and was out the door before the triune could change its collective mind.

      Urelia rose and strode out, without even casting a glance at Aurora. Dane, on the other hand, lingered behind the bench, clearly eager for some sort of contact. She could feel his essence calling out to her from across the room.

      And she was tempted. Sorely tempted to meet him in his chambers again. Now that the trial was officially out of the way, nothing would be between them. Except, that is, the very concrete fact that he would be leaving all but immediately for home. The whole situation soured her far more than she could have imagined. And she had imagined pretty far.

      “You did well,” Dante clapped a hand on her shoulder. “Better luck next time.”

      She offered him a weak smile, and he was off. Now, she and Dane were nearly the only ones left in the room. And she was in no state to handle that.

      Falling into almost a dead run, she bolted from the room, leaving the handsome werewolf behind her—perhaps forever. He was going back home, and she reckoned she might not have a home to go back to before too long. After this evident failure, she was all but certain she would be fired.

      As much as everyone at Hollow House professed to love and support her—as much as the House itself seemed to value her—the plain fact was, there was nothing she could do. She was certain to be canned the moment she returned to the office. With no job, she had no way to pay her share of the rent. And that was that.

      The thought pursued her down the stairs like a cloud, pushing her to charge even faster toward the office. By the time she reached the door, her mind was made up. Rather than sitting around waiting for the inevitable, she was going to rip off the bandage herself. At least there was a modicum of control—not to mention dignity—in resignation.

      She opened the door and headed straight for Paul’s office, doing her best not to run. Keeping her eyes forward, she refused to look at the hyenas waiting to pick her to pieces.

      “He’s not in, I’m afraid.” Cleon’s voice stopped her in her tracks.

      For a moment, she stood suspended, but then she steeled herself and turned to face the others. It was a sea of bared teeth masquerading as smiles.

      “Do you know where I can find him?”

      “Who’s to say?” Cleon gloated. “As soon as word came down about the mistrial, he bolted out of here like his ass was on fire.”

      “Probably looking for you,” Heather said, smacking the gum she always chewed when the brass was out. “So he can fire you.”

      Heather’s hate carried a brand of laziness that only made it crack sharper against Aurora’s spirit, as if dislike for her was the easiest route to take.

      “We’ve got bets on it, actually.” Eric was idling in a chair, his bulk making him an easy target.

      All Aurora wanted to do was raise her arms and bring down a clattering maelstrom of paper and fury on the room. The glory of it swelled under her skin, and she had to grit her teeth to keep from surrendering to it.

      She needed an anchor. Anything.

      Across the room, tucked into his corner, she spotted Gotho. He kept his head down, his eyes averted. In her heart, she knew he would be in her corner. Hell, it was clear he had a crush on her, but silence was the only way to navigate the moment. It might have been safer for him, but it left Aurora without an ally of any kind in the viper pit.

      The door back into the hallway seemed impossibly far away. She caught herself willing Paul Keenan to come through it but quailed at the thought of being fired in front of everyone.

      “Has anyone bet on me?” It was the most dignified thing she could think to say.

      “Fat chance,” Fisher said with a sniff, clearly pleased not to be the one on the receiving end of misery for a change. “We’re taking odds on how long it’ll take.”

      “Whether you’ll cry.” Heather cracked her gum again.

      The notion of tears had been far away, but now Aurora pushed it even farther into the tiny black hole where all her problems dwelled. She’d be damned if Heather would make a cent off her.

      “It’s something you don’t see in this day and age,” Eric said. “Like something out of… Hey, Percy! Who am I thinking of.”

      “Shakespeare,” Percival said, fiddling with his glasses.

      “That’s it,” Eric snapped his fingers. “Rising stars on their way down.”

      “The mighty falling,” Dion chimed in.

      They were really having a field day at her expense. All the work she had been putting in since starting had only given them fodder for this moment. Laziness always had contempt for industry, and the air was thick with all their envy boiling over. For these cannibals, a dish like Aurora was too tasty to refuse.

      The air grew thick as they kept jeering and laughing, but Aurora stopped hearing any of it. Her ears were ringing, and her pulse was so tight in her neck that she felt like she might split.

      And then, she was moving—first one foot and then the other, in a clean, steady progress toward the door. She kept her head as high as she could until she felt the brass knob in her hand. Freedom. Escape.

      The door clacked behind her and she was in the cool quiet of the hallway again. She swallowed hard, her throat so stiff it only came with great effort.

      “Fuck.”

      Even though her voice was low, the word rang out into the silence. She never allowed herself to speak that way, yet the word felt perfect in her mouth, the only expression viable in a moment like this one.

      “Fuck,” she said again, a little louder.

      She began to stride down the corridor, more vulgar language piling up in her throat so fast that she had to cage it behind her teeth. When she reached the bend in the hall, she could see the sun through the doors leading outside. Looking back, it was as if the whole of the Judiciary was waiting for her to walk out for good.

      “Fuck you.”

      It wasn’t a shout exactly, but it was enough.
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      Walking along the banks of the Sanguine Sea, Aurora had managed to get a better grip on herself. Well, at least she wasn’t in danger of swearing the world to pieces anymore. It would have been easy for her to take herself to task for saying such things, but she focused instead on being proud of herself for not losing control of her magic.

      It was the longest bit of rope she was willing to offer herself, so she might as well take some comfort in it. She was also relieved that the shoreline was relatively deserted. The solitude gave her plenty of room to obsess over what she was going to do when Paul inevitably fired her.

      At least she would get away from that wake of vultures back in the office. Up until her defeat, most of the sniping hid beneath the pretense of being good natured, but the lashing she’d been subjected to had been anything but.

      “Jerks,” was the harshest word she was allowing herself at the moment. After finally cutting loose, she was sorely tempted to swear some more, but she held fast. There was no sense in lowering her self-respect just because of their petty hatred. She was better than that.

      “What am I gonna do?”

      Aurora hated it, but the answer to that was pretty obvious. She was going to have to move out of Hollow House, which certainly meant losing the first people she’d ever thought of as her friends.

      Worse, she would probably have to move back in with her parents—at least until she found another job and could afford her own place. After the trajectory she’d been on, that felt like a particularly crushing failure. All the time she’d spent avoiding her family, thanks to her job at the Judiciary, would undoubtedly hang in the air.

      Imagining herself back in her childhood room brought bile into her throat. Despite all her time dressing in actual colors, she envisioned herself painting the walls black and crawling under the covers to spend the rest of her miserable life in hiding. At least her parents might take the black walls as a good sign.

      Looking up at the sky, she missed the shadow cast by the massive airship the last time she’d been at sea. The thrill of the bungee jump. These were small ways she could allow herself to admit to missing Dane.

      The prickle of excitement that came with sitting beside him, and how that had fanned hotter by actually being strapped to him for the dive. Just by remembering, she could conjure the cold lurch in her heart when the cord had reached its limit and yanked them back into the sky.

      She could still feel the way his hands had fastened around her as they sprang through the air. They had been the real reason for the thrill searing into her heart, far more than the jump itself.

      And then that kiss.

      She had wanted it so ferociously and had denied herself the pleasure until that moment of extremity. But, when his lips had touched hers, a whirlwind had roared inside her, unlike anything she had ever known. The surrender of it was as dangerous as she could imagine, and at the same time, a realm of infinite safety.

      What a shame Theophilus Abernathy had risen to spoil it. What a shame he had risen to spoil everything. Dead as he was, the mistrial would have been called even if he’d never turned up, but still.

      It was the closest she had come to raising a human, and even that was a misfire. If only she had been able to keep him reanimated, maybe she wouldn’t be in this situation. Not that he would have made it to court or anything, but at least she might have been able to find out who had taken him out.

      All the joy of the kiss soured in her heart when she gave in to the feelings of shame she carried over everything that had happened. Aurora Rhonelle had thrown herself the occasional pity party, but this was something else, and it threatened to swallow her entirely.

      “Hey, Aurora!” That deep, sonorous voice washed over her, and she turned to find Dane strolling toward her along the water’s edge. He looked so relaxed it would have rankled her if she wasn’t melting at seeing him again.

      “Hey.” Offering a light wave, she let her demeanor tell him she clearly wasn’t as at ease as he was. How could he be, given how ruined everything was? As he got close to her, he had a light frown on his face.

      “You’re looking really down.”

      “Shouldn’t I be? We both know Griffin Finch is guilty, but he’s walking around free right now.”

      It was only part of what was bothering her, but she hoped he would understand. Dane just shrugged and scanned the horizon.

      “Sometimes the bad guy gets away with it.” He turned those tender eyes back on her, and they cut through the cloud of her sadness a little. “It sucks. But it’s something you’ll have to get used to in this line of work.”

      “If I stay in this line of work.” She dropped her head, doing what she could to shroud herself from him again.

      He tucked two fingers under her chin and lifted her face until their eyes met again.

      “You can’t think like that.”

      “It’d be easier to accept if the whole thing weren’t my fault.”

      Dane’s eyes flashed wide at this. “Your fault?”

      “Yeah. If I had known I was supposed to be more hands-on with the witness, maybe Mr. Abernathy would still be alive right now. Maybe that scummy thief wouldn’t be out walking the streets if I had done a better job.”

      “You can’t think like that.”

      “What other way is there?” She looked into his face, desperately wanting a genuine answer. And, for the moment, Dane looked stumped. “At the very least, if I hadn’t let myself get so distracted by kissing you, maybe I could have kept Mr. Abernathy alive long enough to find out who did that to him.”

      “Playing the ‘if’ game never does anybody any good. Besides, none of this is your fault. That’s the truth.” The authority in his voice kindled something in her chest.

      “Really?”

      “Of course.” He looked surprised that it wasn’t plain to her. “How could you know anything about how to manage Abernathy if your boss never told you?”

      “That’s true.”

      “In fact, if it weren’t for your amazing powers, they would never have found the body. Thanks to you, the Abernathy family gets to have closure instead of spending their lives wondering what happened to him. Not only that, but now we know there’s something bigger to all of this than some simple burglary.” He leaned back, and looked at her with immense pride. “I’d say you’re actually the hero in this story.”

      “You know something, Dane? You’re really good at this.”

      And he was. In the space of less than a minute, he’d managed to throw light on all of the monsters in her mind and proven them to be nothing but shadows. There was still the residual uneasiness of it all, but the worst of her fears were gone.

      “What can I say? I just look at the facts. It’s my job.”

      “But what if I decide to keep feeling bad? What if this is one of those instances where the bad guy gets away?”

      “Not gonna happen. You’re too smart for that. Plus, we’re both working for the same side.” There was a bright, almost tongue-in-cheek feeling to his confidence that she couldn’t help but giggle at.

      “Oh, are we?”

      “Yup, and now that there’s no case for us to tiptoe around…”

      In a gentle but firm move, he cupped her face in his palms and kissed her. It wasn’t a showstopper that could raise the dead like the one after their jump, but it sent her heart reeling in just the same way.

      When his lips left hers, she leaned forward ever so slightly, as if to call them back. She opened her eyes, and found his own reflection. His face was still very close, and a hunger in his look rode beside the deep care he clearly had for her.

      “Is this alright? I wouldn’t want to—”

      He didn’t get any further. Aurora leapt up and pushed her mouth to his in the first act of abandon she’d ever allowed herself. She wrapped her arms tightly around his neck and kissed him with everything she had. It was the first time her tongue had ever touched someone else’s, and she went mad with it.

      Dane met her every step of the way. She could feel the desire coursing through him, but he was letting her take the lead, which only made her want him more.

      “Okay. Um. Hang on.” She pushed herself off him, and Dane immediately ducked his head.

      “No, you’re right. I’m sorry. If this is too much…”

      She cut him off again. This time, she welled up her powers and cast an invisibility spell around them. The act of it surprised even her. She meant business.

      You know what? Eff it.

      With another quick spell, she manifested a plush, seaside cabana. The thatched roof cast an inviting shade over the king-sized mattress, and pure white curtains billowed in the warm air. She wanted this more than anything, and judging from the way Dane scooped her onto the bed, he felt the same way.

      Their mouths found each other again, and busy fingers tugged at buttons. Each brush of newly exposed skin fueled the fury of their passion. Once Dane was shirtless, Aurora’s greedy hands searched over his body, cataloguing the perfection of it. His own hands were gentle, and she felt herself being savored.

      “Dane,” she whispered as his fingers traced along the lace of her bra. “Please.”

