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Dawn broke the horizon as frantic footfalls echoed through the dank alley. Officer Navarro’s heart pounded as she chased after them. She caught a glimpse of the fleeing gunman hurdling a ten-foot fence in a single bound as she rounded the corner to the alleyway. 

“Suspect is Otherworld,” she yelled breathlessly into her radio. 

“Abort the chase,” Dispatch said in response. “Wait for your backup.”

Navarro climbed the fence and flipped over, toppling a garbage can on the way down. She cursed at the sight of her suspect sprinting through the rising sunlight. She grabbed her radio, trying to steady her breath between paces. “He’s not a vamp. On foot, heading south on Greenmount.” 

The suspect ran two more blocks, widening the distance between them, but not enough to lose her. He darted a furtive glance over his shoulder as he cut down another alley. 

The sound of gunfire and a blood-curdling scream froze Navarro in place before she made it there. A lingering beat of eerie silence snapped her out of it. Gulping down an unsteady breath, she drew her sidearm and flattened herself against the corner of the building.

What sounded like a wild animal sent a chill down her spine. She replayed the order from Dispatch in her mind. Following procedure by waiting for backup was the only sane course of action. The tactical team on its way was properly armed and trained to deal with Otherworlders, both Nocturne and Fae. 

She reached for her radio to report her twenty when a faint voice broke the silence.

“Help... me...”

Navarro cursed procedure and button-hooked around the wall, gun leveled.

Deep in the shadows, a gaunt, vaguely female figure with pale skin and long black hair hunched over Navarro’s suspect, her teeth sunk into his neck. Suddenly, the creature’s posture stiffened. She sniffed the air, her white eyes darting about until they landed on Officer Navarro.

“F-freeze!” Navarro yelled. “Baltimore PD! Back away slowly.”

The vampire made a show of putting her hands up, slowly standing straight, then became a blur of motion. In the literal blink of an eye, she reappeared inches from Navarro’s face. 

Navarro felt nauseous, weak, and cold. Her world went black. Her vision returned an instant later to the sight of the creature hovering directly over her. She couldn’t move, pinned to the ground in the vampire’s impossibly strong grip.

The creature sniffed all over Navarro’s body, her expression shifting dramatically as she moved her way down the policewoman’s torso. The vampire stopped at Navarro’s abdomen, her face now set in intense curiosity. 

The vampire took a deeper breath, then smiled. “A twofer,” she cooed.

Then, out of nowhere, the vampire hissed and reeled back. 

Navarro blinked, raising a hand to shield her eyes from the sunrise creeping through the buildings. She propped herself up, staring in terror at the vampire as she backed into the slowly receding shadow of the buildings.

“Lucky girl,” said the vampire before vanishing in a blur.

Two police cars screeched to a halt at the end of the alley. A tall, black-uniformed officer got out, eyes bulging. “My God, Navarro. Are you alright?”

“It was...”

Her partner looked at the corpse in the alley, noting the blood pouring out of his mangled throat. “Vampire?”

Navarro nodded.

“Shit. I keep telling you this is why you never run off on your own. Not on graveyard shift. The Lieutenant is going to rip you a new asshole for this.”

“I’m fine,” Navarro said. She put a hand hesitantly on her stomach, staring at it blankly as she replayed the word that the vamp had used over and over in her head. ‘A twofer.’

“You don’t look fine,” her partner countered. “We’ve got to get you checked out. You’re lucky to be alive, Navarro. It was bad enough when the worst things out there were gangbangers. Now we've got every damn thing that goes bump in the night to contend with. Did you even have your silver core rounds loaded?”

Navarro shook her head.

The other officers from the second car approached them. “Area’s secure. Did you see which way he went?”

Navarro shook her head and corrected. “She.”

“Well, she couldn’t have gotten far. There’s sunlight on every street out of here.”

“What are we going to do?” Navarro’s partner chided. “Bust in on a den? Jesus, what a mess. Call SWAT.” On that note, he leaned closer. “Maybe you’re right, Connie. Take the detective exam. Maybe it’ll get you off the street and into something more stable. You’ve got a kid at home to think about.”

His words drew a reflexive glare as if he’d physically slapped her. But her eyes softened almost as quickly as they drifted back down to her stomach. To what she now knew was a second life, she had to think about.

