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Author’s Note


The Okefenokee Swamp is a blackwater peat bog that encompasses about 700 square miles. Most of this vast acreage lies within the Okefenokee National Wildlife Refuge, which was created in 1936. The refuge opens shortly before dawn and closes overnight, and anyone wanting to camp overnight must first obtain a permit. In the Protectors series, I’ve created areas of the swamp that lie outside the refuge so I could avoid having the characters run into these restrictions.
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Chapter 1


Wayfarer, Georgia
         

Present day
         

Too late, too late, too late.
         

The refrain pounded through FBI Special Agent Camellia “Mel” Wray’s brain. Each repetition slammed into her heart. She took a slow, deep breath that didn’t ease her pain or her guilt.

She should’ve been here, should've come when Cinda first asked her, not let work get in the way. Sick in the depths of her soul, she hitched up the knees of her gray slacks and knelt in the grass by her music teacher’s crumpled body.

On Cinda Baldwin’s other side, the thin, gray-haired medical examiner, Dr. Harry Milledge, also knelt. He watched Mel over his glasses but said nothing, giving her time to process. Somewhere behind her, the sheriff and two of his deputies waited.

Headlights from their cruisers cast harsh shadows over Cinda’s face, and the blue flashers gave her contorted features an eerie tint. Her agonized expression eliminated any hope that she’d had an easy death. Mel brushed a strand of white hair off Cinda’s cold forehead.

“You all right, ma’am?” A stocky deputy who looked to be in his midtwenties crouched beside Mel. Hastily, he corrected, “I mean, Special Agent.”

Ma’am. So familiar and, in the South, so automatic. Cinda had been ma’am until Mel grew up enough to become a friend and not just a student. She was the only person outside of the family who still called Mel by her old, more girlish nickname of Cami.
         

Mel sucked air into her tight chest, but the deep breath didn’t help. If only the night weren’t so muggy. But what could you expect of southern Georgia in September, a few miles from the vast, wet expanse of the Okefenokee Swamp?

“I’m fine, thank you.” Guiltier than homemade sin, as people back home would’ve said, but she wasn’t about to hurl from seeing a dead person. This wasn’t the first murder scene she’d attended, just the first involving a friend.

Why the hell hadn’t she driven the five or so hours from Atlanta sooner? Her team had cracked the human trafficking ring’s code at midday, but Mel had waited for the busts, wanting to savor the rare pleasure of seeing a teenage victim reunited with her family. Instead, she should’ve hit the road.

If Mel had left sooner, arrived here before Cinda’s assailant, Cinda might still be alive.

Mel locked the guilt away. Later for that. “I confirm this is Lucinda Baldwin, the owner of this property.”

At least this cottage in the woods was far enough from town that there were no curious onlookers or passersby this late at night. Only Mel’s dark green Jeep Cherokee, the sheriff’s two cruisers, and an ambulance sat behind Cinda’s green Ford Fiesta in the driveway. No one hovered near the yellow crime-scene tape ringing the front yard.

“How well did you know her?” The deputy, whose name tag read Mitchell, had his notebook out now, and a pen.
         

“We’re from the same town, Essex, up in eastern North Carolina. She was my music teacher for ten years.” She was also the only person who’d encouraged Mel to pursue a career playing her flute even though her dad scorned it as impractical. “We kept in touch, visited once or twice a year.”

“What brings you here tonight?”

“A visit, as I said earlier. I’d planned to spend several days with her.” Mel hesitated. Saying Cinda wanted an FBI agent to check out some weird things wouldn’t win points with the locals, but they should know she’d been nervous. “She said she’d seen some strange things, odd-looking people, eerie lights back in the woods at the full moon. Did she ever report any of that?”

“Not so’s I know, but I’ll check.” He pursed his lips. “Lights mighta been the local Wiccans, especially at the full moon, but you never know. Lots of strange things been seen in the swamp for centuries. Right many Indian legends about it.”

Wiccans and swamp hoodoo. Mel swallowed a sigh. No wonder the town of Wayfarer, Georgia, had a New Age weirdo reputation.

She glanced at Dr. Milledge. “What can you tell me?”

“Officially, nothing.” When she nodded her head in acknowledgment, he added, “Seeing as how you carry that federal badge, though, I don’t mind saying she has odd wounds.” He opened Cinda’s blouse to reveal four bloody punctures on the right shoulder.

Mel’s head went light. She took a deep breath and forced herself to focus on the punctures and not the fact that this was Cinda, the woman who’d been more of a mother to her than her own flesh and blood. “Not much blood for wounds like that.”

“No. There’s a fifth on the back of the shoulder, as though from a grip. Five more at the base of the spine with what might’ve been the thumb dead center, by eyeball estimate, on the lumbosacral plexus.”

The description, the reference to that nerve junction in the lower back, jiggled something deep in Mel’s brain, but she couldn’t bring it forward.

“Shoulder wounds are right over the brachial plexus,” he continued, indicating the nerve junction at the right shoulder. He unbuttoned the checked cotton the rest of the way and gently folded the right side back. With one finger, he traced a deep, short abdominal cut. “Under here’s the liver.”

“The killer meant to cut out her liver?” Mel jerked her eyes aside and swallowed hard against a sick taste in her mouth. Focus, damn it. But a murdered friend could never be just another case. The guilt and the loss and the bone-deep outrage over what Cinda had suffered threatened to choke her. She shut her eyes to stem angry tears. Later for that, too.
         

Blowing out a hard breath, she looked back at the doctor. The kindness in his eyes deepened her guilt because she didn’t deserve it. If only she’d left Atlanta sooner.

“I couldn’t say what was intended,” he replied, “not from this wound alone. It’s odd, though.”

Odd, yes, and another poke in the depths of her brain, another fuzzy image she couldn’t bring clear.

“Cause of death?” Mel asked.

“No guesses.” The doctor shook his head. “Not until I take a closer look. We’re ready to transport, if you’re done.”

“Yes. Thank you, very much, for talking to me.” She might be a Fed, but she had no jurisdiction over a local murder. The sheriff and his team had allowed her this much out of professional courtesy.

Mel stood and made herself turn away. Her hands were shaking, so she jammed them into her pockets.

Deputy Mitchell offered her a bottle of water. Mel took it with a word of thanks. She hadn’t realized he’d gone to get it.

“Can you help us find next of kin?” he asked.

“She doesn’t have any family left. I’m her executor.” Knowing what that might imply, she looked the deputy straight in the eye. “Aside from small personal bequests to friends—including me, unless she changed that—she left everything to the North Carolina School of the Arts.”

“But she lived here in Georgia?”

“She liked the atmosphere in Wayfarer.” Until lately. “She had a friend down here, a retired lawyer. Hettie…something with a T.”
         

“Miss Hettie Telfair?” The young man’s sandy brows rose.

“That sounds right. I’d have to see Cinda’s address book to know for sure.”

“I guess that’s it for now, ma—uh, Special Agent.”

“‘Ma’am’ is fine.” Any term of respect would do. At age thirty, Mel had been on the job long enough to lose the insecurity that came with being a young, female law enforcement officer. “I’ll let you know if I think of anything else, of course.”

“We’d appreciate that.”

As the deputy pocketed his pad, Sheriff Dan Burton walked over to her.

“Strange case,” the short, burly man said.

“Yes. Worse when it’s a friend.” Mel kept her back to the bagging and lifting going on behind her. The idea of Cinda in that bag clawed at her heart. She tried to focus, convince herself this was a routine investigation. “Any witnesses?”

“The woman who called 911 was driving by when her headlights hit a white male bending over Miss Cinda. He ran right in front of the car. Description puts his age as midtwenties, height around five six, blond hair.”