      Arching her back so she could open the clasp, she exposed her breasts to him. A shudder of something very near weakness came over him, and then he ducked low to take one tip between his lips.

      His tongue worked her to a tingling point, the sensation of it plunging her into delirium. She gasped as he set her free, only to feel her body go taut as his mouth discovered the other peak. For once in her life, Aurora’s mind was blissfully quiet. It was filled with only one thing.

      “Dane.”

      His name was hot on her lips. Her fingers inched down the band of her panties over her full hips. Following the lead in her heart, he freed her breast from the tender assault of his tongue, and slid down over her to strip the fabric past her ankles. Then, before she knew what to do with herself, she felt the heat of his breath where she was most tender.

      “Fuck,” she hissed through her teeth, heedless of chastising herself. This was no moment to be polite.

      The point of his tongue parted her with a single, firm lick, and a cataclysm broke out under her skin. He barely had to linger at the swelling nub of her desire before a raging climax tore through her, erupting from her lips in a piercing cry.

      He held her hips firmly, keeping his mouth glued to her and helping her ride out the storm. When she could see again, she realized he had managed to strip himself as naked as she was. Everything she had missed that first night in the yard was on full display and it was more than she ever let herself dream about.

      “Be gentle with me,” she whispered as he climbed over her.

      “Could you doubt it?” He took her face in his palms and gazed deeply into her eyes. “You are perfect, Aurora.”

      Her heart caught at the words, and then her breath locked in her chest as he nudged his hardness against her. Still sensitive to the point of shuddering, she parted her legs more to receive him.

      “You’re sure this is okay?” he asked, the sincerity in his voice quivering slightly.

      In answer, she angled her hips up to him, pressing him in just a little further. His eyelids flickered and he breathed out a husky breath.

      “God, Aurora.”

      With that, his hips began a slow descent, easing into her. He was careful, and she reeled as he stretched her to fit him. When he was fully sheathed at last, the full, firm pressure of him ran deeper than she could have imagined. On instinct, her legs locked around him, squeezing his hips and pulling at him.

      “I need you,” she whispered. “God, Dane, I need you.”

      “You have me. All of me. I’m yours.”

      As if lightning cracked down her spine, she began to rock her hips to meet his. He met her rhythm, gently pushing as he rode her close. The friction of his body at the top of her cleft sent another low shudder spinning in her core.

      “Dane.” She reached up and gripped his shoulders. “It’s going to happen again.”

      “I’m here, my love.”

      And he was. Fully, entirely there.

      A spark cracked inside her and another wave began to swell. She spasmed around him and he pulsed in return. His breath came in short bursts, but hers had abandoned her altogether.

      A flush ran from her face down to the upper curve of her breasts as she exploded in a shattering burst of wild pleasure. Dane held her close and panted hard in her ear. At the sound of it, her hands rocketed across the plane of his back, searching for anything she could cling to.

      It was the purest sensation she had ever felt; devoid of complication or fear, a complete, perfect loss of control. Wound safely in his arms, she was free to let herself slip entirely into abandon.

      At last, her eyes fluttered open, and Dane was there, studying her face.

      “Did you…” she asked.

      “No,” he said softly, a wicked smile playing at his lips. “Not yet.”

      And then he pressed into her again.
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      After his own surrender, and two more of hers, Aurora lay loosely in Dane’s arms. The curtains wafted around them, soothing them as their breathing slowed. Aurora could feel Dane’s heart beating under her cheek as she shut her eyes to drink in the sound of it.

      He traced his fingers lightly along her back in lazy, aimless circles. She couldn’t remember ever feeling so content. Or secure. Only in that moment did she really feel how much anxiety she’d been carrying in her heart. Now that her muscles had slackened with release, she realized how tightly she’d been holding herself.

      It was as if she’d been reborn in the arms of this gentle, powerful wolf. And, she hoped, he in hers. Her mind wandered freely, exploring all the little nooks she so often kept shut. And then, something caught the line of her mind, and her eyes snapped open.

      “I wonder what the bigger picture is.”

      “Bigger picture?” Dane lifted his head from the mound of pillows to look down at her. “Are you saying my junk wasn’t big enough for you?”

      “Language,” she said, giving his ribs a playful slap.

      “I didn’t use any naughty words.”

      “Innuendo counts, you wolf.”

      “Guilty.” He grinned, dropping his head back. “So, what bigger thing are you talking about?”

      “It’s something you mentioned earlier. You said Mr. Abernathy’s murder let us know this was bigger than just some theft. So... what’s bigger?”

      “Huh,” he stopped the grazing lines of his fingertips and planted his palm between her shoulder blades. Almost without meaning to, she snuggled even closer. So close she could feel him thinking.

      The solidity of his body hummed beneath her, almost lulling her into a daze where she needed to have him again. Her own skin still tingled all over with the satisfaction of making love to him. It would be so easy to tip headlong into more and not feel a bit bad about it. To let the world spin.

      “You know,” he said, “I hadn’t started chasing that particular thought just yet, but now that you mention it…” He patted her back, and she pulled back so he could sit up. “There’s a pretty clear way we could start finding out.”

      “What’s that?”

      Dane turned to look at her, and his eyes softened. Whatever he was going to say seemed to evaporate.

      “What?” she asked, suddenly feeling his gaze on her.

      “Nothing. It’s just... You look so good.”

      Aurora was braced on her elbow, a corner of the sheet tugged across her hips. She followed his own gaze down to the generous curve of her breasts. His attention made her blush, but the last thing she wanted to do was cover herself. She’d never felt more beautiful than she did under his gaze.

      “Is that going to help us? The way I look?”

      “It couldn’t hurt,” he answered with a roguish smile. Then, shaking his head, he brought his eyes back up to hers. “But if we want to get an idea who killed Theophilus Abernathy, following Finch would be a good start.”

      The intrigue of it excited Aurora, but her natural reticence crept back into her chest. As much as setting off together tempted her, propriety held her back.

      “It feels like taking things into our own hands might be a violation of some sort of protocol. I’d hate to get in trouble over this.”

      “Just a bit ago, you told me you weren’t even sure you were going to keep your job. If you think the OCJ is going to fire you anyway, what can it hurt?”

      She couldn’t help but pull a bashful smile at the trouble still hanging over her head.

      “But what about you?” she asked.

      He just shrugged and made a wry face. “I’ve been in trouble before. Enforcers are used to it. Besides, if this works, it could break in both our favors. If we’re lucky enough to catch the criminal red-handed, what happened in the courtroom won’t matter. They’ll probably even forget about the fireworks.”

      Aurora would have loved to know how he did it. By simply being in his presence, she felt calmer. He had the simplest way of allaying her fears and stoking her curiosity at the same time because she really did want to know.

      “If we pull this off, we might just put a bad guy away and save my ass.”

      “We’d better,” he said. “It’s too good of an ass to go to waste.”

      She batted his knee, laughed lightly, and then scrambled out of the bed. Her clothes were strewn all over, but she set about efficiently tucking herself back into them. As she did, she could feel Dane’s eyes on her. As she fastened her bra again, he let out a sigh.

      “Awful shame,” he muttered, just rakishly enough to make her knees turn to water.

      He had gathered his clothes into a pile, but still sat naked to her view. A lump lodged in her throat at the sight of him. Every line of his body seemed sculpted to suit her. Even in its softness, the generous spill of his manhood drew her hungry eyes.

      “Aren’t you, um…”

      “What?” he asked, the picture of innocence. It was delightfully exasperating.

      “Aren’t you going to get dressed?”

      “Nope.” He leaned forward, proffering his clothes to her, one eyebrow raised in invitation. “I figured I’d be more useful this way.”

      She could think of any number of uses for him in this state, but none of them had anything to do with trailing a criminal. However, Dane had something else in mind.

      He sat up, stretched his head back, and began to shift. In one fluid glide, he left his human self behind and bristled into a golden-eyed, majestic gray wolf.

      “Oh,” Aurora was caught up ever so slightly. Even in this form, he was irresistible. His fur was dense and an almost charcoal gray with a single ring of black at his collar, coming to a point at the ridge of his chest.

      Fully shifted, he turned those eyes up to her, and she could see every bit of what lay behind them. Then, settling herself on the task ahead, she waved their love nest into mist and released the invisibility spell.

      As soon as she did, Dane lifted his nose and began to scent the air as they walked. Aurora wondered if he had some vestige of these faculties when he was in human form. It was oddly captivating, watching him search through the air for the thread that would lead them. Carving their way back into the heart of Othercross, she saw the moment when he caught it.

      His body seemed to tense and sharpen. As though a line had been cast in front of him, he became obsessed with following it. She could see how keen he was to break into a run, but he kept his pace even, never getting too far ahead of her. Aurora’s heart warmed even more. They were in this together.

      The nicer parts of Othercross fell away around them. In a few short turns, they broke into the part of town where she would have feared to go alone. But with this powerful wolf at her side, she walked with sure feet.

      The houses looked derelict, and the pavement Dane padded over was interlaced with cracks and weeds. Even so, he kept his head low, following the trail. At last, they came to a stop in front of a seedy, dangerous-looking bar. This was a far cry from Talbot’s. It looked like the kind of place a good girl like Aurora might walk into and never come out of.

      Even in the earliest part of the evening, a low, almost fearsome tangle of voices filtered out into the street. Aurora was nervous they might actually have to go inside.

      “Is this it? Is he here?”

      The wolf looked up at her and then to the doorway. After a beat, he lifted his head again and closed his eyes. With a decisive snuff, he trotted past the door and picked up Finch’s trail on the other side. The farther they got from the dark doorway, the easier she was able to breathe.

      The path tangled, and she got the distinct impression their quarry had been trying to shake someone. Could it be them? Was it possible the felon had gotten wind of them and set out again? The thought only sharpened her determination to find him.

      Little by little, they wound their way back into the safer parts of town. At last, Aurora found herself crossing the quad of Othercross University. She’d studiously avoided campus since her graduation, as it held no truly fond memories for her. Yet, in this wolf’s company, she kept her head high, making no effort to vanish among the ivy-covered walls.

      Tucking around the far side of the Great Hall, they paced into the Othercross Gardens. All at once, Dane stopped short. The fur across his shoulders bristled, and a throaty growl rolled out of his snout. Venturing a step or two ahead, Aurora saw the cause.

      Griffin Finch was there in the garden, nestled under the drooping arms of a massive willow. His throat was opened in a long, clean slit, and crimson blood spilled down his chest. It was fresh enough to still be bright and wet.

      “Oh, no, Dane. How…?”

      She turned back to him, but he was gone. Breaking into a run, she came around the corner of the central building before she caught sight of him. Still locked on a scent, he was cutting across the far edge of the green, moving as fast as the scent would let him.

      “Dane,” she called after him. “Wait!” But he didn’t even break his stride.

      Fine.

      Aurora began to run in earnest, or as well as she could while holding his pile of clothes. Catching up with him wasn’t even a faint hope. She just had to keep her eyes on him. To lose him now wasn’t an option. After all, they were a team. She became more certain of that with each footfall.

      Once or twice, she was only able to catch a glimpse of his hind-quarters as he sailed around a corner, but she always managed to trace him. In truth, some moments she felt like she would have been able to follow the golden link that bound them together even with her eyes closed. She might not have been ready to acknowledge the truth of the mating bond between them, but she felt it as surely as her own skin.

      Rounding one last corner, she was startled to find that Dane had come to a halt. Of all places, he was directly in front of the doors of the Othercross Judiciary, sniffing intently up the steps from the street. When he spotted her, he hunkered down and shifted back into the Dane she had shared her body with.

      Unfolding to his full height, she stole another look at the full glory of him. Then, remembering just how public they were, she handed over his clothes and he dressed himself.

      “The trail ends here?” She was still breathless from the dash across town.

      “Yeah.”

      “You’re sure?” None of it made any sense to her. “Maybe we followed the trail backward?”

      “This isn’t Finch’s trail,” he said, pacing to the curb, his eyes flashing golden with excitement. “This is somebody else. The scent dies right out here.” He turned to face her, and she could see his mind whirring away behind those rich, brown irises. “I think whoever killed Finch must have gotten into a waiting car.”

      “So we lost him? With Griffin Finch dead, have we lost the trail completely?”

      “No,” Dane said, reaching out to run a finger under the line of her jaw. “Far from it, actually. Whoever this is, I’ve got his scent now. I’ll know him the next time he crosses my path.”