But then her gaze swept from herself to the Otherworlder bleeding out on the cement. He looked Fae, probably Elven.

And she knew what she had to do if she ever wanted to look her children in the eye again.

​
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Jacob regarded the pretty brunette on the picnic table beside him with a snort. Meeting her had been the only thing that didn’t suck about this lame camp. They made each other laugh. There was so much to make fun of here. He even learned to laugh at himself. So, when she didn’t join in his laughter this time, his smile contorted in disbelief.

“You’re serious.”

“Uh, yeah,” she scoffed. “You said it yourself. Girls are overrated.”

“I didn’t say that.”

“You did, too. In the gym. Those were your exact words to Chad.”

“Well, I didn’t mean you. You’re different.”

She bumped shoulders with him. “Well, of course, I’m the exception. That goes without saying. But come on, seriously. Tell me you wouldn’t take that trade.”

Jacob shrugged. The late summer sun vanished behind a distant tree line, casting the field in shadow. “The voices would go away?”

The young girl shook her head. “Not completely. They’d be, I don’t know. Quieter.”

Jacob nodded. Slowly at first, then more deliberately.

Her eyes lit up. “Is that a yes?”

“Yeah,” he muttered. “Why not? I mean—”

She grinned and kissed his cheek. “Deal.”

“Wait. What?” Jacob’s head swiveled to face her, but she was gone.

Jacob spun. His eyes darted around. The woods were gone, replaced by a crowded funeral parlor. His eyes locked on the coffin with a mixture of sorrow and rage. He was twenty-two years old, as was the chestnut-haired woman regarding him, stone-faced.

“I did warn you,” she said.

“This wasn’t the deal,” Jacob spat.

“Yes, it was,” she stated, matter-of-factly. “You reneged.”

“I didn’t know what you were then.”

That made her laugh. “Would it have mattered?”

+++

“Foster, Jacob!” the officer yelled again.

Jake rubbed his bloodshot eyes, cursing the loss of his drunken haze. Without it, the pain of every bruise on his face flared. This, along with a dozen new aches in his joints, kept him lying on the flimsy cot of his cell as he came to terms with reality.

“Foster!” the obnoxious voice bellowed a third time. “Ja—”

“What?” Jake growled at the ceiling.

“Get up,” his jailer ordered. “You’re free to go.”

Jake squinted in confusion as much as to stave off the headache induced by the searing fluorescent lights overhead. “Uhh... How?”

“You’ve been remanded to Federal custody.”

Jake groaned a curse.

The cage slid open, prompting Jake to swing his legs over the side and sit up straight. He unmottled a clump of dirty blonde hair with little improvement, scratched a patch of overgrown stubble under his chin, and stretched. 

With a wince, he took a slow breath, rolled his neck, then finally stood and shuffled out. As if last night wasn’t bad enough, this was shaping up to be another crappy day.

An eternity later, the guard stopped him in front of a reinforced door. Jake braced himself for the sight that he predicted would await him as the door opened.

Out in the transfer hall, a woman with curly black hair filled out paperwork under the scrutiny—more accurately, ogling—of a desk sergeant. 

Though Jake knew the woman’s age to be well past thirty, a year older than he was, she was often mistaken for being in her mid-twenties. She was of medium height and athletic stature, shorter than him but not by much. Her light brown complexion was accented by minimal makeup. An ID card bearing the logo of the Department of Homeland Security and the initials "SPA" hung on display from the lapel pocket of her slate-gray pantsuit.

“To what do I owe the honor, Special Agent Navarro?” Jake asked almost politely.

Consuela Navarro slid the signed sheets across the desk, doing a double-take at how close the sergeant was hovering. “I need you for a case, Foster. You’re no good to me in jail.”

Jake defensively pointed out the welt on his cheek and split lip. “The other guy started it.”

“Yeah, but you sure as hell finished it. It wasn’t easy getting the boss to sign off on this. You owe me.”

“At last count, I think this makes us even.”

Navarro faced him indignantly. “I thought we stopped keeping score.”

Jake sighed through his nose. At length, he reined in his tone and asked, “What do you need?”

Navarro inclined her head as if considering something. She squinted a silent beat later as Jake just stood there without reacting. 