He paused, frowning. “She said his eyes were purple, swore to it, but I’m thinking that’s a trick of the light.”

“Or contact lenses.”

The sheriff eyed her speculatively, his face tense in the eerie light. “Seein’ as the deceased was a friend, you gonna try to pull the Bureau in on this case?”

Mel shook her head. “No grounds, and we both know it. I want in, though.” She met his narrowed eyes with a level stare. “Unofficially. I’m on leave from the Bureau for the next two weeks. When I saw you all here, I felt…” Stunned. Punched in the heart.
         

Saying so wouldn’t help her case.

Mel drew a steadying breath. “I’m not too proud to do legwork, and I know how to take orders from the officer in charge.”

He studied her for another few seconds. “I’ll need to get a look at that will, of course. If you’re clear, and if you can be objective, I got no problem with you helping out.”

Mel nodded. “I can do that.” Clear meant not only that she inherited too little to be a motive for murder but also that she hadn’t had time to come here from Atlanta after work, kill Cinda, and then pretend to drive up after the sheriff’s crew arrived. That was procedure, and she’d expected it.
         

“Thank you, Sheriff Burton. You’ve been very kind. If you can suggest a motel nearby, I’ll write down my work and travel schedule for today and get out of your way.”

She’d planned to stay with Cinda, but that would never happen again. Mel set her jaw against a rush of grief.

Sometimes justice wasn’t enough. This was going to be one of those times, damn it, but seeing the killer punished was the only thing she could still do for Cinda.

*  *  *


Dr. Stefan Harper knelt by the rescue litter, both hands over his patient’s heart. “Stay with me, Javy,” he murmured, praying the unconscious man would hear him. His magic infused the slight, dark-haired mage’s chest, sealing the damaged blood vessels as best he could, keeping the heart beating and the lungs pumping.

He exchanged a worried glance with Edie Lang, the slim, blond medic kneeling across from him.

 A ghoul energy blast crashed into the magic shields surrounding them. The eight encircling mages’ shields deflected the lethal energy with a sizzling sound, and a flash of silver mage power mixed with the muddy yellow-brown of ghoul.

Where the hell was the evac chopper?
         

Another bolt crashed in, then another, while other mages fought the ghouls around the protective circle. The battle had begun at the ghoul nest and spread far to the east, away from the mage landing zone and its medical helo. The defending mages had to keep the ghouls clear until the evac chopper arrived.

 But could Javy Ruiz live long enough to reach the Collegium, the mages’ base near Brunswick, Georgia? The state-of-the-art equipment would give Stefan’s patient, his friend, a chance to live. If they reached the OR fast enough.

“Blood pressure,” Stefan rapped out. He couldn’t check it himself without losing focus on his task.

Another bolt crashed off the shielding, then another. The circle of mages tightened.

“BP seventy-two over forty-eight,” Edie reported.

Hell. That was way below the bottom of normal. Over his shoulder, he called, “Someone get an ETA on that helo.”
         

The shrapnel wounds in Javy’s chest were too numerous for Stefan to stop all the bleeding. They had to reach the OR fast.

“Josh says two minutes, give or take,” Tasha Murdock reported grimly. Her fatigues and helmet magically reflected the forest around the small clearing. “What can I do? Do you need a power boost?”

Stefan shook his head. More power wouldn’t block the leaks, and the shrapnel would wreak further havoc if he simply summoned the little bits of metal out. A sword wound would’ve been so much simpler to heal. The command to heal, sanere, backed by magic and Stefan’s will, could close a clean wound, but the shrapnel in Javy’s body would prevent proper sealing of the injured tissues.
         

At least Stefan could use magical CPR, not drive the shrapnel deeper with chest compressions and make things worse. That was too dangerous to try until they were at the OR. Unless Javy died. If that happened, magic wouldn’t work anymore, but the Mundane, or normal human, technique might.

Damn it, he could feel the BP dropping. He glanced at Edie, who pumped air into the cuff on Javy’s arm.

“Fifty-two over thirty,” she said, her voice flat but steady. Her background as a wildland firefighter paramedic made her cool under pressure.

Stefan looked up at Tasha. “Josh needs a safe perimeter.” Having Josh Campbell, an army combat veteran, as their pilot was a point in favor of Javy’s survival, but without help, Josh couldn’t shield the helo well enough to protect it from flying energy bolts.

“On it.” Tasha sprang toward the front. “Darren, Leslie, with me. Let’s put up a shield for Josh.”

Stefan heard them head out as though from a distance, his attention still focused on the pale, unconscious father of two. But he couldn’t think about Javy’s kids now. Better to focus on the vitals.

The ghouls fighting the mages around Stefan and his patient were the last of their nest. The dawn raid Javy led had destroyed the nest and most of the ghouls inside. The mages had seized a lot of documentation, but they didn’t yet know whether those records contained any useful information. Like whether the ghouls’ allies, demons from the Void between worlds, still meant to open a gateway to Earth. They’d tried last month and would’ve succeeded if Stefan’s friends Griffin Dare and Valeria Banning hadn’t intervened. That victory had cost Griff dearly.

“Chopper overhead,” Max Wilson reported.

“Stay with me,” Stefan said under his breath.

The mage raiding party had liberated nine humans, two mages, and assorted livestock. Because the use of dark magic left ghouls unable to eat anything other than freshly killed meat or to breed with each other, they kidnapped mages and Mundanes as breeders. And occasionally as snacks, though they usually kept animals for food. Stopping that was damn good work apart from anything the records yielded. Javy didn’t deserve to pay for it with his life.

“BP forty-six over twenty-three,” Edie said.

The sounds of battle were moving away. At least Javy wouldn’t die because a fight prevented the chopper that could save him from landing.

“Edie, you board first and get the defibrillator ready,” Stefan ordered. As she nodded, he looked into Max’s grave, blue eyes and added, “Radio ahead. Order a surgical team to assist me and have an OR prepped for open chest surgery. I want the elevator on the ground floor, doors open. When we land, this litter goes on a gurney, stat.”
         

Too bad they couldn’t translocate to the infirmary from the landing pad. Every building on the property was warded against such incursions. Or excursions, for that matter. Even if that weren’t so, the systemic shock of the maneuver would likely kill someone in Javy’s condition.

Max announced, “Josh is landing.”

“Forty over—no reading.”

“Come on, Javy,” Stefan ground out.

Suddenly, he realized the clash of energies had died. Finally, he heard the chukka, chukka of a descending helicopter. Yes!
         

Steeling himself for the worst, preparing to fight it, he watched the chopper descend. Javy’s heart faltered, then stopped.

Stefan managed not to flinch at the final gurgling wheeze and still silence of Javy’s chest.

The chopper touched down. Mages in bespelled camo yanked the rear door open. Edie dashed to it while others grabbed the litter and hurried toward the helo. Stefan ran alongside and leaped aboard as they slid his patient into the rear and began tying down the litter for flight.

Edie cut Javy’s shirt open, spreading it wide. Fingers flying, Stefan placed the adhesive electrodes on his patient’s chest. Even though his magical sense knew the heart had stopped, they had to wait for the machine to realize that.

*  *  *


“Ready,” Edie said.

Stefan checked the charge. “Clear,” he shouted over the noise of everyone embarking. Electricity plus shrapnel would cause burns, but those were easy to heal. He pressed the button to deliver the shock.

The jolt of electricity succeeded. Javy’s heart restarted, but he wasn’t breathing properly.

“Bag him,” Stefan ordered. At least the heartbeat held, though it was far from steady.

Edie applied the bag mask and pumped air into Javy’s lungs.