      Again, that pure certainty grounded her, soothing her anxiety. It made her long for the finger at her neck to stray lower. It wasn’t a way she was used to feeling, but she was ready for it to become familiar.
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      If her hot and heavy tryst with Dane earlier in the day had left her flying high, stepping back into the office brought Aurora squarely back down to earth. In fact, it seemed to open a hole in the ground and shove her into it.

      Leaving Dane on the steps of the Judiciary had been awkward. Even after the profound shared intimacy, she was battling with herself over what it meant. The fact that they were right in front of where they were supposed to be their most professional selves hadn’t helped a bit. However much they may have wanted to kiss goodbye, there was no way.

      So, there she sat, at odds with herself, filing away evidence from a case that never happened. All the preparation had been for naught. As her busy hands worked, she wondered how often that might happen over the course of her career.

      If she still had one, that was.

      It seemed more and more unlikely to her, no matter what Dane said. He had a vested interest in making her feel good, and he had proven himself very adept at that. Debilitatingly so. Even as she stood there, parts of her body still tingled with the afterglow of their lovemaking.

      And it was lovemaking. There was no question as to the emotions involved, which only made things more unsettling. Nothing in her life was within her control, and after working so hard to keep herself in check, it was easy to look at things like they were spinning into chaos.

      At least the pit was quiet. Given the way the other juniors were all slinking around, she half-wondered whether Paul or some other official had shouted the room down. It wasn’t an uncommon occurrence when any of the brass was feeling punchy. And getting a mistrial on a sure thing would have been more than enough to cause some general punchiness.

      Still, the fact that nobody had said boo to her since her return had done precious little to ease the tension in the room. The air was so thick, it had practically billowed out into the hallway when she’d opened the door.

      In the midst of it all, Aurora held one certainty. Paul was going to fire her the second he laid eyes on her. She was so sure of it, she was tempted to throw her own money into the pool her compatriots had going. Her money was on less than a minute after his arrival but no tears on her part. With a hint of morose amusement, she wondered what the odds were.

      “Rhonelle.”

      Paul Keenan stood in the doorway staring at her with a flat expression. The rest of the juniors looked as surprised as she felt. He hadn’t banged the door open with his usual vigor. Instead, he just gestured her over with two fingers.

      “Come with me.”

      A quick glance at the clock told her it was smack at the end of his working day. He’d saved it for last. Aurora’s stomach sank, imagining the relish he was going to take in it, especially after such a public debacle.

      His face was unreadable, but the others in the room sure were. Varying degrees of pity and victory called out to her. Just before she stepped into the hallway, she caught Gotho’s glance, and he gave her a sympathetic grimace. At least somebody was going to miss her.

      They walked in silence down the hallway, Keenan not even turning to look at her. Was there some conference room where they did the firing? Would there be more superiors there to make it all official?

      At last, he stepped through the doorway to the cafeteria. Perplexed, Aurora followed him into the open, fluorescent-bright room. Stepping up to the counter, he looked at her for the first time.

      “Regular or decaf?”

      “Um. What?”

      He shrugged lightly at her and turned back to the woman at the register.

      “Two regulars. Leave room.”

      Coffee in hand, he trod over and crammed his hand into the bins, coming up with a handful of creamers and more sugar than it would take to bake a cake. That done, he picked a table in the big, empty room and slumped into a chair.

      Aurora hovered opposite him, her own mug clutched between her hands like a shield. Paul ran a hand over his head and only then seemed to notice that she hadn’t taken a seat. He waved a loose hand toward the chair opposite him.

      “Rough day, huh?” he said as she settled herself. “Too bad, really. Still, don’t let it get you down, Rhonelle. Some days you eat the bear and some days the bear eats you.”

      She was gob smacked. His expression was sympathetic in a way she had always thought beyond him. Was it possible she wasn’t here to get canned?

      “Excuse me, sir, but…am I fired?”

      “Fired?” His eyebrows shot up as he peeled back the top of one of the creamers. “Are you kidding? Look, if we fired everyone who caught a bad break, this building would have a For Sale sign on it. Fuck that.”

      Only then did Aurora realize she’d been holding her breath. Reaching out, she tentatively took a thimble of creamer for herself. The coffee at the Judiciary was far more bitter than what she made at Hollow House, so she watched him hard to see how he made it more palatable.

      “Look, you’ve been busting your ass over this thing. Don’t think I didn’t notice. What were the chances old Abernathy would end up dead over it? That’s nobody’s fault. Well, it’s somebody’s fault, but certainly not yours. From what the coroner tells me, he was in the drink days before the trial started, so you’re off the hook for not bringing him in too.”

      Relief flooded into every crevice of her body. After the fierce look she’d seen earlier in the day, it was as if she was sitting opposite a completely different man. He looked older, but far more relaxed. Almost paternal.

      “You’re a good kid, Aurora. Okay if I call you that?”

      “Sure.” She burned her lips just a bit, and went for more creamer to cut the acrid taste.

      “This stuff is shit. Ain’t it? You get used to it, I guess. So... get used to it.” He smiled at her perplexed look. “Look, you do good work. I didn’t want to give you a big head, but more than being a smart dresser got you the gig. So this one didn’t break in your favor, but at least you found the body.”

      “And... that’s a good thing?”

      “Are you kidding?” he said again. “You’ve been moping around, wondering if you were gonna get fired. Haven’t you? Lemme tell you something, Aurora. What you did today was legendary. And I don’t fire legends.”

      “Really?” She blushed, tucking her chin, but he just let out a full-throated guffaw.

      “Come on! You pulled the body of a missing witness up from the bottom of the sea while bungee jumping. If that’s not some epic shit, I don’t know what is.”

      He shook out his sugar packets, and Aurora felt an unaccountable affection for him. So much that she was even starting to find his casual vulgarity endearing.

      “Not only that, but dig this, little miss. Tomorrow, I’m going to file the paperwork to make you a full investigator. No more of this junior shit for you. You’re past that.”

      Aurora’s heart rose like a phoenix from the ashes. Her first thought was how excited Dane would be to hear the news, but she caught herself. Even with all of this, she needed to be careful about falling for him too hard. Her job might be saved, but her heart was too fragile to invest in a losing bargain.

      “I just…” she started, but her throat locked up on her for a moment. “I guess I just want to say thank you. For trusting me.”

      “Meh,” he waved her off again, “like I said, it all came down to your work ethic. That’s what those other clowns are short on.”

      By now, her coffee was so full of cream and sugar, it could barely be called coffee anymore. Still, it was drinkable—even if it was going to keep her up all night. After the highs and lows of the day, sleep was going to be in short supply anyway.

      “Here’s the thing that gets me,” Paul said, sipping at his own concoction. “Who would want to eighty-six ol’ Abernathy? I mean, sure, he saw that shithead stealing some potion, but that’s pretty small potatoes. Right?”

      “That’s what I thought at first,” Aurora said, trailing off before explaining herself, still nervous about keeping her job secure.

      “Lay it on me.”

      “It’s just... Okay, so the potion Finch took was powerful, but was that really enough to kill someone over? At most he would have received a year, if that. Ever since this whole thing started, I’ve been wondering why some low-grade thief like Griffin Finch would want that stuff anyway.”

      “That’s first-class thinking. But still, Finch is a career criminal. He most likely thought he could earn a pretty penny on the black market. Hell, a guy like that might pull some shit just to see what he could get away with.”

      “Maybe? I don’t know.” She fell into contemplation of the horrid drink in her hands.

      “Gotta admit, I didn’t peg him as the type to go killing people though.”

      “Oh, but he didn’t!” She was so certain, she caught Paul with his mug at his lips.

      “No? So we don’t have to worry about him running around out there like Othercross’s very own Jack the Ripper?”

      “No, for a couple of reasons. Finch is dead.”

      Paul’s face shifted, shock flashing across it.

      “Say that again.”

      “It’s true. I saw his body not long ago. If I were to bet, the authorities are still working the crime scene.”

      “I didn’t know that. How exactly did you end up stumbling across the scene? Tripping over two dead bodies in twenty-four is some real fucking luck.”

      “It wasn’t luck, actually. After the triune closed the case this morning and Finch bolted out of the courtroom, Dane Hensley and I tracked his scent. Well, he did it in his wolf form, but we were together. It all just seemed too convenient. You know? I had a feeling all of this went deeper than a relatively minor theft. Now that Finch’s throat was cut, I’m sure of it.”

      “Wait, Finch’s throat was cut too?” Paul searched the air for a moment, as if filing away the details in his mind. “That’s interesting. You may just have something here, Rhonelle.”

      After the familiarity of him asking to call her by her first name, something was awfully professional about hearing him use her surname. Instead of sounding condescending, it felt more like admiration.

      “I think so too.” She leaned over the table. “In fact, after Dane and I found Finch’s body, we followed his killer’s scent all the way to the steps of this building. Then the trail went cold. But Dane says that now he knows the smell, he’ll recognize the killer in an instant.”

      Paul looked at her approvingly. It was perhaps the first time anyone had regarded her that way besides Dane. And he, she reminded herself, was not unbiased. So when the lead investigator of the OCJ registered her worthiness, it carried genuine weight.

      “I’m gonna tell you something, Rhonelle.” Again, he pointed one of those big, square fingers at her, but it was less terrifying than before. “I’m gonna kick up hell to get the folks upstairs to expedite your paperwork. There’s no reason why you should waste your time as a junior.”

      “Thank you, sir.” Heat settled in her cheeks in a very pleasant blush.

      “But I’m curious...” He pursed his eyebrows together and clapped his mug down. “What were you doing with Judge Hensley?”

      Her blush deepened, and she almost regretted sharing that part of the story. Looking up into his pale blue eyes, though, she saw not only a colleague but someone she felt she could trust. For all his gruff exterior, Paul had won her over.

      “Promise not to tell?”

      He chuckled a bit at her request and then crossed his heart and raised a palm. Emboldened, she shared something she never thought would come out within these walls.

      “Dane told me that first day in court that he thinks we’re fated mates.”

      “Really?” The older investigator leaned back against his seat, looking intrigued and not at all scandalized.

      “Yeah. I’m still unsure what it all means myself. But he seems certain.” With sudden urgency, she added, “Not that anything happened while the case was active! I do have my ethics.”

      “Of course.”

      “But I have to admit, after the mistrial…” She beamed, but Paul rolled forward with the air of a father, putting a finger to his lips.

      “Let me give you a nickel’s worth of free advice, Aurora. Never answer a question that hasn’t been asked.” He winked at her, and she let out a small laugh. “If I were you, though, I’d tread carefully. You don’t need whispers going on behind your back. Now, let’s get out of here. Big day tomorrow.”

      They both pushed up to standing and walked to the door with a very different energy between them. Aurora was able to walk in his silence without buckling in terror.

      And for the first time, the Judiciary felt like a place she’d be happy to spend her time.
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      The sun was barely peeking through her blinds when a knock on Aurora’s door pulled her from the depths of sleep. She tugged a pillow over her head, reluctant to answer. Chances were it was Kelly, still tipsy from a late night with Ronun. He’d had a positive effect on her, but it still wasn’t out of the realm of possibility.

      I’m in no mood for a sloppy conversation at this hour.

      Maybe she could pretend to still be asleep. The knock came again. The floor vibrated under her bed, nudging her to full alertness.

      “Okay, okay,” she muttered. “I can take a hint.”

      If Hollow House was working to rouse her, it had to be something. She had to consider that the house was just anxious for her to start her first day as a full investigator.

      The knob turned and the door creaked open just a hair. She pulled the pillow harder around her ears.

      “Rise and shine.”

      Oh, shit!

      Language.

      “Dane?” She bolted upright, shrouding herself in her blanket out of modesty, though he’d already had quite an eyeful of every secret part of her. She was certain her roommates wore next to nothing—if anything—to bed, but Aurora had always made a point of wearing well-pressed pajamas.

      “Morning, beautiful,” he said softly as he tiptoed in, closing the door behind him. “Sorry to show up unannounced, but I wanted to bring you breakfast.”

      He’d arrived bearing a small, grease-stained bag and two cups of coffee in a carrier. The coffee would certainly be welcome. The taste of the fetid mishmash she’d choked down the day before with Paul still lingered on her tongue.

      “Wow, thanks.” In spite of herself, she couldn’t help but melt over how adorable he was, hunched in that way people do when they’re trying to be quiet.

      “Mind if I join you?”

      It was one thing to have wild sex on a conjured bed in the middle of a windswept day, but another to have him on her own bed in her own room. It felt strangely illicit, and not in an entirely bad way.