As if in response to the silent exchange, Jake lifted his wrist. He twisted it back and forth to show off his latest accessory, a white metallic band with a blinking green diode on the clasp.

Navarro nodded in realization. “Officer, you can remove his jammer.”

“Not in here, ma’am,” said Jake’s escort. “It’s against procedure.”

The desk sergeant finished adding his signature to the paperwork and slid a copy back across the desk. “He’s all yours. We expect the jammer back. The due date and fees are outlined on the back of the page there.” He handed her a tiny key.

Navarro rolled her eyes as she took it. “C’mon, Foster.”

The guard stepped aside to let Jake pass. “On behalf of the Baltimore City Detention Center, we hope you had a pleasant stay. See you next week.”

Jake maintained eye contact with a halfhearted sneer until they were out in the lobby. He waited impatiently while Navarro signed out her service weapon and a bag of Jake’s belongings from the final security checkpoint. At long last, they were allowed to see daylight.

Outside, Jake held out his arm expectantly and said, “Seriously, though, it is nice to see you.”

“Seriously, though,” she mimicked. “You reek.” She handed him the bag with his personal effects and unlocked the clasp on his wristband. “Let’s get you cleaned up first.”

“For what?” he asked, rubbing his bare wrist absently. A second later, he blurted, “Aww, Navarro, come on. You gotta be kidding.”

Navarro frowned at the device in her hand. “I knew I should have left it on.”

“Oh yeah, that would have gone over so much better.”

“I can always reactivate it and put you back in the drunk tank.”

Jake considered that, but shook his head. He rifled through his bag of stuff, retrieving his wallet, a smartphone, and a pair of earbuds. “I can’t believe I’d long for the days when people just thought I was crazy.”

“Well, if it’s any consolation, you are,” said Navarro. “You’re also the only psychic I know who can do this.”

“Malachi Lucas has done it,” he countered, stuffing a set of keys in his pocket.

“You’re the only one I know who I trust,” she corrected.

Jake winced, still focused on the bag. “Oh, that was below the belt.”

“Foster,” Navarro said with an edge of disappointment. “This is Mac we’re talking about.”

“Alright, alright, alright.” He fished out a pack of cigarettes and a lighter, perused the remaining contents, discarded them, and lit up. “Let me change. Quick shower. You buy breakfast.” He walked away on that note without further ceremony.

Navarro looked at his back askance. She snatched the dropped bag off the sidewalk and marched after him until they reached a black Crown Victoria. He pulled on the door handle, frowning when it didn’t open.

“You’re not smoking in my car.”

Jake gave Navarro a pleading look, showing her the barely-smoked cigarette he’d be wasting. She leveled an uncompromising look across the roof in response. He moved his hand as if to extinguish it on the car, but stopped short with an apologetic cringe.

Navarro unlocked the door as Jake stooped down and carefully extinguished the cigarette on the sidewalk. She watched him tuck it away to finish later. He climbed into the car with that pouty expression of his, making Navarro wonder for the hundredth time if she was making the right call.

“You are!” Foster said from inside the car. “Let’s go.”

She opened the door with a tight grimace, and they drove away in relative silence.

+++

The waitress behind the counter of the East Side Soul Diner raised a chin in greeting. “Hey, Clarence. The usual, hon?”

“Thank you, Shanika,” he replied cheerfully.

Clarence grabbed a stool, looking at the skinny guy seated next to him with curious amusement. 

He was by far the whitest man Clarence had ever laid eyes on, with slicked-back, bleached-blond hair, pale blue eyes, and hawkish features. Adding to his contrast with the rest of the diner's clientele, he wore a black silk shirt and light gray dress pants. Once Clarence got past the initial surprise of the man’s mere presence, he couldn’t help but notice his weary expression and the bags under his eyes.

“Rough night?” Clarence asked.

The blond man looked up wearily from his breakfast. “You could say that, mate.”

Clarence arched his eyebrows at the accent. “You’re even farther away from home than I thought.”

“Just flew in this weekend as a matter of fact.”

“First time in the States?”

“Nah, I have clients all over.”

“Oh really,” Clarence said, even more intrigued. “What do you do?”

The stranger mulled over his answer and settled on, “I’m an antiquities dealer.”