Stefan looked over his shoulder at Tasha. “Tell Josh to go.”

He barely felt the helo lift off. “Hang in there,” he told his friend.

The helo was fast, but would it be fast enough? As Edie started an IV, Stefan melded his magic with Javy’s, doing all he could to keep his friend connected to his body. Still, Stefan couldn’t help remembering more was at stake than one mage’s life.

The Void demons didn’t have a portal to this world. Or so the mages hoped. However, given the ghouls’ recent improvements in strategy, it seemed obvious they were communicating with Void demons. But how could they do that without a portal?

Maybe the demons have evolved. Mages had. Why shouldn’t their enemies?
         

Because stopping them was hard enough without their gaining new powers. They’d never given up easily. Odds were they’d try again to open a portal and bring plague, terror, and death to Earth.

If that happened, the world was seriously and totally fucked.

*  *  *


Three hours after landing, Stefan stuffed his bloody surgical gown and gloves into the disposal bin. Javy had survived. Now all they could do was wait. At least magic could speed healing, and Stefan’s competent staff would take over that part.

He glanced at the wall clock. Was it only one thirty in the afternoon? His mind might still be keyed up, but his body felt as though he’d put in a full day’s work.

He’d called Javy’s wife, Karen, and caught her en route from their north Georgia home. When she arrived, she would want an update, so no use trying to rest. He couldn’t anyway, not after surgery.

Instead, he wandered up to his office and through the door marked dr. stefan harper, chief physician. The anteroom was empty. His assistant was out, probably at lunch.

Visitors didn’t see this part of the building. They were restricted to an area rigged to look like a paranormal research lab. The Georgia Institute for Paranormal Research was the cover identity for the mages’ Collegium, the headquarters for the Southeastern U.S. Shire. And wouldn’t there be hell to pay if Mundanes ever learned about that?

The witch hunts of the seventeenth century, the Burning Times, had graphically demonstrated the lethal folly of letting Mundanes know about mages. Only a small, almost minuscule, few could be trusted with the truth. Open practice of magic was dangerous, and not only to magekind.

As Stefan had more reason than most to know.

Even after eighteen years, he still sometimes jolted awake seeing Krista’s pale, dead face. She’d trusted the wrong person, and the situation had blown up in everyone’s faces. Her family and Stefan’s had had to move, and the Northwest Collegium’s memory wipe of the guy she’d unwisely trusted had taken a bit more than intended, despite the mage doctor’s best efforts. Mack, the Mundane bass player in the little band they’d all started together, had lost his music, his math, his hopes for the future. And Krista…hadn’t been able to live with all that.

As the grief stabbed Stefan’s heart anew, he rubbed his hands over his face. She’d been his best friend, and he’d failed her. If only he’d found her in time.

He shoved the memory aside and sat at his desk, punching the button for voicemail. Nothing much interesting there, a couple of speaking invitations, an offer to cowrite a paper.

“Stefan,” the fourth message began in the Wayfarer County sheriff’s familiar, gravelly tone. “It’s Dan Burton. We got an odd murder case here, could use some help. Deceased is missing a lot of blood and has an unknown toxin in what’s left of it.”

Now, that was intriguing. Stefan focused as the sheriff continued, “Cathy Lamb at GBI recommended you to consult on this, and you work well with my staff. If you’re interested, give me a call. Word’s out about the wounds somehow, so I’ve set up a press conference for late this afternoon. You can get an idea what they’re talking about on the Oracle website.”
         

Weird wounds and strange toxins sounded ghoul-related. Stefan turned to the computer and pulled up the Wayfarer weekly newspaper’s site. The murder was splashed across the home page. The victim, Lucinda Baldwin, was an elderly woman, a retired music teacher, but the sheriff’s department was withholding other details.

Of course they were, or at least they were trying to, but there was a reference to a purple-eyed suspect and a description of deep, curving wounds, as though made from talons.

Cold prickles rose on Stefan’s neck. Purple eyes, as in Void demon host? Talons, as in ghouls?

The article said the woman had moved to Wayfarer from Essex, North Carolina. Essex. Lucinda Baldwin. No wonder the name seemed familiar. She’d been Camellia Wray’s music teacher, and Essex was Cami’s hometown.
         

Memory slammed into him like a wrecking ball. It shouldn’t have, not after nine years, but he was exhausted, with no reserves to maintain the walls he’d put up around the old wound.

He could still see Cami’s face, pale in its frame of dark brown hair, her gray eyes wide with hurt as she accused him of cheating on her.

After they’d dated a couple of months, he’d realized he loved her, so he’d taken the first step of the Revelation Protocols, the steps mandated for introducing a Mundane to the idea magic was real. She’d reacted badly, so he’d backed off, trying to think of a new angle to try again and falling more in love every day. But then she’d caught him in a lie about what he did on the weekends. Driven by heart-stopping fear that he’d lose her, he’d taken a stupid leap.

“Marry me,” he’d said in desperation, “and I’ll tell you where I go on those missing weekends.” If she would commit to him, he’d thought, maybe he could trust her with the truth. Maybe she loved him enough not to freak out if he told her he was a mage, that he went away on his off weekends to study magical healing techniques with a mage physician.

“Tell me,” she’d flung back at him, “and maybe I’ll marry you.”

Maybe hadn’t been enough for him to risk exposing the mages’ secrets. That would endanger both magekind and Cami. Instead he’d kept his silence and lost her.
         

Stefan frowned at the screen. He’d been over her for years, of course, but he still remembered that kick in the gut she’d delivered, first by doubting him and then by leaving him.

So what if this woman had taught Cami Wray? Cami had nothing to do with this case. Even if she came to the funeral—likely with a husband and kids in tow—he wouldn’t see her because he wouldn’t attend. Thinking of her shouldn’t make his stomach clench. That had to be tension from the hard day he’d had, one that was far from over.

The picture accompanying the article showed the victim’s bright eyes and kind smile. She’d lived a quiet, ordinary life but died with a weird toxin in her blood, a toxin whose nature Stefan could probably guess without seeing the labs. A toxin he needed to sample, one no Mundane doctor could properly identify.

If he was right, Dan Burton and his crew would be up against a foe they couldn’t hope to beat. Stefan picked up the phone.

*  *  *


“Thanks for clearing me so quickly, Sheriff Burton.” Considering the suspicion many local cops nursed toward any and all Feds, Mel wouldn’t have been surprised if he’d sat on her request. Instead, here she was, midafternoon of the very next day. “I appreciate your bringing me in on this.”

They stood beside the corner desk he’d assigned to her, the only uncluttered one of eight in the room. With deputies serving as courtroom bailiffs, patrolling the county, and managing the press out front, she and the sheriff had the room to themselves except for the dispatcher and clerk at the front counter.

 “I’m glad to have the help,” Burton said. “I ran that wound pattern through the National Crime Information Center and got a match with a case up near the Great Dismal Swamp in North Carolina. Another one down in the Everglades, although not identical to ours, has similarities.”

“So we might be hunting a serial killer.” Mel nodded. “I knew the wound pattern seemed familiar. I also logged onto NCIC, with the same result.”

Frowning, the burly man shook his head. “Damndest thing. Anyway, I asked the Atlanta office to bring you in on this. Brunswick office is our usual contact, but you’re already here.”

He laid a manila folder on the desk. “Copies of the reports are in here. Bottom line, we found nothin’ new.”

“What do you need from me?”

“For starters, you can back me up at the press conference. I guess you noticed the crowd out front. Dr. Milledge did the autopsy first thing this morning. I’m thinking somebody at the hospital couldn’t help flapping their lips.”