      “Come on.” She patted the mattress by her legs with a grin.

      He hustled over and clambered up beside her, resting his back against the wall and stretching his legs out. Then he gave her a sultry appraisal.

      “Damn, I’ve never seen anyone look so beautiful so early in the morning.”

      In spite of how self-conscious she felt about her tangled bedhead, he actually seemed to mean it.

      “Thanks.” It was going to take a while for her to navigate being complimented by this man. If he was going to stick around, that is. “What did you bring us?”

      “Well, first of all…” He handed over a cup of coffee, which she gratefully accepted. Then, with a secret little grin, he passed her the white paper bag. Looking down, she let out a tiny squawk of delight.

      “Donuts?”

      “I hope that’s okay?”

      “Of course, it is!” She almost never indulged in anything so decadent, but as today was a special day, she plunged her hand into the bag and came up with a simple glazed donut.

      “Somehow, I figured you for a glazed gal.” He drew out one for himself and they tapped them together in a toast. “You know, I could treat you to a real breakfast if you let me stay the night.”

      It was bashful and forward at the same time. The light confection caught a bit in her throat, and she looked over at the fully dressed hunk sitting on her bed. He looked for all the world like he was frightened of scaring away a bird. As her heart fluttered in the cage of her ribs, it wasn’t entirely inaccurate.

      “Listen, Dane.” At her tone, his face sank. “No, no! It’s nothing bad. It’s just, well, in spite of what happened yesterday, I’m gonna need your patience. I’m really excited about whatever this is, but it’s all really overwhelming for me. So, can we maybe take things slow?”

      “Oh, Aurora.” Again, her name on his lips sent a shiver through her. “I’m willing to take things however you want. Yesterday was amazing, but I knew it grew out of a very particular moment. So, yeah. Slow is good.”

      “Really?” Could he get any more perfect?

      “Of course. After all, we’ve got a lifetime together, so there’s no need to rush.”

      She swallowed hard at that. True though it may be, eternity was still a lot to grapple with.

      “Maybe we can slow down the way we talk about it, too, huh?”

      Dane laughed. “Sorry. I’m just excited.” Then he looked at her as if he wanted to bathe in her gaze. “You’re exciting.”

      “I think you’re exciting too, so...” She held up the remaining half of her donut for another toast. “To excitement?”

      “To excitement.”

      Like the gentleman he was learning to be with her, Dane waited outside the door without protest so she could get dressed. Not that she would have been wholly against having his eyes on her, but it was the decorum of the thing. Besides, they might have fallen back into bed, and that was far from taking things slowly.

      With coffee and breakfast already consumed, Aurora only needed to pop into the kitchen to grab her lunch from the fridge, but as they drew close, terse whispers filtered out into the hallway. Not wanting to interrupt but also wanting to get her lunch, she peeked around the corner to find Nathan standing in the doorway to the basement, his arms crossed across his bare chest, scowling at Ryan. Despite the dark circles under his eyes, Ryan managed to scowl right back.

      Clearly, they’d had a sleepless night, judging by their demeanor, and it wasn’t the joyous kind of late night Kelly insisted on treating everybody to. No, clearly they were ankle deep in some kind of tiff.

      “What is it?” Dane whispered as Aurora tiptoed back to him.

      “Nothing. I hope.”

      “Trouble in paradise?”

      “Looks like it. Poor guys.”
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        * * *

      

      When she strolled up the center of the Judiciary hallway, it was with genuine purpose. After her talk with Paul, and a sunrise visit from an incredible, patient man, she felt like a goddess.

      Instead of chiding herself for her lack of humility, she reveled in it. And why not? One should allow themselves a good day every once in a while. After tying herself in knots for the better part of a week, she deserved it. Pulling open the door, she found the office empty—as usual at this hour—and took a moment to survey her little kingdom.

      Further, she started to formulate big plans for the weekend ahead. The power pulsing under her skin let her know she was ready. Come Saturday, she was going to attempt her first real resurrection. The one that would make her family proud and earn her that coveted shawl. She could feel it.

      Percival was the next junior to arrive, and he seemed almost surprised to see her there. Coward that he always was, he didn’t say anything.

      “Good morning,” she offered brightly, daring him.

      “Morning,” he mumbled.

      One by one, the room filled up. If there had been chatter in the hallway, it stopped as soon as the door opened and whoever it was saw her there. Only Gotho looked genuinely happy to see her.

      The rest kept their heads down and waited. When all were present and accounted for, Aurora felt like she could run the entire world. Standing with the last of the paperwork from the stymied Abernathy case, she all but danced to the filing cabinet in the corner, which, as it happened, was directly next to Heather’s workstation.

      “Somebody’s full of themselves this morning,” the blonde witch muttered under her breath.

      “What’s that?”

      For what felt like the first time, Aurora was ready to counter whatever the other girl had to dole out, head on. Heather looked up, her eyes hard.

      “I said, somebody is full of themselves this morning.”

      “Is that a problem?” Aurora was brazen in her confidence, so much that Heather visibly bristled at it.

      “I don’t know, Rory. Is it gonna be?”

      “Can’t imagine why. I’m not going to be in the pit too much longer, so there’s no reason to go starting fights.”

      That tiny bit of bait cut through the room like the crack of a whip.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Cleon demanded.

      “After my conversation with Mr. Keenan yesterday, I’ve got reason to believe I’m not going to be a junior much longer.”

      “Oh, what? Did he give you a day’s notice before firing you?”

      Eric shot her a toothy grin, and the whole room burst into laughter. The tension had broken and something in it rattled Aurora. The sound of their mocking laughter was just a little too fresh, and she reacted defensively.

      “For your information, Mr. Keenan told me he recognizes the hard work I’ve been putting in, and today he will submit the paperwork to make me a full investigator. So, yeah. You could say he gave me a day’s notice that my time as a junior is over.”

      “Wait, what?” Heather looked livid, and Aurora looked her dead in the eye.

      “You heard me.”

      “Whatever,” Dion chirped. “We’ll see what happens when he actually gets here.”

      “Yeah.” Zander was ever quick to get on whatever train Dion was steering. “Let’s wait ’til the old tiger gets here, and we’ll see who has the last laugh.”

      “Fine by me.”

      She couldn’t wait. In her mind’s eye, she saw him coming through the door without its customary bang. Those usually impenetrable eyes warm, with just the twinkle of the friendship they’d shared. It was the dawning of a new era, and with an ally like him, this office would become a completely different place for her.

      When the clock chimed nine, Aurora was looking over some fresh photographs of Finch. The slash on his throat upset her, but she focused on cultivating her critical eye, scanning the scene for anything that might point her in a useful direction. After all, she was bound to have a hand in solving this much larger case.

      Even with this new focus, her eyes kept flitting toward the clock. And she knew she wasn’t alone. The room was wound as tightly as a spring with everyone anticipating the opening of the door. Ten o’clock arrived and neither Paul nor District Attorney Widarin had darkened the threshold.

      They must be out on the case. We should get a call any time now, asking me to join them.

      By noon, some light snickering had begun. Aurora’s confidence was wavering, but she held fast. A few days Keenan hadn’t arrived until after lunch, looking the worse for wear after whatever night he’d had.

      The others liked to joke that he’d been out drinking, but Aurora always gave him the benefit of the doubt. He was an investigator, after all, so it seemed more likely to her that he had been on a stakeout. Now that she counted him as a friend, she was willing to give him even more slack.

      “Still no word, huh?” Gotho asked when he ambled back in from lunch.

      It was a question that didn’t need answering.

      Still, Aurora was getting worried. The crime scene photos of Finch and Abernathy, their throats cut, kept popping into her head, followed by Paul’s face superimposed over theirs.

      She had told him as much as she knew, and whatever jokes the others might make about his laziness, he was dedicated to his job. What if he’d taken it upon himself to start the investigation in earnest? And what if that had ended the same for him as it did for Finch and Abernathy? The thought of it made her so sick that she tucked the pictures away and tried to forget them.

      Am I responsible for Paul’s death?

      The question rang over and over again in her head, growing louder with each passing minute. The closer the end of the day came, the more certain she was that he’d been hurt. She’d given him enough information to put him on the trail but not enough to protect him from whoever was out there.

      Stepping into the hallway, away from all those keen ears, she pulled out her cell. It had been on silent all day, and she held out a secret hope that his name would flash on the screen. A missed call or even a text. But there was nothing. Taking a deep breath, she dialed his cell and waited.

      This is Inspector Paul Keenan. I’m unavailable at the moment, but your call is important to me. Please leave your number…

      Was she listening to the voice of a dead man? The thought made her shudder, and she stuffed her phone away. She crouched with her back to the wall and put her hands to her cheeks. It was time to come to grips with the fact that she was excitable. This wouldn’t be the first time she’d whipped herself up over nothing.

      Any number of things could have kept him away, and none of them would find him bundled into the bowels of the Sanguine Sea. Still, she couldn’t help herself. Friends were a rare commodity in Aurora’s life, and she couldn’t help fearing she’d lost one.

      It’s okay, she told herself. Everything is going to be okay.

      So why didn’t it feel that way?
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      In true fashion, Hollow House had dimmed and cozied up around them. Where doors usually hung, red velvet curtains deepened the sense of opulence. Sconces were replaced with burning tapers, and even the faint trickle of a fountain called out to them from somewhere deep in the house.

      This place is laying the romance on thick.

      Not that Aurora minded.

      The tongue-in-cheek splendor to all of it was irresistible. It made their leisurely evening just a wee bit more fun. Not that she needed a nudge to have fun with this werewolf who pursued her with cautious steps. He was working overtime to embody the picture of composure.

      Except for his newfound habit of trying out different pet names and peppering them into his conversation. Eventually, one was bound to stick, but the exercise of it was playful and disarming. When he’d ventured upon “Pookie,” Aurora had reeled off a cackle unlike any that she could remember. She laughed so hard she’d nearly spilled her wine.

      At last, she’d truly begun to settle into his company. It didn’t hurt matters any that he had stepped back a bit from his full-court-press brand of wooing. No doubt, if it had been up to him, they would have been screaming through the night on a motorcycle or something. What they settled on was far more her speed.

      Time cuddled with Dane on the sofa was doing the right amount of work to dispel the clouds hanging in her mind. He was good that way. As gentle as he was with her, an undeniable wildness about him made her question exactly how he got to be a judge in the first place.

      “I mean, I thought members of the National Ruling Council were supposed to be level-headed.”

      “Are you saying I’m not?” He grinned at her, obviously taking wicked glee in catching her out.

      Instead of backing down, she rose to the bait. “You know what? Yeah! That’s exactly what I’m saying.”

      “Oh, wow!” He tipped back his head and let out a throaty bellow of laughter. She admired the lines of his neck as he did. “You’re something else, Rory. You know that?”

      “Uh, no,” she said with a good-natured wince.

      “What?”

      “Rory. Ugh. My mother calls me that and it always makes me feel like I’m six.”

      “Noted,” he said, raising his hands in mock surrender. “The bridge too far.”

      “It sure turned out to be. Not that I’d ever say that to my mother. You know something terrible? I made the mistake of telling one of the other juniors about it and now they do it all the time.”

      “They do?”

      “Oh, yeah. It’s a pretty nasty place most of the time. I was fool enough to hand them the ammunition. They can be pretty rough on each other, but it feels like they go out of their way to get under my skin.”

      “Nasty little pricks. Want me to go beat them up?”

      He was smiling, but she could never quite tell if he meant that kind of thing or not.

      “I’d rather you stayed here with me.” The words caught on the ends of her lips.

      “You know what? Me too.”

      Missing the deeper implication behind her words, he reached over and picked up the bottle of wine from the coffee table. Breezily leaning over and refilling her glass, he barely seemed to notice that she was silently fretting. Only when he was filling his own did he appear to register she had gone quiet. “Everything all right?”

      “Yeah, it’s just… Nothing.”

      “Oh, really?” He laughed again, putting the bottle back. Her legs were over his lap, and he shook her by an ankle. “It’s never nothing with a busy mind like yours. Tell me. So long as it isn’t work,” he pointed a playful warning finger at her.

      “No, not work.” Taking another sip, she edged her way into the thing that had been underpinning so much of their time together. “I’ve been wondering... when are you going back to Florida?”

      The question seemed to hit him square between the eyes, and he shook his head. “What do you mean?”

      “Now that the trial has been scrapped, aren’t you going back home?”