The black man laughed. “An antique dealer from England and a repairman from Maryland walk into a diner.” He extended his hand. “Clarence Jefferson.”

The Englishman shook it. “Thaddeus Cray.”

“So, you’re meeting a guy who sells antiques. In this neighborhood?”

Cray chuckled. “Funny story, that.” He glanced over his shoulder absently. “We thought it’d be a good idea to get together last night. Have a little social meet and greet. Toss back a few pints before the official sale is final. There was a... misunderstanding. Some sodding idiot crashed the party. Heated words were exchanged. It’s all fun and games till somebody calls the cops, yeah?”

Clarence’s head bobbed as he took it all in. His eyes bugged on the last note.

“Long story short, my deal’s all bollocksed up. But my other client—the buyer—she’s having none of that. She needs things fixed. Now. Like right now. Sleep, what’s that? You know the type.”

“Tell me about it.”

“So, I’m stuck doing damage control. I spend all night tracking this guy down to smooth things over. Where do I finally find him?” He answered the question with a gesture out the window. “Shacked up with his boyfriend. They’re not up yet, though. I mean, who would be? So I figured I’d take the opportunity to refuel.” He lifted his cup of coffee as if to toast with it.

Clarence did the same with his own cup. “To cleaning up after our bosses.”

“Hear, hear.”

Cray downed the last of his drink and reached for his wallet. “Shanika, was it?” he called to the waitress. “You were right. Delicious. Thank you, love.” He put on the suit jacket he’d draped over another stool, dropped a fifty on the counter, and tapped on it. “Once you pick this up, you’ll both forget I was here, yeah.”

Clarence and Shanika exchanged glances as the stranger left with a friendly wave. Out on the street, he paused with a deep breath and straightened his cuffs.

Cray’s eyes drifted to a fifth-floor window down the block. He exhaled slowly and walked toward it, donning a pair of thin black gloves. He then put on a pair of wide-framed, tinted glasses and tapped them. Tiny lights illuminated the rims in a faint, bluish glow.

He briskly approached the locked security door to the apartment building, stepped aside, and waited patiently. 

A few moments later, a tenant walked out, paying Cray no heed as if he wasn’t even there. He bowed his head in gratitude and waltzed inside as the door closed behind her, then he beelined for the stairs. He climbed them at a brisk pace, slowing to let the occasional person pass on their way down, careful not to bump into them.

Upon finding the right apartment, he lifted a hand to the lock, palm up. With his other hand, he pulled out a knife.

He waved his fingers in succession, like playing a piano upside down. The deadbolt clicked open. He repeated the ritual with the second lock in the doorknob, then gently pushed.

He scowled at the security chain. He raised a finger toward it but stopped and tilted his head, listening. Sharp whispers resonated inside the unit, followed by the thump of running feet.

Cray kicked aside the welcome mat, snarling at a series of runes etched in the floor. He thrust a palm out. The door flung open with a crack, snapping the security chain and nearly tearing the hinges off the frame.

He stormed inside. The living room and kitchen were empty. He ran down a short hall, smashing open the door at the end of it with a wave.

Two men in the bedroom spun around. Cray’s former client, Justin Chin, froze mid-scramble halfway out the window at the far end of the room. To his left, a dark-skinned Amerasian dressed only in his underwear and a hastily donned shirt screamed in defiance.

Tethers of crackling green flame flashed out of thin air, coalescing in the boyfriend's hands as he lashed out.

The energy dissipated with a casual flick of Cray’s hand. On his next breath, Cray pointed at a sheet on the unmade bed. It flung itself through the air like a living thing, binding his attacker’s arms and legs. With a second wave, the hapless young man lurched up, suspended in midair.

Cray dropped the knife from his other hand and reached out, clutching empty air and yanking his fist back. Justin fell back limply inside the window like a marionette pulled by its strings.

Cray’s first captive screamed from the confines of the bedsheets. His cries were abruptly muted as if drowned under water with a single word and a gesture from the mage. Cray watched him squirm with cold indifference.

The knife Cray had dropped floated in midair. It tilted slightly.

And plunged into Justin’s chest.

The blade withdrew, then dove back into Justin's stomach. Again. And again. Over and over, striking Justin’s torso randomly until he finally stopped writhing. His body slumped, hanging from the invisible shackles that held him aloft. Countless rivulets of blood trickled into a pool beneath his dangling feet.