Mel and the sheriff exchanged a glance of mutual frustration. She said, “Judging by the chatter at lunch, I’d say you’re right.”

Some people in the café, The Goddess’s Hearth, had speculated about the murder as some kind of satanic ritual. They might be on track. Those blaming otherworldly creatures absolutely were not. What was it with this town and woo-woo?

“There’s other strange factors we’ve managed to keep a lid on,” Burton said. “Report’s in the file, but I’ll go ahead and tell you, most of Miss Baldwin’s blood was gone, and what was left had a strange substance in it Milledge couldn’t identify. Like the Great Dismal case.”

Mel shook her head. “Curiouser and curiouser, as the saying goes. But you think the yard is the murder scene, even with no blood?”

“We do.” Rubbing his chin, he added, “There’s signs of a struggle in the grass. Anyway, Milledge recommended a toxicology consult, so I phoned the Georgia Bureau of Investigation. Their top choice is a fellow who’s just an hour or so away.” His glance shifted past her. “And here he is.”

 Before Mel could turn around, a man spoke in a rich, clear baritone behind her. “Good morning, Angela, Corey,” he said to the clerk and dispatcher.

A shiver of recognition rocked through Mel. But surely this couldn’t be Stefan Harper. She risked a quick glance over her shoulder at the man strolling around the end of the counter and into the territory reserved for those with badges and weapons.

Oh, God, it was him.
         

Her heart skipped a beat. A buzz filled her ears, and she lost the thread of the sheriff’s comments. Stefan Harper. Voice of an archangel, hands of a sex god. Or so she’d once described him, back when she’d thought he was the one person who loved her completely, who was wholly in her corner.

Her mistake.

“Hey, Stefan.” Sheriff Burton walked forward to meet him.

Mel turned hastily back to the desk, toying with the paper in the file. She was over him, had been for years. So why wouldn’t her breathing settle? It must be the shock of seeing him. It could only be that.

Instead of the jeans and T-shirt combo he’d favored in med school, he wore a charcoal suit that fit as though it’d been tailored for him. Otherwise, he hadn’t changed in the past nine years. Same thick, dark hair neatly combed but in need of a trim. Same strong chin and straight, aristocratic nose. Same serious brown eyes with gold glints that never showed in photos.

Same generous mouth so adept at rousing her body.

Breathe, damn it.
         

“Thanks for coming,” Sheriff Burton said, his gravelly voice a sharp contrast to Stefan’s almost liquid one. “I don’t guess you’ve had a chance to go to the hospital yet.”

“No, sorry. I’ll listen in on the press conference from the back, then talk to the crime scene unit before I go to the morgue. Milledge agreed to meet me there.”

“That works. Come on, I’ll introduce you to the FBI agent working with us on this.”

Footsteps came closer. Mel steeled herself. Deep breath. In. Out. In.
         

“Stefan, this is Special Agent Wray. Mel, meet Dr. Stefan Harper, our medical consultant.”

Mel squared her shoulders and turned to greet the man who had broken her heart.




    

  
    
      
Chapter 2


Stefan’s chocolate-brown eyes widened in shock, then narrowed, then turned bland, all in the space of a heartbeat. His steady gaze held no trace of the heat she’d once inspired. Or the hurt she’d seen when they’d last met.
         

Neither of which she wanted to see, so why the hell was her heart skipping like a kid playing hopscotch?

He gave her a little nod. “Cami. Good to see you again.” He extended his hand. Touching him was the last thing she wanted to do, but she couldn’t refuse.

She pasted her most businesslike smile on her face. “Likewise,” she lied, in a steady voice at odds with her irrational and obviously hormonal pulse. When their hands touched, she had to clench her jaw against the zing that went up her arm. The slight narrowing of his eyes said he’d felt it, too. But he could dream on if he thought she’d admit to feeling the sizzle. Not after all this time. No way.

“I go by Mel now,” she said, pleased that her voice was steady and strong. The less girlish name served her better in the male-dominated world of law enforcement.

“Oh, y’all know each other,” the sheriff said. “Great. Saves time.”

The dispatcher, Angela, called Burton to the phone, leaving Mel and Stefan in awkward silence. Suddenly, she realized she was still grasping his hand. She released it and took a small step back without even meaning to. Damn it.
         

Squaring her shoulders, she looked him straight in the eye. “Sheriff Burton said you were from this area. Where are you practicing?”

A cool, ironic smile flickered over his mouth. “I’m the chief in-house physician at the Georgia Institute for Paranormal Research, near Brunswick.”

She stopped the No, really just before it slipped out. Something in that smile of his dared her to say it.
         

“Does that involve a lot of toxicology?” She managed to make her voice cool and professional instead of snide.

“You’ll find a list of my papers on the Institute website. There are a few on toxicology.”

He sounded casual, but she had the distinct impression of a gauntlet flung. More than anyone, he knew how intensely she hated this woo-woo crap, and why. He was the only person she’d told about how she’d been ostracized, even bullied, in her small, rural hometown because of her mother’s persistent public advocacy of far-out New Age ideas. But that wasn’t the point. Mel couldn’t trust the resolution of Cinda’s case to such nonsense. He’d been brilliant once, but that wasn’t good enough. Paranormal research, my ass.
         

“You know,” she said, “the Bureau has toxicologists on staff. Now that we’re involved, Sheriff Burton could save what are probably scarce funds.” And he would opt for those savings just as soon as she had the chance to bend his ear.

“The sheriff likes having someone who knows the ground,” Stefan replied, and her blood pressure spiked. Still smiling, he added, “Besides, I’m interested now.”

Joining them, Dan Burton chuckled. “You don’t need to worry, Mel. Everybody in town knows Stefan. We’ll get value for our money.”

She very much doubted that, considering he’d chosen to work in the Twilight Zone. Even though the Georgia Bureau of Investigation did recommend him. “Sheriff, I need to speak with you before we head out.”

He glanced at the clock. “It’ll have to keep. We gotta get out there.”

“But—”

He strode past the counter and out into the corridor that bisected the courthouse.

“Dan hates being late,” Stefan said softly as they fell in step behind him.

His casual tone and use of the sheriff’s first name implied he and Burton were pals. Great. Just bleeding great. Cinda’s case would have an actual expert on it if Mel had to go all the way to the DC office to arrange it.

First, though, they had to deal with this press conference.

They had the wide hallway to themselves. It smelled of old wood, and its walls held portraits of dour-looking men. Beyond the glass double doors at the front, where a deputy stood, a sea of reporters and townspeople waited, with idiotic questions, no doubt.

The sheriff said, “Stefan, I hear you’re gonna sing and play the guitar at Griff’s wedding next month. You do much of that?”

Mel’s heart clenched. As students at Georgetown, he and she had sung together in the local folk music club, in their little studio apartment, and in bed, while joking with each other. The harmony of their blended voices seemed to parallel the harmony in their lives. Only there’d been a third part in the blend, one she’d never noticed.

“I’m not much for singing in public these days, but Griff and Val are very close friends.” With a grin, he added, “They’ll overlook any off notes I hit.”

Not that he’d have any. He was that good.

Stefan looked at her, and his face softened. “I noticed Miss Baldwin was from Essex, and the name rang a bell. She taught you how to play the flute.”

He’d remembered. Stunned, Mel nodded. Pain squeezed her heart again, and words slid out. “She always encouraged me to pursue it.”

“I’m sorry.” Kindness warmed his eyes, and the obvious sincerity in his words soothed her. He’d once understood what music meant to her, but that had been nine years ago.

He touched her arm, a brief, fleeting brush of his fingers, and the contact again sparked deep within her. Mel swallowed a gasp, wrenching her gaze to the side. Damn it, she couldn’t still be vulnerable to him. She wouldn’t be, not for a man who’d cheated on her.