      “Why would I?” He put his glass down and took her hand in his. “Aurora, I’m not going anywhere without you. So until you make up your mind, I’m staying right here in Othercross. And if that’s forever, then I’ll be happy.” He leaned in to emphasize the point with his eyes. “I would never willingly leave you.”

      She dropped her head sideways onto the cushions and gazed at him. It was the perfect answer, and it melted a bit of the shield she kept around her heart.

      He’s perfect.

      Dane clearly wasn’t a patient man, but he was learning what it meant to wait. She was teaching him. Not only that, but she was learning a lot herself. He was showing her how easy it could be to fall and fall quite hard. More than anything, she knew she could trust him. And in a world where trust was something she’d come to guard like gold, that was a powerful realization.

      “You really mean that. Don’t you?”

      “With everything I’ve got, dear one.” He squeezed her palms. “If you want, I’ll even pinky swear.”

      “You wouldn’t,” she cried in pretend shock.

      “Try me.”

      She held up a pinky and he linked his through it.

      “Aurora Rhonelle, I’m not going anywhere. Pinky swear.”

      They kissed their thumbs to bind the pact and dropped their hands on top of her lap, still loosely holding each other by the little finger.

      “I’m worried.”

      “Already?” he asked in surprise. “That didn’t take long. What about this time?”

      “Paul Keenan.”

      At the mention of her boss’s name, Dane almost choked on a mouthful of wine.

      “Really? If you’re worried about him, you’re the only one.”

      “I’m serious. He didn’t come into the office today.”

      “So?”

      “So? He promised to promote me, Dane.” She’d been saving the good news until it was final, but she had to tell him to get across the gravity of things.

      “He did? Aurora, that’s fantastic!”

      “Yeah, except it didn’t happen. He told me yesterday that, after everything, he was going to start the process of making me a full inspector. Today.”

      “That’s amazing! Darling, I’m so proud of you.”

      “Dane, you’re not listening. He didn’t come in. He promised he would do it, and then he didn’t show up. I mean, everyone knows he usually takes a few days off after a case, but this wasn’t even his case after he handed it off to me.”

      He gave her a level look. “And remind me why he handed it off to you again.”

      “You know why. He was assigned a bigger one.”

      “Exactly! He’s probably just busy with that other case. You know, investigating.”

      “That’s the thing, though. He told me yesterday that his case was going sideways too. I honestly don’t think he’d take time off if that were happening.”

      “Huh.” Dane turned his glass between his fingers, considering.

      “Yeah. And now the case we thought was just a weird little burglary has cracked into something a lot bigger, so it’s not even over. If anything, it’s become even more important.”

      “True.”

      “It just doesn’t make sense that he’d not show up and not answer any of my calls or texts. I mean, Dane,” she caught his gaze and worried for a second she might tear up. “I’m worried about him.”

      “Worried?” Something in the way all this was settling on him seemed to activate his spine. He sat up straighter, chewing slightly at his bottom lip. “Tell me something, babe. What does your gut say?”

      “I’ve never been one to rely on gut feelings.” Yet that’s all she had been spilling out. Suddenly, she felt silly. “You know what? Forget it. You’re probably right. I’m sure he’ll be back in a day or two.”

      “Don’t do that. Why are you doing that?”

      “What?”

      “That.” He put his glass down and pushed all the way up to face her. “You’ve got really incredible intuition, but you’re always second guessing it.”

      It was a startlingly forward thing to say, but that was Dane, rushing ahead and damning the consequences.

      “Is that what you think?”

      “Don’t get mad. You know it’s true. You’ve got the most incredible set of instincts I’ve ever seen. It’s part of what makes you the smart, resourceful person you are. You never do anything without backing it up with ironclad evidence, but it always starts with your gut. So... what does your gut say?”

      He had her anatomized down to the smallest fiber of her being. He knew her as well as she knew herself. Maybe it was the bond, or maybe something more; but the permission he gave her made Aurora look deep inside and confront her worries and unfounded suspicions.

      “My gut says something is wrong,” she said with finality. “Dead wrong.”

      “Okay.”

      “Maybe it’s tied to that bigger case? I don’t know. But, Dane, when he wasn’t in by closing, I couldn’t shake the feeling that something bad had happened. You know, I told him about Finch and how we trailed the killer.”

      “So?”

      “I’m worried he might have gone out on his own.”

      “That’s fair,” Dane nodded with full seriousness. “In his position, I might do the same.”

      “Exactly!” She slapped her thigh for emphasis. “What if he went out there and found the killer? Dane, what if he found them and things went wrong?”

      “All right.” He drained the rest of his glass and stood up.

      “Down the hatch,” he said, pointing to her own drink. She tossed it back, as instructed. “Good. Now come on.”

      He extended his hand to her, looking every bit like a hero out of myth. Aurora stayed put, her hand hovering just inches from his.

      “What do you mean?”

      “I mean let’s go.”

      “What the... Go where?”

      He dropped his hand and laughed, his heroic stance melting into the easily confident stance she could draw in her sleep.

      “Babe, you’re forgetting. I’m a fucking wolf.”

      “Language.”

      He chuckled at her little idiosyncrasy. “Fine, I’m an effing wolf. Tracking people is what I do. Now, let’s get our shoes on and go find your friend. If I can just nab his scent, we’ll find him in no time. With any luck, he’ll be in some seedy bar and we can join him for a nightcap.”

      “Deal,” she said, feeling better already.

      Within moments, they were out in the crisp night air, walking hand in hand. In the light of day, she might have been too shy to do that, what with the case only being freshly dismissed. Though, in truth, she would have been squirmy holding hands with any man in public.

      But, as they carved their way toward the Judiciary under the light of a full Othercross moon, she felt a shift inside her. Day or night, she would be proud to be on this man’s arm.
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      Aurora was used to being in the office after nearly everyone else had gone home, but this night felt different. The air seemed charged, and their footsteps echoed deeper into the darkness than usual.

      On top of that, Dane seemed on edge, which only made her more anxious. He had gone eerily quiet the closer they got to the Judiciary. Once they were inside, she felt him bristle, as if his hackles had risen, even in human form.

      “Is everything all right?” Despite being alone in the building, she felt compelled to whisper.

      “No.” The answer sent a chill through her. He kept his eyes ahead, unblinking at the shadows looming in front of them.

      “What’s wrong?” Fear made her voice even smaller.

      “I’m not sure.”

      She could already envision Paul’s body. In her imagination, he was tipped back in his chair, gushes of purple blood spilling down his chest. Those eyes that had only recently warmed to her, staring sightless at the ceiling. It made her queasy.

      By the time they reached the offices, her hands were shaking so much, the keys rattled when she unlocked the door. Stepping into the pit, Dane seemed to swell with tension, which wasn’t doing her any favors. It would have been so easy to turn the lights on, but the grip of the place begged for the dark.

      “Maybe we could get something in here,” she offered weakly.

      Dane shook his head. “We need to go into his office. I need to get his scent. It can’t be mixed with anything else.”

      She trembled as she looked at Paul’s door, fearing what they would find inside. It seemed almost cruel. After sniffing Finch out of the air from the beach like a magic trick, why was Dane so intent on pinning Paul down with such certainty? And why did his voice have that throaty quality, like his beast was close to the surface?

      They opened the lead investigator’s door and stepped inside. As soon as they did, Dane froze in place. He was coiled so tightly, it made goosebumps break out across Aurora’s skin.

      “What is it?”

      “It’s Paul.” Dane looked at her at last, and his eyes were keen, even in the shadows. “Paul is who we traced from the gardens. Paul killed Griffin Finch.”

      He said it with such certainty, she couldn’t question him, yet the news hit Aurora like a kick to the stomach. Stepping back, she reached out to find something to steady herself.

      “A-are you sure?”

      Dane just cocked his head and looked at her.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, his tone softening, though that animalistic rumble remained. “After all the things he promised you, this must be a shock. But the man who promised to promote you is a double murderer, Aurora. Maybe more.”

      “Double?” Her eyes bulged, and she instinctively reached up to run a finger over her pearls as if they’d somehow give her comfort.

      “You said yourself you thought the cases were connected. The Abernathy case and the one your boss was working on. Finch and Abernathy were killed in the same way, and that points to Paul doing both of them.”

      He was right. The reasoning was watertight, and if she wasn’t so stunned, she would have put it together herself. Only one question remained.

      “But why?” she breathed, her mind starting to work again.

      They stared blankly at each other as they raced to come up with an answer. She’d spent so much time wondering why someone like Finch would steal such a specific potion. It wasn’t consistent with his criminal record to do something so risky. A career thief like Finch wasn’t stupid. She had no doubt he’d weighed the consequences of each job he did, and his rap sheet showed he’d always been careful not to cross the line into grand theft. No way would he have risked a lengthy sentence getting caught stealing that potion unless he either already had a buyer lined up... or he’d already been paid. And paid well.

      “Paul hired Finch to steal Mr. Abernathy’s potion!” It felt right, and Dane’s nod of agreement confirmed it.

      “Of course!” Dane cried, grabbing her shoulders with an excited grin. “He tried to use it to break into the Treasury, but for whatever reason, it didn’t work the way it was supposed to.”

      “Oh my god.” Aurora sat on the small bench by the office door. “That’s why he needed to be on that case. If he was investigating, nobody could catch him. It’s why he passed off Finch’s case to a junior like me.” She looked up at Dane, feeling incredibly small. “He must have been counting on me to make a mess of things.”

      “But you didn’t. You were too good, and that’s why Finch had to die.” The faintest hint of a smile crossed his lips. “That son of a bitch underestimated you.”

      “Language,” she whispered absently as her brain whirled.

      She shook her head in disbelief, remembering the amiable conversation she’d shared with Paul over crappy coffee. He’d seemed so genuine. She’d even trusted him enough to confess to liking Dane. It seemed impossible that it had been a rouse, but she knew Dane was right.

      His reading of Paul’s scent was unmistakable. Not only did she trust his nose, but she also trusted him. So much, it almost rattled her.

      “Who do you trust?” he asked.

      She looked up at him in shock, wondering if the bond between them had allowed him to read her mind.

      “I, um, I’m sorry, what?”

      “We can’t do this alone, Aurora. This guy is too powerful and dangerous. Who do you know that we can count on? Who isn’t going to surprise us by being in his corner?”

      “My brothers,” she said without hesitation.

      “Call them. We need to move.”

      As they hurried under the cover of darkness to Paul’s house, she coordinated with each of the Rhonelle boys. Even at near midnight, they were all ready to spring into action. Particularly given what she had shared about the case at dinner, they leapt at the chance to catch Keenan.

      They would all meet outside his house and fan out around it. Once they had the drop on the situation, they would close in together and block any way out. If Paul tried to escape, he would come face to face with at least one adversary. When they had eyes on him, the combined wrath of the entire party would bring him to bear.

      Each of her brothers was powerful in his own right, but combined, they were truly a force to be reckoned with. As she hung up from the last call, she counted herself grateful. As much as her family tied her up in knots, the fact that they were primed to leap to her side spoke volumes.

      The plans laid, she fell into step beside Dane. He had fallen silent again, and she joined him in it. Grim determination settled into her bones, and she felt like she could crack the pavement beneath her with each step. Anger spun inside her like a top, gaining momentum until it felt like her skin might split.

      By the time Paul’s house came into view, Aurora was livid. Betrayal had hardened the underside of her skin and transformed into blistering rage. She wasn’t one to open up easily to anyone, but the filthy jerk had wormed his way past her defenses. The fact that she was so careful with her trust only made being taken advantage of sting all the more.

      “Wait, what are you doing?” Dane asked as she started to make her way up the front steps.

      “I’m starting this.” It was unlike her to dive in, but she felt so empowered she couldn’t stop herself. In this instant, she was ready to leap into the abyss and claw the sides on her way down.

      “We should wait for your brothers.”

      “They’ll be here.” What she needed most was to look Paul in the face and have him know it was her. The others would be there to help take him down, but this was her show. She’d earned it.

      Reaching up, she planted three solid knocks in the center of his door. Dane fell into place beside her just as the lock turned and the door swung open. The pleasant smile on Paul’s face faded almost immediately, and Aurora could see in his eyes that he knew. They had him and it was all over.

      All the hurt and anger inside Aurora coalesced into a blinding ball and thundered up toward her lips. It seemed as if she’d denied herself thousands of words. All the ungenerous, spiteful, vulgar invectives she kept within her were bursting to flow in a torrent, and this bastard was about to catch every single one.

      But before she could open her mouth, Paul put up a hand.