Cray opened his palm. The knife flew obediently back to him by its hilt. He took a handkerchief from his pocket, nodding toward Justin’s boyfriend. 

The shroud of silence around the helpless man’s head dissipated to the sound of sobbing.

“Is it just me?” Cray commented idly. “Or are you yanks having an awfully mild summer?”

The Brit casually went about wiping the murder weapon clean. “Seriously,” he went on, “It’s the middle of August and the weatherman said it's going to be, what? Seventy-two? That’s like twenty-two degrees in the civilized world, yeah? I thought it’d be sweltering in this town, what with the harbor and all.”

He seemed to wait for some kind of reply, but gave up. “Anyway, I’d hate to live here when it’s in the thirties. The humidity must be enough to drown in.”

“Do you have any idea who we work for?” the helpless man asked.

“We?” Cray asked, regarding the dead body dangling by the window. “Oh, you work for him, too? Excellent. That helps. The answer is yes. And trust me, my employer is in the same league of scary.”

“I doubt that.”

Cray simply smiled. “Well, the plan was to do this quick and quiet. But you had to go ahead and ward the door. Now we have a problem. What was it, a silent alarm? If you hadn’t been so worried about your security deposit, you could’ve incinerated me. Shame on me for being so sodding tired.”

“If you’re going to kill me, just get it over with.”

“Ah, but I have questions. Questions I could ask Justin’s corpse if you’d rather.”

He looked at Cray aghast. Once the shock of the threat faded, he stared at the floor, choking back a sob. “What do you want?”

“Mr. Chin claimed he was going to sell my client an iron chest.”

“The feds got that.”

Cray sighed, mentally counting down to maintain his composure. “I know. It’s in an evidence lockup at present. But it doesn’t do the SPA or us any good without the key. Which Justin—in retrospect, wisely—kept hidden from us. Ostensibly, he kept it for leverage. Who knows?”

The other man nodded. “I can take you to it.”

Cray laughed at the absurdity of the offer. He looked up at his prisoner, the humor draining from his thin-lipped smile. “What about any of this strikes you as a negotiation?”

Cray's knife floated back up as if in answer.
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[image: ]




“Enough,” Jake growled. “You’re driving me nuts.”

Navarro’s head spun defensively. They were a mile from Jake’s apartment, crawling through morning commuter traffic. “What am I doing?”

“You’re fretting,” Jake said. “Which isn’t like you. Normally, your surface thoughts are nice and tidy. I don’t know how much of that is training and how much is natural, but I always liked that about you. Except right now. You’re so anxious over what happened to Mac, it’s like your brain is screaming in tongues through a megaphone.”

She relaxed a notch. “Sorry.”

“Don’t be. That makes it worse. You should see your aura right now.”

Awkward silence settled over them on that note. Jake started to speak up, then seemed to catch himself. “Talk me through it.”

Navarro nodded, composing her scattered thoughts. “We were working a case on the harbor. Everything was going smooth till our CI got spooked. There was someone there who he wasn’t expecting. He panicked. Our Rapid Response Team moved in, but it was a fiasco by then. Mac and I got split up. He chased our suspect clear across the yard when...” Her thoughts and voice trailed off. “I don’t know. That’s where we found him.”

“He’s alive, Navarro,” Jake felt the need to remind her.

“Yeah, but you didn’t see him when we—”

Jake winced with a sharp breath as Navarro’s memory treated him to the image of her partner, strewn like a ragdoll on blood-smeared pavement.

“Sorry,” she said again.

“Not your fault,” he said. “This hangover isn’t helping me turn down the volume any. I’m probably seeing it worse than it was.”

“I doubt it.”

“The point remains, he’s a tough bastard. The doctor said he’s stable, right?”

“Yeah.”

“So, you want to find out what happened. None of the bad guys were shifters?”

“Nope. Of course, no one left alive is talking. They’re all too afraid of... something.”

“If everything you ran into fit into neat little boxes, Homeland Security wouldn’t need a division of Supernatural and Paranormal Affairs.”

Navarro pursed her lips and drove in silence for a bit.