They reached the front doors, and Stefan turned to the side exit.

“I’ll watch from the back,” he said, his voice strained. “See what people are saying.”

“I think we can guess some of it,” Mel said in dry tones.

His eyes turned cool and faintly amused. “I’ll join you after. Good luck.”

She must have imagined that note of strain a moment ago. He gave her a nod, slipped sunglasses out of his jacket’s breast pocket and onto his nose, and strolled toward the side door.

The sheriff tapped on the front door. Opening it, the stocky, graying deputy stepped to the side. Mel followed the sheriff out into the muggy heat and the din of shouted questions.

Some of them would be crazy, judging by the talk in the café. Would Stefan subscribe to those weird ideas? Had he changed that much? His current job indicated he had.

Tugging her own sunglasses from her pocket, Mel shrugged. No sense worrying about Stefan. She was getting him tossed off this case, and then she’d never have to see him again.

*  *  *


Stefan slipped around the side of the two-story, brick building and strolled past the crowd jamming the street. At least his six-one frame gave him a good view over their heads.

Dan Burton started by summarizing the situation, mostly repeating what had been in the paper and adding a few facts about Ms. Baldwin. Behind him stood a deputy in uniform.

The deputy shifted, revealing Mel. She stood straight, a tall, slender woman in a neatly tailored black pantsuit and blue, v-necked blouse.

Stefan’s breath took an odd little hitch below his heart. That was probably indigestion from this morning’s Mexican omelet, but he couldn’t deny he felt something. He took off his sunglasses and surveyed her as he hadn’t been able to do in the sheriff’s office.

The tailored shirt didn’t quite disguise the curve of the small, high breasts under it. Her dark hair hung almost to her shoulders in a sleek bob instead of the long, full curtain that once had fallen halfway down her back.

It had felt soft when he buried his hands in it. When she let it trail over his body.

That wide, ripe mouth, now wearing neutral pink lipstick instead of the bright red or coral she’d once favored, had been soft, too. Soft and yielding and welcoming.

Until everything blew up.

Hell. The annoying hitch pinged his chest again. She wore sunglasses, so he couldn’t see her eyes. Nothing in her face hinted at anything beyond cool, professional attention to the sheriff, but he would bet she was watching the crowd. He could take a couple of steps backward, separate himself, and be more conspicuous. See how she reacted.
         

Damned idiot. What was he, twelve? He set his jaw and stayed where he was.
         

Sheriff Burton paused. “Some of y’all have heard the FBI is assisting with the investigation. We’re grateful for the help. Special Agent Wray will say a few words and take your questions.”

That little twitch around her mouth had probably started to be a grimace, but she stepped coolly forward and removed the sunglasses. “The Bureau is cooperating in this investigation because of certain similarities, which I will not disclose at this time, between this case and others.”

Stefan frowned at the faint emphasis on not. Good luck on that with a tabloid like the National Investigator taking an interest. On his walk here, he’d seen a car with that wide eye logo on the doors. He knew that logo too well. After Mack’s revelations and Krista’s death, the vultures had hounded Stefan and the surviving band members for inside info on the mage community. Lack of proof didn’t stop them from alleging that Stefan, his band mates, and their families were wizards or into satanic rituals or whatever else would sell papers. But the tabloid press wanted something tangible to support their claims that the Pacific Northwest Psychic Institute, the cover for the area’s mage Collegium, was hiding a commune of witches, magic workers, and alien hybrids capable of taking over the United States.
         

Once all that took off, nothing could’ve saved Mack. The mage Council’s duty to protect its people mandated the dangerous step of wiping Krista’s revelations from his memory. If the tabloids hadn’t hounded Krista’s family and Stefan’s, Krista might still be alive.

Mel continued, “As Sheriff Burton indicated, we welcome any information about Lucinda Baldwin’s death or her movements in the days before it. We’ll take your questions now.” With a nod to the sheriff, she moved aside so they could share the microphone.

As he stepped up to it, she scanned the crowd. Stefan braced himself, waiting, and then her gaze met his. Damn it, there was that hitch again.

She studied him, and her impassive scrutiny suddenly pissed him off. He was one of the best physicians in the mage and Mundane worlds, and no matter what she’d insisted on believing, he had not cheated on her nine years ago. Before they were done with this case, she would damn well see the integrity she’d denied back then.

*  *  *


On the platform, Mel’s mouth went dry. Why the hell did Stefan have to be so gorgeous? His tall, lanky frame had filled out to fit the breadth of his shoulders, but the strong line of his jaw hadn’t changed. She remembered the feel of it under her fingers, the way his beard stubble had felt against her skin as his mouth explored her most intimate spots. The memory sent heat curling through her belly, then lower. She clenched her muscles, pushing mentally at the unwelcome sensations. Too bad her rebellious—and long-denied—libido refused to forget, just as her body remembered Stefan’s warmth when she nestled against his side, both of them sated and content, after they’d made love.

She couldn’t see his hands, but she knew them too well. Thinking about them made her breasts tighten. Thank God her suit jacket provided cover.

He’d had a light in his eye then, curiosity and humor she’d adored. Now he looked hard. Almost angry.

He’d be angrier when she got him bumped off this case, but that was just too bad. There was no way she could stay focused with him working so closely with her.

“Sheriff Burton,” someone called, and her mind snapped back to the press conference. She glanced at the blond woman holding up a microphone but saw Stefan’s mouth lift at one corner, as though they’d been playing Staredown and he’d won.

She barely managed to keep her face blank. If he meant to play childish games with her, she’d squash that idea fast.

“Jilly Porter, National Investigator,” the woman called out. “Sheriff, do you think the strange wound pattern on Miss Baldwin’s body was made by alien hands?”
         

Alien hands. Crap. This case was tough enough without nonsense like that. At least Sheriff Burton deflected it smoothly with, “We have no evidence of any alien presence.”
         

He even managed not to laugh or groan when he said it.

“What about vampires, Sheriff? We heard the body was drained of all blood,” the dogged Ms. Porter persisted.

“I won’t confirm or deny exsanguination.” The sheriff’s voice held firm, but sweat trickled down the back of his neck and into the collar of his khaki uniform shirt. The day was muggy but not that hot. He must hate press conferences. If so, no wonder he’d welcomed having the Bureau step in.

He continued, “Talking nonsense about vampires and aliens is a waste of everyone’s time.”

“Could Ms. Baldwin’s murder be part of a satanic ritual?” someone called out in the back. “Or related to the recent reports of swamp demons?”

“Those reports,” he replied, “have not been substantiated.” The sheriff pointed at a bespectacled man in the front.

The man thrust a microphone toward the platform. “Special Agent Wray, can you confirm that this is the work of a serial killer with related deaths in North Carolina and Florida?”

“No, and I’ve nothing to say about those cases.”

The reporter frowned. “Because you don’t know or won’t comment?”

“Because I have nothing to say.” Mel kept her tone even with a struggle.

Other reporters shouted questions, repeating the aliens, swamp demons, and vampires theme, though one original thinker suggested a bear as the culprit.

After another fifteen minutes, the sheriff sent Mel a help look.
         

“Miss Baldwin was killed by a human being,” she said bluntly. “One from this planet. Of that much, we are certain, and that concludes today’s conference.”

They turned their backs on the shouting reporters and marched into the building. Mel and the deputy fell in behind the sheriff, the deputy gesturing for Mel to go ahead of him. Another deputy held the door open, then closed it behind them.