      “I’ve been expecting you.”

      His hand snapped into a wicked-looking position, and the air behind them tinkled with malevolent vitality. Turning around, they saw what must have been a thousand daggers hanging in space. Aurora barely had a moment to wonder how Paul, a tiger shifter, had learned to cast a spell. All at once, the knives surged forward in a terrible wave, directly toward Aurora.

      Gripping her firmly, Dane shoved her through the doorway, bowling Paul out of the way. Diving in after them, he slammed the door with startling force. Nearly a dozen blades shot through, digging deep into the wall, but the bulk of them hammered into the door with a thunderous racket. Here and there, points poked through the wood, gleaming malevolently.

      She looked down and was stunned to see not a single knife sticking out of her chest. Just before the door had closed, she’d felt a stab as clearly as anything. Rubbing her hand over the spot, she marveled at the mystery of it.

      “Gosh, that was close,” she murmured to herself, but there was no time to puzzle over it.

      Paul scrambled up from where he had fallen, seething with rage. She started to get up herself, but Dane slumping to his knees arrested her attention.

      “Dane?”

      He fell onto his back, and Aurora caught sight of three wooden handles sticking out of his chest. One was lodged right in the same spot where she felt like she had been hit.

      Time stopped.

      The whole world stopped spinning, and her mouth dropped open. Her throat was taut with her scream, but her ears were ringing too loudly for her to hear. Dragging herself across the floor, she clutched at him to see if he was still breathing.

      He was. But it was shallow.

      “Serves you right, you meddling little bitch!”

      As she gaped up at him, paralyzed with horror, Paul threw something onto the floor, which simultaneously exploded in shower of sparks and opened a portal. He was about to vanish to who knew where. Taking one last look at the woman sobbing in his entryway, the hateful bastard pulled a crooked smile. If Aurora could have killed him on the spot, she would have, but she was far more intent on keeping Dane alive. Coiling up for his escape, Paul dove for the portal, only to be knocked aside from it by some unseen force.

      “Nobody calls my sister a bitch.” Onyx stepped into the hallway from somewhere deep in the house.

      “What the fuck?” Paul was hunkered back, bewildered by the black-clad stranger.

      “Your back door was unlocked.”

      Just then, the front door burst open, the outside of it glittering like a steel porcupine. On the other side stood Rhys and Lock, glowering like the apocalypse. Moving as one, they rushed into the space, Lock kneeling beside his sister when he saw what had happened.

      “Holy shit. This is bad.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know,” Dane said through gritted teeth.

      “Show me your warrant,” Keenan bellowed. “You can’t just storm into someone’s house!”

      “You can’t just go slitting people’s throats, asshole,” Rhys spat back at him. “I think we’re in the right on this one.”

      “Sorry I’m late,” Duval said, stepping up behind Onyx and patting him on the shoulder. “Thanks for leaving the door open.”

      Lock stood and the four brothers moved as one, surrounding the criminal in their midst. He let out a snarl bordering on a roar, hinting at the tiger lurking just beneath the surface. His skin began to pucker, but nothing happened. Paul looked wildly, and his eyes ultimately came to rest on Rhys.

      “What the fuck are you doing?”

      “I’m casting a prevention spell. You can’t shift while I’ve got you bound.”

      Paul hissed through his teeth, spinning like a caged animal. Making to leap for his portal again, the four necromancers shot out their hands and locked him in place. Paul howled in frustration, but that was all he could do.

      Aurora barely registered any of it. On her little patch of floor, it was as if hell were opening up beneath her and she was in danger of toppling in forever. Dane had put himself between her and danger, and now he lay there paying the price. He had lost consciousness and was growing very pale.

      His chest continued to rise and fall in short bursts, but the cruel daggers buried in his torso were making each pant an effort. She pressed her hands to him and could almost feel the life ebbing out of him. Aurora was blind with misery. If Dane slipped away from her, despair would swallow her and never spit her out.
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      “Tell me it’s working.”

      “Let me concentrate.” Tiffany had been frantically casting spells since Aurora had apparated Dane back to Hollow House. The dark stains on his shirt looked wildly out of place against the summery yellow of Aurora’s sheets. But thanks to her roommate’s magic, the last of the daggers had come out cleanly.

      He was still ashen, but his breathing was less ragged. Thankfully, the blades had missed his heart, but there had been some pretty nasty damage.

      “At least they were steel,” Tiffany murmured. “If just one of those daggers had been silver, we’d be singing a different song right now.”

      The very thought made Aurora shake so hard she had to sit down. Still, the events of the night had taught her a lot about gratitude.

      For Dane and all the faith he had in her.

      For her brothers, who’d dropped everything to help her.

      And for her roommate, whose powers Aurora had always underestimated.

      Most of the time, Tiffany conjured up puppies and other cuddly little critters, but that was just the superficial side of what she could do. In truth, the petite goth witch was a powerful healer. And that’s exactly what was needed to pull Dane back from the brink.

      “Aurora, run downstairs and see if we have any yarrow. It should help with the bleeding. And my medium cauldron.” There was a metallic thunk, and the very cauldron she was after landed next to the bed. “Thanks, H!”

      In response, the house let sprigs of yarrow flowers rain from the ceiling onto the bed.

      Even Hollow House apparently had a vested interest in keeping Dane alive. Grabbing a fistful, Aurora dropped them into the cauldron and cast a fireproofing spell on the floor before starting heat under it.

      “What else?” she asked, her heart in her throat.

      “Gim leaf, some water of Albion, and three drops of blood. He’s lost a lot, so we’ll need to infuse the elixir with it.”

      Aurora set to work. She had some gim leaf in her cupboard, and just enough water of Albion to coat the bottom of the cauldron. Mixing the ingredients together, she took up one of the daggers that lay on the floor. It was still flecked in places with Dane’s blood. With the point of it, she pricked the back of her hand, milking three drops into the pot.

      When the last one hit, the liquid began to foam and turn a rich golden color. Tiffany heard the sizzle and looked down.

      “Perfect. Get some on your fingers.” Aurora did, and rose to stand next to her friend. Tiffany was busy brushing at Dane’s wounds with the yarrow, her focus intent on her work. “Brush his lips with it.”

      “But you’re the one casting.”

      “Maybe, but you’re the one he loves. It has to come from you. He needs to feel the call.”

      As she was told, Aurora ran her fingers across his lips. Nothing.

      “Again,” Tiffany said, her voice tense.

      Aurora followed her instructions, and on the seventh anointing, Dane’s tongue flicked out and tasted his lower lip. Then, his chest heaved its first full breath since he’d crumpled to the floor in Paul’s entryway.

      “That tastes good.” His eyes cracked open and immediately sought Aurora. When he saw her, he broke out into the most radiant, if weak, smile she could imagine. “Hey, babe.”

      “Hey.” She took him by the shoulders and bent down to kiss him, holding back tears of joy.

      “This stuff’s not bad, right?”

      “It’s pretty good,” she said with a relieved laugh. He looked at her as if he would walk the earth to hear her laugh like that. “Want another taste?”

      “Yes, please.” She bent and kissed him again, deeper this time.

      He was going to live. But he’d been close enough to death to let Aurora know exactly how she felt. To lose him would be to lose herself as well.

      “Okay, buster. Get up.” Tiffany stood with her hands on her hips, looking as official as her tiny frame would allow.

      “What?”

      “You gotta get up. The sooner you move, the sooner you’ll feel better.” Sitting up with Aurora’s help, Dane was clearly still sore from his brush with death.

      “Man,” he said as they got him to his unsteady feet. “I feel like I’ve been stabbed in the chest.”

      “Not funny,” Aurora quipped.

      “Eh,” he shrugged. “I thought it was.”

      Stripping off his bloody shirt, Aurora took a second to rub a finger over the angry, healing scars on his chest, grateful for the magic Tiffany had worked.

      “Those should fade in a few days,” Tiffany said. “I’ll make up a balm to put on them.”

      “Maybe I’ll keep them,” he grinned. “They make me look kinda badass. Is there a robe or anything? If we go downstairs, I don’t want Nathan to think I’m trying to infringe on his shirtless territory.”

      The only one they had was Aurora’s lavender lacy one, and she took great relish in draping it over him. Hollow House chipped in, shortening the stairs so the slow trip to the first floor was easier. The trio slipped into the kitchen, and Kelly smiled at them from the table.

      “Oh, shit, thank god!”

      “Language.”

      “Yeah, yeah, sorry. And, Dane? Sorry I couldn’t stay in there with you guys, but the sight of blood really freaks me out.”

      “It’s all good,” he said, wincing his way into a chair.

      “Is it too soon to start giving you crap? Because I really like your new look. It’s so encouraging to see a man in touch with his feminine side.”

      Dane laughed at her joke, furrowing his brow and pressing his hand to his scars.

      “Yeah, I’m thinking about making this my new thing,” he said with a light cough. “That is if Aurora will let me out of the house.”

      “I think it’s very fetching,” Tiffany said in her typical impish tone. “You’ll get all the ladies dressed like that.”

      “The heck he will,” Aurora chimed in.

      “Oh, for sure!” Kelly laughed. “And some of the boys too.”

      They all had a good chuckle. Dane betrayed how sore it made him, but he was clearly happy at the good humor of it all.

      “By the way,” Kelly said, pointing toward Aurora’s phone on the countertop. “I know it’s been a big night, but you’ve been blowing up over there.”

      “Thanks.” Aurora unlocked it to find texts from her brothers. The last one was from Rhys.

      Paul is in custody, but he’s not talking. I’ll let you know if there are any developments.

      She texted her thanks and joined the others at the table. The whole house breathed a sigh of relief, and Aurora felt a tiny pang of guilt. If she had just waited until her brothers got there, maybe they wouldn’t have had such a close call. It was a lesson in not letting her anger get the better of her.

      That was the danger of keeping so many things pent up inside. When they finally cut loose, she got reckless, and that was no way to be. The fireworks when she first saw Dane were another reflection of that. It was a lesson she kept learning. Hopefully it would stick one of these days.

      “Hey, guys,” Ronun said as he stepped into the kitchen. “Looking good, Dane. Very chic.” He made his way around the table to kiss Kelly, and she kept a hand on his arm.

      “What are you doing home so early, lover?”

      “I had to make sure everyone was okay. The news is all over the place.”

      “Already?” Aurora was slightly stunned, but she had been too preoccupied to consider the waves such a scandal would generate.

      “Oh, yeah,” Ronun said, sitting down. “And I can tell you something else. Before it all went down, I went over to the Treasury to see what I could find out.”

      “Good idea.” Why hadn’t she thought of that?

      “All the guards are gargoyles, you know. I was their king for a hot second, so I figured I’d be able to get the full story. Turns out, I was right.”

      “Anything useful?” Dane asked.

      “Oh yeah. They said whoever tried to break in had come shaded, which is no surprise really. It’s not a tough spell, but it does seem a little odd that Paul was able to work it out.”

      “Why’s that?” Tiffany asked.

      “He’s a shifter, not a warlock. Witches and fae would also be able to make it happen, but a shifter?” He shook his head.

      “What about the knife spell he almost killed you with?” Ronun pointed out.

      Tiffany sniffed. “Psh, they teach basic conjuring spells to freshmen at OCU. It’s harder for shifters, but not out of the realm of possibility.”

      “What about the portal then?”

      She didn’t have an answer for that, but Aurora did. “He threw something that opened the portal. He must have bought a charm on the black market. I can’t explain the shade he cast at the Treasury though.”

      Kelly leaned in. “If he hired someone to steal the potion and create a portal charm, he probably hired someone to cast a shade over him too.”

      Everyone agreed it made sense, but somehow the explanation sat wrong in Aurora’s gut. However, she dismissed it when Ronun picked the story back up.

      “Anyway, even with the shade, they could tell whoever it was had to be pretty powerful. Like, he had an aura of power around him.”

      “That sounds about right,” Aurora said, thinking back to their encounter. Paul was certainly powerful.

      “It appears he used Abernathy’s potion, but didn’t use a fog spell to spread it, so he only managed to knock out a couple of the guards, nowhere close to all twenty of them. When that didn’t work, the guy took off.”

      “See?” Dane said, looking at Aurora. “You were right.”

      “About what?” Kelly asked.

      Aurora’s cheeks heated at Dane’s adoring stare. “I thought the cases were connected. It just seemed to me that whoever wanted that potion was probably the same person who tried to break into the Treasury. Finch was just some guy Paul hired to get it for him.”