Jake took the lull in conversation as a cue to take out his cell phone. He hit the power button, frowned, hit it again repeatedly, and cursed. “Where’s your charger?”

“Wrong kind of cable.”

Jake cursed again. Renewed silence lingered for half a block.

Out of nowhere, Jake snapped, “What?”

Navarro looked bewildered, then annoyed, realizing she must be thinking too loud again. At length, she said, “Now I’m longing for the days when none of this was real. Life made sense. Psychics were con artists. Magic didn’t exist. There was no such thing as monsters.”

“Except there was,” Jake gruffed. “Monsters were real. They happily enjoyed living right under your nose. Trust me, ignorance was not bliss. But it sure made for a cozy comfort zone.”

“Not everyone buried their heads in the sand,” said Navarro.

“Oh, don’t even,” Jake shot back. “The Feds were complicit. You tried your damndest to cover it up, even when all the camcorder footage surfaced. Remember that nightclub? It was bigger than OJ for all of a week, and then poof... what film? Some stooge goes on a few talk shows to discredit the whole thing, and we’re like, oh okay.”

“Look, I wasn’t even with Homeland yet back then. I was just as pissed when I found out they had actual files on vampires. It would’ve been nice to have when one showed up on my beat.”

“Exactly. I personally loved it when the world was like, ‘Whoa, magic is real too?’ Seriously? We all watched a vampire and a werewolf duke it out in the middle of downtown Chicago, but magic is just too much to accept. Then how long did it take till people came around to the idea that maybe psychics weren’t all crazy kooks either? Gee, thanks for noticing.”

“But I can see the other side now, Foster. People wouldn’t have been able to handle it. That’s my point. I barely could.”

“Well, too bad it got to the point where you couldn’t scrub so many YouTube uploads fast enough. Suddenly, it was on the Internet, so it had to be true. We had no choice but to handle it.”

“You don’t like people very much, do you?” It was more of a statement than a question.

“You wouldn’t either if you knew what went on in their heads.”

Navarro shook her head. “You know it wasn’t that simple.”

“The hell it wasn’t. People had a right to know. Maybe they wouldn’t have freaked out so much when the Otherworld communities said screw it and came out of hiding.”

“Freaked out?” Navarro blurted. “There were riots, Foster. People died. You can’t expect society to get shaken to its core and shrug it off. They’re coming around. They’ve had time to get used to it.”

“You mean time for big business to figure out how to exploit the situation.”

“Not this again,” Navarro interjected. “I am not in the mood.”

“No one ever is,” Jake sighed. “That’s the problem.”

Navarro ground her teeth as they came to a red light, keeping the reply she had in mind to herself. As best she could around a telepath, at least. “Were you this much fun last night?”

“Must’ve been,” he said. “I got arrested, didn’t I?” He let out a derisive chuckle and just gazed out the window in silence.

The light turned green, ushering traffic into a unique blend of dingy subsidized housing, colorful storefronts, and the occasional pedestrian sporting pointed ears.

Nevermore, as it was unofficially christened, stood in stark contrast to the distinctly human urban sprawl surrounding it. Once Maryland ratified Otherworld legislation, those who chose to live in the open flocked to the square-mile stretch between Mulberry and Pratt in droves. 

Popular belief was that living so close to the home of Edgar Allen Poe appealed to their sense of irony. Stories of collusion between realtors and the mayor to gentrify the area made the rounds during one news cycle, but failed to gain traction.

Most locals were Fae of one stripe or another. Every patch of green from potted plants on porches to local parks flourished under the care of pixie gardeners. Tourist trap curio shops and folklore-themed taverns abounded, interspersed between more conventional businesses. They passed an elven salon next to a gnome mechanic on the drive down Jake’s street.

A few blocks in, Navarro turned down an alley. She came to a stop in a gravel lot behind a brick three-flat.

Jake got out first. He marched like a man on a mission toward a wooden staircase and a series of balconies that seemed tacked onto the building like an afterthought. Navarro approached more cautiously, eyeing a boarded-up window well at the base of the stairs.

Darkened basement apartments were a sign of Nevermore’s more controversial residents, Nocturnes.

The fight over giving vampires, werewolves, and other demi-humans the same legal status as Fae was the most intense political battle in human history. The debate bordered on surreal when the concept of human rights evolved into sapient rights. Even the most tolerant objected—in private.