They walked through the too-warm lobby of the courthouse and down the corridor to the sheriff’s department at the back. Mel said nothing as Sheriff Burton and his deputy griped, with good reason, about the weird questions asked.

The wood-over-steel door to the sheriff’s department stood open. They walked through it and behind the counter.

“Damn.” Sheriff Burton pulled a red bandanna from his green trousers pocket and mopped his brow. “Glad that’s over. What’d you want to talk about, Mel?”

“It’s private, if you don’t mind, Sheriff.” Though she’d discuss it in the open if necessary.

“Come on in.” He cut a direct line to his office, a cramped, ten-by-ten space carved out of the corner opposite Mel’s desk. He gestured that she should sit and closed the door.

Leaning against his cluttered desk, he asked, “What’s on your mind, Mel?”

“I’m concerned about Dr. Harper. I know the GBI recommended him, but if he’s into paranormal nonsense like we just spent twenty minutes discounting, I can’t see that as helpful.“

“I know what you mean. That’s a damned strange place where he works, but he’s got a good head on his shoulders.”

“I’m sure he does,” she lied, though he’d once had a superb mind, “but I can call Atlanta, see who we have available, and save you some money.”

He gazed at her thoughtfully, his eyes probing hers. At last, he said, “I kinda kept Stefan and some of his coworkers at arm’s length myself, when they started volunteering here in town. When I got to know ’em, though, I saw they’re regular folks working a strange job.”

“I understand the advantage of working with someone familiar. It’s just…because this case already involves unusual circumstances, I’m concerned that it might veer into irrational theories.”

“They deal with some strange ideas where Stefan works, I’ll give you that.” He studied her a moment more, as though he knew she wasn’t telling him everything.

Mel tried not to squirm. The past was irrelevant and not his business.

The sheriff turned, jotted down something, and handed her a piece of paper. “This is the contact number for Cathy Lamb at the GBI. Talk to her. Then if you’re still concerned, we’ll discuss this again, but I gotta tell you, Mel, I like having somebody here who’ll give me quick answers, make this a priority. Can you tell me the folks in Atlanta’ll do the same?”

“I can’t promise,” she admitted reluctantly.

“Well, then. Talk to Cathy Lamb and see what you think.” He pulled the phone across the desk and handed it to her. “I’ll be out front with a cup of coffee when you’re done.”

Mel dialed the number and climbed the phone tree to Special Agent Cathy Lamb. Lamb listened as she explained her concerns.

“Yeah,” Lamb agreed, “weird stuff. But the guy has skills.” She paused. “He’s the best. I’ve never seen anyone with better focus or a quicker brain. He’s intuitive on a level that’s almost scary.”

“Like ESP?” Mel asked in a dry voice.

Lamb chuckled. “Um-hmm, but he doesn’t talk about any of that to me, maybe because I don’t walk that road. Gut-level intuition works fine in my world.”

“Mine, too.” Mel rubbed her tight neck with one hand. “I don’t know about that paranormal stuff. I think I’d rather go with somebody else.”

Somebody who didn’t know what she looked like naked. Somebody who hadn’t told her he was volunteering at a clinic while actually going elsewhere, then refused to come clean when she’d caught him in the lie. Somebody who didn’t push all of her buttons just by looking at her. And the bottom line, somebody who didn’t work in Wacko City.

“That’s up to you and Burton, of course. Seriously, though, Stefan Harper is the best, especially at finding logical explanations for strange murders. He’s a pro at debunking supernatural claims.”

“Really? I’d think he would be the opposite.”

“So would I, but he insists only the truth serves justice. I don’t know why he works at that freaky place.”

Too bad he hadn’t been so keen on honesty nine years ago, when Mel had begged for the truth. Seeing him again dredged up all the pain of learning what she’d thought they had was a sham.

Lamb continued, “The man carries case files and chemical formulas in his head like a computer. If he’s available, I don’t use anyone else.”

Mel thanked her and hung up. Rubbing her neck again, she scowled at the phone. Lamb might think Stefan was the best with weird cases, which this one certainly was, but Mel had doubts. He’d dared her to check out his record. Why not do that?

She hurried out to her desk and pulled the keyboard close. A few taps of her fingers launched the search engine, found the website for the Georgia Institute for Paranormal Research, and opened the staff page.

There he was. The publications and conference presentations by his name were damn impressive, with ten on toxicology. A couple of those were coauthored with world-renowned experts. He clearly didn’t spend all his time on snake oil studies.

Yet dealing with him again…for a painful, breath-stealing instant, memory flashed across Mel’s mind, an image of her younger self cuddling in Stefan’s arms, talking through a logic theorem with those chocolate and gold eyes of his intent on the problem. On her.

She swallowed hard. That was then. Now he worked at the freak farm, so…no. She closed the browser window.

The image of Cinda’s dead, contorted face popped into her mind. Guilt twisted her soul. She’d put her own agenda over Cinda’s before, and look what happened. Now she was doing it again, only this time it was old business and personal, even less of an excuse.

She owed Cinda the best, and he appeared to be it. Besides, the sheriff had a point. The Bureau staff was juggling numerous cases. Stefan would work only this one. Damn it.

Sheriff Burton strolled over, coffee cup in hand. “How’d it go?”

Mel hesitated, but she couldn’t let her prejudice against woo-woo outweigh the objective recommendations. “I’m okay with it.”

Burton nodded. “If you have concerns at any point, though, you speak up.”

“That’s never a problem.” Mel grinned.

He smiled at her and wandered back to his office.

Mel paged through the reports in her file, bringing herself up to speed on the investigation. There was only one witness. Except for the woman in the car, no one in Cinda’s area had seen or heard anything. Blast it.

A shadow fell over her desk. She looked up, into Stefan’s cool, brown eyes. For just a moment, the wary look in them stung, which was ridiculous. She slid her professional mask in place, hoping he hadn’t noticed her reaction, though it shouldn’t matter. He’d been the one who lied and cheated, not her. She’d been crazy for him. Wanted no one else.

Still didn’t. 
         

She stomped that thought as she would an oversize cockroach. With both feet.

“I’m heading to the hospital,” he said. “I’ll fax you a report when I’m done.”

“I’ll come with you.” What the—? Why the hell had she said that? Was she freaking nuts? The sooner he was out of her sight, the better.
         

“Afraid I’ll overcharge the sheriff, Special Agent?” Under the calm words lay an edge of steel.

Facing the challenge in his eyes, she couldn’t back down. “I hear you’re amazingly intuitive. If you uncover something unusual that bears on the case, I may have questions.”

And yes, she should monitor the way he spent the county’s money if he was doing anything out of the ordinary, but saying that would only piss him off.

“Fine.” His eyes narrowed as though he sensed her skepticism and distrust. “Let’s go.”




    

  
    
      
Chapter 3


Stefan opened the passenger door of his blue BMW sedan for Mel. Her decision to come with him made no sense unless she simply didn’t trust him…again.
         

“Nice car,” she commented, settling into the seat.

“Thanks. FYI, I didn’t buy it with consulting fees.”

He shut the door before she could reply. Petty, Harper. Come on.
         

He was off his game with her, and he hated that. Hated what she thought of him. And wasn’t that stupid, considering she hadn’t trusted him, hadn’t loved him, enough to give him the benefit of the doubt when they were together.

When he climbed in and started the engine, she said nothing. She was probably too busy worrying about how much government money he intended to rake in, but she’d soon have to admit misjudging him there.

Of more concern was the way his blood heated when he touched her arm earlier. A residual attraction to her would not only be stupid beyond belief but would complicate their professional dealings.

More important was finding out what was going on and whether this killer’s purple eyes, assuming the description was accurate, signaled demon ties. Better to focus on the case. That included following up on the reports of swamp demons that journalist had mentioned. There might be a kernel of truth in those, and that possibility was scary as hell.
         