      “Paul was at the bottom of it all,” Dane explained. “She’s got a real noggin, this one.” He reached over and squeezed her knee.

      “You got that right,” Ronun said. “Well done.”

      Aurora was never one to toot her own horn, but it felt really good to be the point of praise. She blushed and tucked her chin, as was her way.

      “You know something,” Kelly said, slapping her palms to the table. “I think we should celebrate. Dane pulled through, Tiffany made that happen, and Aurora broke open maybe the biggest case Othercross has seen in a thousand years.”

      In answer, all the cabinets swung open of their own volition, and inside were rows and rows of glistening bottles. It was as if the house had been waiting for someone to make the call, and the whole place sprang to festive life.

      “Now you’re talking!” Kelly was on her feet in a flash, uncorking bottles and spilling generous helpings of booze into glasses. She may not have been one for the sight of blood, but she knew her way around red wine. Everyone raised their glasses and the party started in earnest.

      It was funny. Aurora had never been a drinker, but the last week had seen her shedding her prim and proper façade a bit. Not that she would ever become a party girl, but living with these two marvelous young witches was getting her to come out of her shell.

      And she liked it.

      “Are you sure I should be drinking?” Dane asked Tiff, looking askance at his glass. “I mean, after losing half my blood?”

      “I’d say you deserve it,” Tiffany said. “It’s not gonna kill you.”

      “That’d be the first thing tonight.”

      It was a bit of a morbid joke, but Aurora laughed along with everybody else. Now that he was out of the woods, the adrenaline was starting to settle a bit. She kept looking at him, filled with gratitude. If anything, he seemed even more handsome than before.

      Not only that, but his unfailing belief in her helped her face the darker corners inside her. She’d always believed in herself, but he was showing her the ways she could be kinder to herself as well. And kindling her sense of adventure. Everything about this captivating wolf seemed to complete her, make her more whole.

      Maybe there was something to the mating bond after all. She’d never felt more at home than she did next to him.

      “Fine!”

      They all jumped at the shout from the bottom of the basement steps. It hadn’t even occurred to anyone to see what their other roommate might be up to. The thumping of hurried feet chased up into the room, and Ryan pulled up short in the doorway.

      His eyes were red as he tugged his jacket close around him, looking ashamed at being seen. For one brief moment, it looked like he was about to say something, but he just bolted through the kitchen in silence. The front door slammed, and the whole table sat stunned. That was about as official as it could get. Nathan and Ryan were off again.

      Starting at the ceiling, the walls dripped to black, as if great tears were running down. In short order, the entire place was dark, sheathed in ebony.

      “I know,” Kelly said with disappointment as she reached out to pat the wall. “I liked them together too.”
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      The rest of the juniors acted nice enough that it came close to making Aurora suspicious. Given the way she had behaved the day before, it would have been easy for any of them to take pot shots at her over trusting Paul. The trouble was that any one of them would have bought into it too. And it was likely they would have been even worse about it.

      Heather, in particular, seemed decidedly quiet and was dressed more modestly than was her habit. Aurora smirked to herself, thinking what a bummer that must have been for some of the guys. They had been getting an eyeful just as much as Paul, perhaps even more because they were around her all day while the former lead investigator just breezed through occasionally.

      “Ms. Rhonelle?”

      She turned to find District Attorney Boyd Widarin standing in the door to his office. She hadn’t even seen him come in. Moreover, she was almost shocked he knew her name.

      “Sir?”

      “Join me for a minute?”

      A little thrill ran through her. She knew what this had to mean, and so did everyone else in the room. It took a massive effort of will to keep from casting a glance around to take in all the envious faces, but she liked to think she was above that.

      She was about to get that promotion after all. Keenan might have been lying when he dangled the job in front of her, but now she was about to become a full investigator in earnest. Or so she hoped.

      “Close the door,” Widarin instructed when she walked in.

      He looked impressive sitting behind his desk. He was a vigorous man in his mid-fifties, his silver hair swept back, revealing a low widow’s peak. He sat in shirtsleeves, with the cuffs rolled up and suspenders making his barrel chest look even broader.

      “Take a seat,” he said with a tight, professional smile.

      Pride welled up inside her as she settled across from him. As much as she didn’t want to get ahead of herself, she couldn’t help it. She could already taste the victory of making full investigator in under a year.

      “You’ve done incredible work here, Ms. Rhonelle. Everyone in the building… Hell, everyone in Othercross knows it, and I’d say you have a lot to be proud of.”

      “Thank you, sir.” She could feel her cheeks redden, but she kept her chin up. With all that lay ahead, she needed to leave such bashful habits behind.

      “That being said, I have to admit that this whole Keenan debacle has put our office in a precarious position.”

      Something in his tone dimmed the glow inside her.

      “It has?”

      “Oh, yes. Naturally, Paul’s been relieved of his position, but if we drag this out into a major trial, it’ll make the whole department look bad. Rumors are one thing, but pushing this into the public eye could shake people’s faith that we can do what’s right, especially if we weren’t even able to recognize a criminal under our very noses.”

      “What are you saying?”

      Widarin leaned back, folded his hands just under his chin, and locked his green eyes on her. “I’m saying, Ms. Rhonelle, that we’re not going to prosecute.”

      All of her breath left her. How was that possible? Paul Keenan had murdered two men in cold blood and tried to break into the Treasury! Yet the department was willing to let him walk because of how a trial might tarnish their reputation?

      “It’s politics,” he said with a shrug. “I wouldn’t expect someone your age to understand, but consider this your first lesson in how the real world works.”

      Aurora sat stunned, unable to wrap her head around what he was saying. She understood—they were going to sweep the entire thing under the rug—but she couldn’t accept it. Her breakfast threatened to reappear all over Boyd’s carefully arranged desk.

      “Now,” he said, leaning forward until his elbows rested on his desk, “I have a proposal.”

      Her tongue was stuck to the dry roof of her mouth. “What’s that?”

      “If you’re willing to keep quiet about how everything shook out, you’ll walk into Paul’s job. From junior investigator to lead investigator in a single step. How does that sound?”

      “A-are you serious?” She actually couldn’t tell. The whole thing seemed insane.

      “As a heart attack. Tit for tat and all that. Not only will you get the job, but nobody has to know that you were fucking one of the judges on your first case. All the secrets stay secret.”

      That hit her like a sledgehammer. In one breath, he had rewarded her and threatened her—all without batting an eye. She was being bullied into a promotion.

      “So...” He stood up and extended a hand across his desk. “What do you say?”

      She didn’t say anything. She couldn’t. The current was moving far too quickly and she was being swept along with it. Moving as if she were in someone else’s skin, she found herself on her feet, her hand in his.

      “Excellent!”

      He put his hand on her shoulder and walked her out of his office. She was in such a daze, she didn’t realize they were even moving until she found herself in Paul’s old office.

      “Here you go,” Widarin said, sweeping his hand to present the space to her. “Make yourself at home.”

      Then he was gone.

      Aurora stood completely stunned, looking around at all of Paul’s possessions. His books on the shelf, his awards lined up neatly on the wall. A picture of his parents even sat at the corner of his desk.

      This is wrong.

      The whole thing smacked of something more than politics. She couldn’t express exactly how, but she had a feeling in the pit of her gut. And, if she was learning anything from Dane, it was that she needed to start trusting her instincts. If she felt something was wrong, then something definitely was.

      Her self-confidence was growing, and she knew she was better than this. Not just jumping all the steps into a job she wasn’t qualified for, but being pushed into it by some warlock in a position of power.

      That’s right! Boyd Widarin is a warlock!

      In a flash, she was out the door and sprinting down the hall. Running until her lungs ached, she cut down the street until she stood panting, directly in front of the Othercross Morgue. She straightened her outfit and waited until she wasn’t gasping for air. What she needed now was the air of authority.

      For a moment, she almost wished she had waited until she had a card with her new title on it. The only problem was, by then the man she had come to see would be six feet under. Squaring her shoulders, she strode up the steps and into the lobby.

      “Can I help you?” the dim-eyed vampire behind the desk asked.

      “Yes, I’ve been sent by the Judiciary to see the body of Griffin Finch.”

      He rolled his eyes up from the magazine he was leafing through and eyed her, from pearls to shoes. She was glad she’d worn one of her smartest outfits that day. There was no way she could have known that morning how handy it would wind up being.

      “Gonna need to see some ID.”

      He didn’t seem impressed by her junior investigator status, but it did the trick. She was waved into the hands of a large, dull-looking orderly who led her down the hall. In short order, she stood in a white tiled room, waiting for the orderly to open a stainless-steel door in the wall. Pulling out the rolling metal slab, he flipped back the sheet so she could see Griffin Finch’s gray, lifeless face.

      “I need the room.” Channeling as much authority as she could into her voice, she managed to get the orderly to leave, and then she was alone with the body.

      Don’t think about it, Aurora. Just do it.

      She closed her eyes tightly and began to create that golden pool inside her. It started small, but she kept working on it, teasing it up to full power and letting it radiate into every corner of herself. It filled her until it felt ready to spill over in a dazzling cascade of pure life-energy.

      It was powerful—far stronger than she had ever felt before—and she didn’t give herself room for doubt. She simply reached out, laid her hands on the dead man’s chest, and willed the full force of her necromantic energy into Griffin Finch. It was far more than he deserved.

      With a shudder and a breath through the deep slit in his windpipe, his eyes flicked open. When he saw her, that crooked smile oozed across his face.

      “I was wondering if you were gonna show up.” His voice raked through the gash, but the words were clear enough. At least it was better than the horrible watery gurgle Abernathy had managed.

      “We need to talk,” she said. “Sit up.”

      He did and turned to face her, leaning back against the steel door just above his own. As much as the sight of this career criminal made her sick, she knew he wouldn’t be able to lie to her. Once reanimated, it was impossible.

      “Would you mind covering yourself up?”

      Finch looked down, and seemed surprised by his own nakedness.

      “Oh, sure.” Tugging the sheet around to cover himself, he looked back up at her with a raised eyebrow. “Better?”

      “Much.”

      “No accounting for taste,” he shrugged. “I don’t suppose you have a cigarette?”

      “I’d like to get down to it, if you don’t mind.” She pulled out her phone. Flicking it on, she started the audio recorder and clacked it down at his feet.

      “Nice phone,” he smirked. “If I had anywhere to tuck it away, you’d have to watch out, young lady.”

      “Cute,” she said with a curt smile. “Now, let’s get started. Who hired you?”

      “Direct,” he said, nodding in approval. “I like that. Paul Keenan, but you know that part. Don’t you?”

      “I do. He’s also the one who cut your throat.”

      “He is. And old Abernathy too. Quick hand with a knife. Those things are his specialty.”

      Aurora shuddered, remembering the army of them sailing at her and the ones they’d pulled from Dane’s chest. “How does it make you feel to know the Judiciary isn’t pressing charges against him for murdering you?”

      “What?” Finch’s face darkened.

      “That’s right. The man who killed you is going to walk free. D.A. Widarin knows everything, but is refusing to prosecute.”

      “That son of a bitch is in on it.”

      As soon as the words wheezed from him, Aurora felt a crackle up her spine.

      “Tell me.”

      “He’s the one who got Keenan moving. The whole thing was in layers. Paul offered me a deal. He’d drop the latest charges against me if I’d steal the... whatever the hell that was. But ultimately, I handed it off to good ol’ Boyd. He was gonna use it to break into the Treasury. It was a pretty good plan, if you ask me. Until they came back to clean up the loose ends, that is.”

      “What was their plan?”

      “The potion I stole—forget the name—knocks out gargoyles specifically. I guess Abernathy told Boyd all about it at some hoity toity University party, which is what gave him the idea in the first place. Trouble is, Boyd doesn’t have as much brains as he thinks. That damned Treasury is practically infested with gargoyles. Any real thief knows that.” He reached up as if to brush his lapel, only to realize again that he was naked.

      “So he didn’t have enough?”

      “Worse!”

      Finch began to laugh like a maniac, and the sound of it hissing through his cut throat made Aurora’s stomach tighten. She gripped the edge of Finch’s slab and bore down on keeping herself together.

      “What happened?”

      “That idiot took it over there in a goddamn atomizer. Can you believe it? You need a better distribution system than that if you’re gonna knock out that many guards!”