When Congress drafted an Amendment redefining what it meant to be alive, the media heralded it as a triumph of civil liberty. Thirty-eight states ratified the damn thing, though narrowly. It gave Nocturnes a lobby in DC, where they began raking in entitlements such as securing a steady blood supply subsidized by FEMA.

It was beyond naïve of people to think all that freedom would stop Nocturnes from feeding, of course. Navarro’s concern over the lair was less for herself than it was for the full-blooded humans who called Nevermore home. 

Though many residents were magic practitioners who knew how to handle themselves, more than a few were of the wannabe goth variety, practicing little more than their idea of rebellion. Still more locals were those whose only other choice was to live in a housing development overrun with gang violence, drugs, and rats. 

The noticeable absence of rats in the vicinity of Little Folk helped property values immensely. But even more so, crime rate data ironically suggested it was safer to live next door to a half-demon than on most other streets bordering Downtown. The relative peace was widely attributed to rumors of dragons living among them, posing as mortals. Those rumors had yet to be confirmed or denied, but were as embedded in the culture of Nevermore as dwarven ale and solstice festivals.

Regardless, Navarro wasn’t about to let her guard down in deference to fairy tales about dragons.

Jake rounded the first flight of stairs, almost tripping back down them when a second-floor apartment door burst open. An aging nymph with pockmarked aqua skin, a crooked, wart-ridden nose, and scraggly green hair appeared on the landing, leering at him.

“Jacob!” the old crone screeched.

Jake forced a smile. “Elie, you’re looking radiant as ever.”

Eleionysis, or Sea Hag as most of the tenants called her when she wasn’t in earshot, seemed unimpressed with the compliment. “Where’s my—?” she started to ask, then cringed and backed away, covering her nose. “Oh no. Not again. You have money to get drunk, but not to live here. Go. Get out.”

“Elie, listen,” Jake pleaded over her. “Calm down. I have a case, okay? This is my client. You’ll have the money this week.”

“Money now.”

“Tomorrow,” he said, looking to Navarro. “Tomorrow, right?”

By the time he finished, he’d maneuvered completely around Eleionysis and resumed his beeline for the next flight of stairs. The Fae planted herself in Navarro’s path, stopping the Federal agent in her tracks before she could follow.

“You hire Jacob for job?” Elie asked after an awkward minute of scrutiny.

Navarro swallowed uncomfortably under Sea Hag’s stare. “You could say that.”

“I just did.”

Another uncomfortable silence filled the scarce bit of air between them.

“Yeah,” Navarro said. “He contracts for me sometimes.”

“Contract,” Elie repeated emphatically. She considered the word carefully, nodding, and muttered, “Good.”

Satisfied, Elie stepped aside. Navarro smiled sheepishly and sidled past. She walked upstairs after Jake, who had hurried inside his apartment without waiting. She entered to the sound of Jake relieving himself in the bathroom. 

Though she’d been by his place before—whether to pick him up when his car was broken down or he was too drunk to drive—she’d never actually been in his apartment. Though nothing about it surprised her, she couldn’t help but be struck by the emptiness of it.

The sparse, hopelessly dated furniture told her he didn’t have guests much, if at all. Wall art consisted of movie and celebrity posters: Fight Club, A Beautiful Mind, The Shining, Christopher Walken, and Bruce Lee. Beyond those, there wasn’t a single photograph to be found. No family. No memories.

The shower ran for maybe five minutes while Navarro brewed a pot of coffee. She was about to give up on her search for clean cups when Jake suddenly crossed the hall, clothed in nothing but a towel tied loosely around his waist.

She hoped she’d caught herself from blushing. Foster was in deceptively fit shape for a guy who usually looked so frumpy. She’d heard his electric razor earlier, but he kept enough stubble to accent his rugged look.

“Uh...” Navarro stuttered, occupying her mind with thoughts of household chores and the incident report she still had to write. “How far behind are you, Jake?”

“A couple months,” he called from out of sight. “Elie can’t do anything until I miss three.”

“It’s almost the end of the month.”

“Yeah. Like I said, I got a week.”

Navarro stared at the bedroom door in disbelief. “Why didn’t you tell me things were this bad? I could have referred a client or something. It’s not like we don’t have enough cases.”