Mel cocked an eyebrow at him above her sunglasses. “Why the Georgia Institute for Paranormal Research? You wanted to be a trauma surgeon. Or run an ER. This seems…pretty tame in comparison.”

And far less admirable, judging by her faint undertone of disdain. It was probably too subtle for a Mundane to catch, but mage senses were keener.

His gut tightened, but he shrugged. “The money’s good. I set my own hours.”

“So you, what? Treat injured staffers’ bumps and scrapes? That can’t be much of a practice.”

He shot her an appraising look. “Why do you care?”

Her sunglasses hid her eyes, but pink washed over her cheekbones. New tension hummed inside the car. “I don’t, particularly. It’s a puzzle. I like solutions.”

A snappy retort sprang to his tongue, but he swallowed it. Despite her denial, she wouldn’t have asked if she truly didn’t care. Temptation welled inside him, surging into his throat and gnawing at his gut. He wanted to tell her the truth, just as he’d wanted to all those years ago.

She was the only woman who had ever made him think in terms of forever. He’d hidden his med school worries over doing something wrong, being responsible for someone’s death, from almost everyone. Cami…Mel…had been the one person he’d trusted with his fears. The things she’d shared about her unhappy childhood had given him the courage to confess his doubts, even to tell her a little about Krista’s death. Of course, he hadn’t risked revealing the real reason his best friend and musical partner had taken her own life, but the parts he did share meant something to him.
         

Mel’s reassurance, her faith in him, had soothed his heart.

Seeing her again and remembering how she despised him burned more than he would’ve expected. Coming clean now, telling her he’d lied about his whereabouts because he was studying magic, was lunacy. She would disbelieve him at best, freak into terror or disgust at worst. Her mom’s public claims to precognition and aura reading, along with her insistence on tossing tarot cards and crystals into casual conversation, had made Mel an outcast among the kids in the small farming community where she’d grown up.

He got that, so he totally understood her dislike of anything paranormal.

But the fact remained that if she’d trusted him when they were together, if she’d been more open to learning what he really was, he wouldn’t have to feed her his cover story now.

“I like having time for research,” he said. “Every couple of years, I fill in for a physician, usually a GP or family practitioner, who wants to take extended leave. I also help with the youth sports league and volunteer at the hospital free clinic and as needed at the Wayfarer Community Shelter.”

He did those things in between treating the venom wounds, broken bones, and other assorted battle injuries of his fellow mages. He was a trauma surgeon and an ER chief, and even more often than he’d like a battlefield medic. He was all the things she’d expected. Too bad he couldn’t tell her that.

“What about you?” he asked. “Why the Bureau?”

“You may remember my dad was against music as a career. He refused to help with college tuition or expenses if I majored in it.”

“He wanted you to do something practical, like teach, then come back to Essex and help him, your sister, and her husband run the farm.” He passed a slow-moving truck before he finished, “That’s why you majored in computer science and hid the music minor.”

Mel raised an eyebrow. “I’m amazed you remember all that.”

“I haven’t forgotten anything about you.” The words came out softly, not in the light tone he’d intended. Idiot.
         

The flush in her cheeks deepened. Stefan jerked his eyes back to the road, and a wave of grief washed over his heart. Once she’d held all his hopes. Now they made awkward chitchat like strangers.

Which they were. This sucked.

He cleared his throat. “Anyway, why the Bureau?”

She looked out the window at the passing woods of pines and live oaks with Spanish moss dangling from the branches. “During my senior year at Georgetown, my roommate was murdered.” Under her quiet words lay a current of pain.

“I’m sorry,” he said.

“Thanks. Anyway, I saw what a difference the cops made. They were kind to her family, even to me, and determined to put away the killer. And they did.”

“So you became an über-cop.” He smiled at her. “You never did anything by halves.”

For the first time, she smiled at him, with warmth that made his mouth go dry and his pulse pound. “Thank you for that. Seeing what happened after Carey, my roommate, died, knowing how important it is to survivors to see the killers punished…I love what I do.” She smiled again, a quick flash of contentment.

The gesture shot a little sizzle south, to the brain that remembered the feel of her, not caring what issues lay between them.

As his fingers itched to trace the line of her cheek, she added, “The Bureau goes after the worst of the worst. I started in the violent crimes division, but I’m in cyber crimes now. It was a good fit with math and computer science. If this is confirmed as a serial killing, they’ll probably send another agent, maybe several, more experienced in that field.”

“You’d move on, then.” That foolish little blip of regret would pass in time. As it should. There was no going back for him and her.

“Ordinarily, I would.” She hesitated. “This time, though, I’d try to stay. See it through.”

“Because it’s personal.” When she gave him a defiant nod, he added, “I get that. I’d want to hang in, too.”

“I have to do what I can for Cinda.” She let out a gusty sigh and shook her head. “Damn it, I hate this tabloid crap. Aliens, for God’s sake. Satanists, I can see, though I doubt it. But otherworldly stuff? Demons? Vampires? Please.”

“I know it’s frustrating.” He kept his voice even. She was scorning not only the fabric of his life but a very real menace. “But reports of swamp demons could contain useful information under the mistaken label.”

“The sheriff checked all that. Nothing to it.”

“Still, I’d like to see the reports.” Dan Burton probably wouldn’t object, whether or not she did. If all else failed, Stefan had friends who could hack them, but he preferred staying straight-arrow when he could.

She peered over her sunglasses, frowning. “Why do you want the reports? I know you work around some, er, unusual theories, but you can’t really believe in swamp demons.”

“I didn’t say I did.” Despite the chance that something of the sort was running around. “There are sometimes forces at work beyond bone and sinew.”

“I guess you’d say that, considering your job.” She turned back to the window. “I’ll stick to reality, thanks. There’s nothing to those reports, as I said.”

He could’ve argued, pointed out that creativity and art owed little to strict rules and a lot to imagination, but that would upset this fragile little truce. Still caring about her good opinion of him came as a shock, and it was a mistake. Fighting her disbelief and scorn for what he was would be about as productive as pushing molasses uphill without a bucket. It would complicate work on this case, stir up old wounds even further, and bring nothing but trouble.

Best to get the job done and move on.

*  *  *


Mel watched Stefan out of the corner of her eye. He looked calm, but she had a feeling she’d nettled him. For a moment there, she’d felt easy with him, but now he seemed remote. Barricaded.

She was also certain he hadn’t told her the full story about his job. A three-year, summa cum laude graduate of the University of Virginia, a summa cum laude graduate of Georgetown in medicine, a stellar emergency medicine resident at Mass General—and she would die before she let him know she’d followed his career in those first years—did not equate to working in la-la land. Not unless something drastic happened.

Yet Stefan had done just that after his residency. He’d virtually dropped out of sight except for the papers he published. His choices made no sense, and that had gnawed at her, even after she’d told herself repeatedly not to care.

She’d been so intoxicated by him, by his looks, their chemistry, and his clear belief in her, that she hadn’t questioned when she should’ve. Nobody had ever shown that kind of selfless belief in her abilities, especially not her dad and sister, who wanted her to fit their niche. At least Cinda had understood that Mel had to get the hell away from that town. She also fully supported Mel’s desire to pursue music.

Stefan had encouraged her to explore different paths and made it clear he would back whatever she chose. Despite the pressure of clinical rotations, he’d squeezed out time to spend with her, never behaving as though doing so was a sacrifice.

In the end, she’d figured out that none of what they’d had was real and he’d been fabricating a lot to cover his secrets. He’d had a woman on the side, after all.