      Aurora recalled Ronun’s comment about needing to use a fog spell to disperse the potion to affect all of the gargoyles. Mr. Abernathy must have left out that small but important detail when discussing the potion with Boyd. Maybe that was why he’d been killed. Or maybe, and this seemed more likely to Aurora, he’d become suspicious of Boyd after the attempted Treasury break-in.

      “What a fucking clown,” Finch said with a cackle.

      “Language!”

      The thief started at the sharpness of her command.

      “All right! Jeez.” He reached up and gingerly touched the edges of his wound. “I don’t suppose I could get that cigarette now?”

      “I don’t smoke,” she said. “Those things will kill you.”

      “Not a problem for me anymore. Is it?”

      Aurora leaned back and regarded Finch. He was bound to start fading soon and slip back into the house of death.

      “Let me see if one of the orderlies has one. You’ve earned it.”

      “Atta girl.”
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      “Surprise!”

      As soon as Aurora and Dane crossed the threshold into Hollow House, it exploded with light and good cheer. After all the changes and upsets in the last week, she jumped nearly a mile high and then crashed down into a broad, unguarded laugh.

      The main room was packed—her roommates, of course, all four of her brothers, and a profusion of faces that only ever seemed to come into her life when Kelly felt like celebrating.

      “What are you all doing here?”

      “What does it look like?” Ronun cried. “We’re celebrating!” He raised his glass and turned to the guests. “To the return of the hero!”

      “Now, now,” Aurora said, waving them off with a smile. “Cut that out.”

      “Nope,” Kelly laughed. “You cracked this thing wide open and landed those two rotten sons of bitches in jail. Don’t you dare say ‘language,’ to me because that’s what they are.”

      “Fair enough,” Aurora conceded with a smile.

      “And promoted to lead investigator,” Rhys piped in, looking as proud as his saturnine nature would let him. “In less than a year. I have to say, you beat me with that one, sis.”

      “That’s not all.” Dane warmed the spot between her shoulder blades with the flat of his hand and looked down at her with immense affection. “Tell them.”

      The entire room seemed to lean in at once. Ever since Aurora had carried her recording of Finch’s resurrected testimony into the OCJ, it had been a hail of announcements. The public scandal of murder and skullduggery, a flurry of arrests and interrogations as the overseeing authorities tried to find out just how far the corruption ran. All of it culminated in Aurora being elevated to her new post.

      “It’s nothing,” she said, her habitual humility getting the best of her.

      “Don’t be so modest,” Tiffany said, hovering just off Rhys’s side. “You’ve earned the room to crow a bit.”

      “They’re honoring us with a ceremony,” she blurted. “Dane and I are receiving commendations for going above and beyond the call of duty. We just came from a meeting with the external review bureau.”

      There was a moment of silence and then Kelly buckled over in delight.

      “Ho. Lee. Shiiiiiiit!”

      She stretched up to howl at the ceiling, and the room descended into a profusion of cheers and applause. For someone who had spent so much time living at the fringes of her own life, Aurora blossomed under the unmitigated attention.

      “Can I just say one thing?” She held up her hands, and eventually the raucous glee died down enough that she was able to take the floor.

      “Here.” Dane offered his hand, ushering her to step up on the coffee table. While she was reticent to put her shoes on it, she cast the fussy part of her nature aside and assumed her little stage. The house even dimmed the lights and threw a spotlight on her.

      “You’re all being so nice, but I just want to say that I can’t take all the credit for this. I never could have done it without Dane. He sniffed out Paul in the first place, plus his faith in me helped me find the courage to make some really scary leaps.”

      “Here, here!” Ronun clapped.

      “But it’s not just him.” When she looked at her brothers, a thin sheen of tears crept into her eyes. “Rhys, Duval, Lock and Onyx, you were there when I needed you, and you came without a moment’s hesitation. I’m not always the easiest to get along with, I know that, so thank you for being patient and always believing in me.”

      None of her brothers were particularly emotional men, but Aurora could see in their faces that if they opened their mouths, their voices might just crack. And there, in her usual hovering spot by tall, lean Rhys, was someone to whom she owed a lot.

      “Tiffany. Um. I have so much to thank you for. When things were really dark, you shared that sunshine you always carry around inside you. Even if you dress all in black…” There was a light ripple of laugher, but Aurora held the room.

      “Without you, I might have lost the man standing next to me, but you were resourceful, determined and kind. And that saved Dane’s life. So, thank you.”

      “All right, enough with the speeches.” Kelly made her way to the coffee table, holding up a shot glass brimming with tequila.

      Without hesitation, Aurora plucked the glass from Kelly’s fingertips and fired it back in one glorious toss. It was so far from the way she had been at the last major gathering, the room fell into chaos again.

      The party broke out in earnest, and Aurora was swallowed up in a warm sea of hugs, pats and congratulations. Somehow, she found herself with wine in her hand, surrounded by Dane and her brothers.

      “One little detail has been bugging me,” Dane said.

      “Just one?” Duval laughed.

      “Yeah, well.” Dane raised his eyebrows at the myriad of things that could be puzzling him but turned to Aurora. “What do you think Abernathy was trying to tell you? What were those gestures about.”

      “I’ve been thinking about that. He kept pointing to me, and then the sky. The best I can guess is that he was trying to tell me the culprits were above me. It’s the closest I can make out.”

      “Makes about as much sense as anything,” Onyx said, reaching out to top off her glass.

      “Anyway, after resurrecting Finch, it seems to make sense. It fits with his testimony, anyway.”

      “I’m glad you brought that up, actually.” Rhys reached behind him and picked up a white box from the table. “A party thrown by Kelly Holloway might be a bit much for Mom and Dad, but she did send this for you.”

      Aurora’s heart stopped. The box was light in her hand, and she passed her wine to Dane so she could hold it with proper reverence. Even knowing what was inside, she was afraid to open it. She shook lightly and then summoned up the courage to tug away the ribbon.

      Inside, under a note in her mother’s beautiful script, was her great-grandmother’s shawl. The fine black lacework looked every bit as tight and fine as the day it had come into being. With trembling fingers, she picked up the note.

      “Read it out loud,” Lock said.

      Aurora tried but her voice seized in her throat. Her eyes were so wet, the words blurred. She handed it to Dane, who cleared his throat.

      “To my Darling Pet,

      To say that you have earned this wouldn’t do you full credit. Your road to this moment has been a long one, but it has been yours. The power for all this and more has been living inside you, waiting for permission to be free. You needed something bigger than this heirloom to call it forth. A reason to conjure that benefited others besides yourself. You are generous and bright, and you have made all the women in our line proud.

      Mom.”

      First one tear came, then another. Her brothers crowded around her and wrapped her in a tangle of affectionate arms. When they drew back, she was so overwhelmed with it all, she found herself charging up the steps to her room, shawl in hand. Only there, in her little haven, did she give over to crying in earnest.

      “Tell me those are happy tears,” Dane said, pressing the door shut behind him.

      “They are,” she sniffled.

      He came very close to her, spreading the shawl wide between his fingertips. “This is beautiful.”

      “I’ve always thought so.” They stood in a moment of admiration, and then he found her eyes.

      “May I?”

      With a nod, she turned toward the full-length mirror by her wardrobe and stood as straight as she could. As if placing ermine on the shoulders of a newly-throned queen, Dane settled the hallowed garment on Aurora’s waiting shoulders. It was the only article of black clothing she owned, and her red hair blazed against it.

      “You look incredible,” he said.

      “Thank you,” she mouthed, still at odds with her voice.

      “You are incredible.”

      His hands remained on her shoulders, and their eyes locked in the mirror. Reaching up, she brushed the hair back over her shoulder and offered her neck up to him. Bending until his breath warmed the perfect softness of her skin, his lips grazed along in a lingering line of kisses.

      Her breath swelled inside her and she turned until their mouths found each other. What began gently soon gave way to a fuller passion. They hadn’t been together since that day on the beach, and so much had transpired to deepen what they shared.

      Winding her arms up around his neck, she ran her fingers through the sandy blond field of his hair and deepened the kiss. His hands were firm on her back, and one slid up along her ribs, asking for an invitation with every brush. At last, it came to rest on her breast, and he began to knead her on to greater heights. Their mouths parted just enough for her to let out a whimper at his touch.

      “Is this all right?”

      “Yes,” she breathed. Then, just before his mouth could find hers again, she pulled back. “Dane, I need to tell you something.”

      “Anything.”

      “That night, when you got between me and all those daggers?”

      “I vaguely remember,” he said with an ironic little smile.

      “When the first one hit you, I felt it.” He shifted under her hands, and she made sure to hold his gaze. “I felt the knife in you like it had gotten me.”

      Hope danced in his eyes, yet he waited for her to finish, to come to it on her own.

      “Dane, it’s the bond. I’ve been hiding it from myself, but you were right from the first moment. I’m yours, and you’re mine. This is fate.”

      “What are you saying, my love?”

      “I’m saying I’m ready. Claim me. I want to be yours forever.”

      “Are you sure?” That sweet hesitation lingered in his eyes. He was letting her take the lead, the way he always did, and it only made her more certain.

      “My head has been telling me that a wolf and a necromancer can’t be fated, but my gut is saying it’s you. And I’m learning to trust my gut.”

      They fell into each other like an open well. Knowing that the whole of their lives lay before them to enjoy each other, they were able to embrace without the hasty rush of clandestine lovers. Each article of clothing was gently pulled away as light fingers and tender lips explored the new territory.

      At last, they settled on the bed. Curled in his arms, Aurora gasped lightly as Dane’s fingers began to fret around the edges of her. That warm, welcome tingle began to whir, and she pushed back against his hand, welcoming more of him into her. Every move stirred something new.

      Reaching down, she felt how hard he was, and ran her hand along him, marveling that every inch of this belonged to her. Only her.

      “Dane,” she whispered, “I want to lead.”

      “Please.”

      He lay on his back, offering himself up to her. She straddled him, drinking in the sight of his glorious body and guiding him to the very brink of her. How had she done this before? He was so big. Surely it would be too much.

      As she settled down over him, she discovered how well they fit. Taking him into her was intense, but she took her time, savoring each new twinge and pressure. When he touched the point where she was deepest, she reached down and put her hands on his chest.

      “Dane,” she said, ready to drown in the rich brown of his eyes. “I love you. More than I ever thought possible.”

      “I’ve never had any choice but to love you,” he answered.

      He rocked his hips up, pushing everything from her mind except the feel of him. Her breath hissed in and out of her, and she began to rock her own hips, slowly at first but then gaining speed. Her body took over and she gave way.

      His hands shot up, seizing her breasts and steadying their frantic swing. As he worked her nipples, she let out a low growl, begging for more. The frisson was almost unbearable. An electric sizzle started at the tender peaks of her breasts and seemed to consolidate in the core of her being.

      All the while, she ground down on him with hungry hips, using the power of his hardness to drive herself further. Her legs began to tremble and she felt that marvelous release beginning to prickle in the center of every cell.

      “Now,” she grunted. “Now, Dane. Take me. Claim me. Please.”

      He surged up to meet her, sealing the words in her throat with a passionate kiss. Wrapping an arm around her, he pulled her tightly against him and began to trail his teeth along the line of her jaw.

      “Oh god,” she wailed as the climax built inside of her. “Dane, please. I’m so close.”

      She was riding him with full abandon, heedless of anything but the demands of her insistent body. He was tightening inside her, throbbing as she slid around him, and it only forced her in further.

      “Now!” The word fired out of her throat in a wrenching scream. “I’m going to…”

      And her body shattered.

      She clutched and writhed around him, each new move driving her deeper into pleasure. Just as she was reaching the highest peak of her life, Dane sank his fangs into her neck, binding them together forever.

      It was an explosion. Her body evaporated and a thousand stars sparkled behind her eyelids. The walls rang with her animal cries, and a pure, dazzling ecstasy raked through her. Dane tipped as well, and the pulsing inside her increased as he pumped his seed into her receiving core. Each hot spurt rocketed her further.

      It was unlike anything she had ever imagined. To call it perfect would be a disservice.

      “I love you, Aurora,” he hissed in her ear, his voice rough with the power of his own climax. “I love you. I love you. I love you.”

      He repeated it until well after they had slumped back on the bed, slick with the sheen of their exertion. She was breathing as hard as if she had run ten miles and could feel his heart echoing hers in his chest.

      They beat exactly in time.

      “Holy shit,” she said.

      Dane laughed a little, then harder, his still-firm manhood nudging inside her as he did.

      “What’s so funny?”

      He brushed her hair back from her forehead, looked her in the eyes, and breathed a single word.

      “Language.”
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