She should remember that. This longing to smooth over the past was pointless. They might build a bridge, but it would be a bridge to nowhere. Better to solve this case, put Cinda’s killer behind bars, and get on with her life.

If only that stubborn lock of hair didn’t drop into his face, the same way it used to. He absently pushed it back, and the gesture resonated in her heart. She’d always felt absurdly tender when he did that. Not all the memories, after all, were bad.

Just the last ones.

“A friend of mine has done some consulting for the Bureau,” he said in a cool, detached—even a bit snotty?—tone. “As a psychic.”

“Is that supposed to put me in my place?” Before he could reply, she added, “Others can use the methods that work for them. I’ll stick to science.”

“That could be your loss.” He turned the car into the hospital parking lot. The glass in the windows of the three-story, concrete-and-steel structure gleamed in the afternoon sunlight.

“I’ll risk it.” Frowning at him, she said, “I hope you’re not going to try to sell me that nonsense as part of your analysis. I need scientific data, Stefan. Facts. Nothing else flies as evidence in court.”

“I know that,” he snapped, swiping his card in the gate to the physicians’ parking lot. “This isn’t my first waltz with law enforcement, as I’m sure you already know.”

He parked, and they climbed out of the car in stony silence. Stefan grabbed a tan leather messenger bag from the backseat. With a glance at her, he stalked across the asphalt toward the emergency entrance. Mel lengthened her stride to keep pace.

She shouldn’t have come with him. They would only irritate each other, and finding that she still had feelings for him came as a rude shock. Since she was here, though, maybe he’d turn up something useful that would make this trip worthwhile.

*  *  *


After a couple of quick turns and a few minutes walking through cool, blessedly air-conditioned corridors, they reached the morgue. Mel resisted the urge to fluff her blouse. The humidity outside had made it stick to her back under her suit jacket.

At the door, Stefan turned to her. “This can’t be easy for you,” he said quietly. “You’ll receive a copy of my report, so you don’t have to see her again unless you have questions for me that require it.”

The sympathy in his eyes made hers sting with sudden tears. Blinking them back, she looked away. The urge to lean on him, to rest her head against his shoulder for comfort, was idiotic. Her emotions were running away with her. “Easy or not, it’s my job. And she was my friend.” Dr. Milledge or Dan Burton must’ve told him she’d been at the crime scene.

He nodded acknowledgment and opened the door for her. Did she imagine that light touch on her back? Despite the tension between them, having him at her side buffered her against the chill of seeing the two steel tables and big metal drawers.

She hated that. His presence shouldn’t soothe her, but it did. It always had.

The tension in her chest became a knot in her throat. She swallowed hard. Dear God, don’t let him see. She stared hard at the metal desk and stools against the right-hand wall. A file lay on the desk. Cinda’s file.
         

“Milledge must’ve stepped out,” Stefan said. “We can wait in the—”

The door behind them creaked open. Harry Milledge, who served as part-time medical examiner in addition to his medical practice, hurried in. He’d pushed his wire-frame glasses up onto his thinning, gray hair and held a Styrofoam cup in one hand.

“Sorry,” he said. “Had a sudden urge for coffee.”

“Thanks for meeting us this afternoon, Harry.” Stefan offered his hand to shake. “Good to see you.”

“Glad you’re helping us with this. Special Agent Wray, nice to see you again despite the circumstances.” Milledge shifted the cup to his other hand to shake Stefan’s and Mel’s. “Coming in’s no trouble. I’m not in the office on Wednesdays.”

He set the coffee down on one of the steel tables. “You read my report, Stefan?”

“I did, but if you’d run down the highlights, so I can be sure I don’t miss anything, I’d appreciate it.”

“Sure. Let’s pull the drawer out so you can take a look.”

*  *  *


Mel, Stefan noticed as he gloved up, hung back a couple of feet. She was probably pretending to look but not really doing so. Not that he could blame her. Seeing a friend’s body post autopsy would eat at anyone, but difficulty had never kept her from doing what she thought she should. He’d loved that about her. To spare her pride, he pretended not to notice her avoidance.

Milledge slid the drawer open and peeled back the covering sheet. The four puncture wounds he’d described caught Stefan’s eye immediately. Those were definitely from ghoul talons.

His jaw tightened against a wave of anger. He’d seen his share of bodies, but those of ghouls’ victims always outraged him. No matter how hard he and his fellow mages tried, they hadn’t managed to stop the ghouls from preying on Mundanes.

Stefan bent to look more closely, and his enhanced senses caught the faint, ammonia scent of venom, stronger than it should have been this long after death.

With one fingertip, he traced a narrow cut over one puncture wound. “What’s this?”

“I transected it. Never seen wounds like that, and the probe showed the damn”—his gaze flicked over Stefan’s shoulder to Mel and then back—“er, the holes are curved.”

Curved. More confirmation of ghoul talons. The coroner peeled back the skin to show him the transection.
         

“Nice job with that cut,” Stefan said. The puncture was deeper than usual. Wider. Cleanly cauterized within, except at the tip. Venom usually corroded, not sealed, tissue. “Your incision goes directly along the length of the wound.”

Milledge shrugged. “I used the probe as a guide.”

While Milledge pointed out the gash over the liver and explained the wounds on the back, half of Stefan’s mind worked on figuring out the differences between these talon wounds and others. Could this be from something besides a ghoul? Some new, bigger ghoul? That would be a kick in the balls for the mages’ efforts. As a member of the southeast’s governing council, he knew too well how badly they were already outnumbered.

The older man asked, “You ever seen anything like that?”

“Can’t say I have.” Can’t say being the operative phrase. He’d seen far too many wounds like Miss Baldwin’s, but that wasn’t for Mundanes, even physicians, to know.
         

“I need samples,” Stefan said. “Blood, if you have it, tissue from the wounds.”

“Dr. Milledge took samples. There’s no need for more.” Mel’s voice was sharp, but when Stefan turned to her, she looked pale and strained, though not too strained to question his integrity.

He took a grip on his temper. “I’m here to consult, Mel, and in toxicology that means tests. I need samples for that.”

She bit her lip, as though she regretted speaking up. “Can’t you use Dr. Milledge’s?”

“No. I can’t. Testing pollutes or destroys tissue samples. I charge only for lab time. Taking the samples won’t blow the budget, so do you want my help or not?”

“It’s not the budget,” she said slowly, as though dragging the words out. Her expression grew more strained, her eyes dark. “It’s…she…Never mind. Do what you need to.”

It’s the cutting, she’d almost said. He wasn’t a precog, but he knew that as surely as he knew his name. Understanding softened his voice. “I won’t mark her up any further.”
         

She took a deep breath and looked him in the eye. “I know you won’t.”

The trust and the apology in her face killed the last of his irritation. If she trusted him at least a little, maybe they could make this collaboration work.

As though she’d sensed the thought, her face grew wary again. She turned away.

Shit. Stefan might not yet know what had killed Lucinda Baldwin, but he knew it was some kind of new and potentially more lethal enemy. To find it, he had to get Mel to trust him again, at least professionally, and that wasn’t going to be easy.
         

*  *  *


“I could use a cup of coffee,” Stefan said as he and Mel left the morgue. Better to deliver bad news in a relaxed, informal setting. “Believe it or not, the cafeteria here stocks a good brew.”

“I thought you were leaving after this.” Still pale, she directed a surprised glance at him.

“I have some time.” He paused, studying her. “You’ve given me an interesting puzzle. I’m willing to spring for coffee while we discuss it.”

Eying him skeptically, she cocked her head. “Lead on, but I need to get back. I’m supposed to report to Atlanta today, and it’s after five already.”
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