Jake walked out of the bedroom a moment later in faded jeans and a wrinkled beige button-down. He held her gaze for a tense moment and frowned.

“What is the most contemptible emotion you can feel?” he asked flatly.

She rolled her eyes. “This isn’t pity, Foster. You can’t blame me for being worried.”

He poured half the coffee pot into a thermos without dignifying her response. “Let’s get this over with.”

+++

Thaddeus Cray sneered at his rental car. It was a red Nissan Maxima, the only upgrade they had left at the airport that he could stomach being in.

Were he more honest with himself, his contempt stemmed from no longer being able to put off the call he now had to make. Cray mumbled an oath under his breath and pulled out a tiny cell phone. He flipped it open and dialed the only contact saved on it.

The line rang, then clicked a few times before it connected.

Cray scowled at the direct question that was asked in lieu of a greeting on the other end of the line.

“What do you want first, the good or the bad?” he asked.

His scowl deepened at the reply.

“Justin Chin is dead. I’ve located the chest and the key.”

He tried to continue but was interrupted.

“Neither are in hand yet,” he said once the other end of the call grew silent. “The chest is in a secure room in the basement of the Homeland Security field office. The key is in a safe deposit box in a surprisingly high-security bank in Hampden. I’m—”

He gritted his teeth.

“For the same reason I couldn’t just waltz in and kill that federal agent at the hospital. It isn’t like the old days when you could slip on a glamour and go as you please. Facilities like that have magic sensors, concealment baffling cameras, not to mention all the cops.”

Another interruption held his next words in his throat.

In a more polite tone that he hoped didn’t sound too patronizing, he said. “Yes, I could, but as fun as that might be, there’d be no way to do it without being seen. There’s too much at stake to risk becoming the target of a state-wide manhunt.”

He forced himself to relax during the lengthy response.

“I need time to scout it. And a few able bodies... Yes, that would be fabulous. Thank you. But I need to get the key first. For that, I need—wait for it—the girl. Yes, her. She's not just a loose end anymore. She can get me into the bank. That's what I've been trying to tell you. I'm going—”

Cray pursed his lips at a final interruption before the call disconnected.

“Yes, ma’am,” he muttered, and headed to Nevermore.



	[image: ]

	 
	[image: ]





[image: ]


​​Chapter 3
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It was a short drive to the University of Maryland Medical Center, scarcely enough time for Jake to devour the breakfast sandwich they’d picked up on the way. Though by the time they got there, he begged for more coffee. 

He followed Navarro up to the ICU, where they were stopped by Baltimore Police. The officer nodded somberly when he saw Navarro’s ID and let them pass.

Navarro put her hand on the door handle of a private room. She held it for a moment without moving, her thoughts frozen in uncertainty. With a bracing breath, she went in.

A memory of James MacDearmon flickered in her mind. He was a few years older than her, fair-skinned, rust colored hair cropped short, tall, and rugged with a military posture. The former Navy SEAL had an often surly, no-nonsense way about him, though in Navarro’s go-to mental image, he was smiling. Gossip around the water cooler decreed that they were sleeping together, but her feelings for him drifted a lot closer to brotherly than romantic.

“Jesus,” Jake whispered upon following her in.

If not for his aura, which barely radiated in his comatose state, Jake would not have recognized the pale, emaciated shell lying in the bed before him now. Gauze covered two-thirds of the man’s face, exposing one swollen eye and his nostrils for the oxygen tube. Seeing Navarro’s memory of Mac in this state did nothing to brace him for the firsthand experience.

“We’ve never encountered anything like it,” Navarro said. “His body just... drained. He wasn’t this bad when we found him. It started in the ambulance. They couldn’t operate on him. The degeneration finally stopped late last night after they flooded him with enough nutrients to feed an elephant.”

Foster walked over to the IV bag hanging over Mac’s bed and inspected the label. “Difaxyn. That’s a Fae compound.”

“I know. Maggie almost didn’t sign the release form.”

Foster’s brow knit. After all these years, time that Navarro claimed people were ‘getting used to it,’ they still clung to their fear. Of course, having to watch your husband nearly die from a supernatural disease likely validated those fears.

“Where is she?” Foster asked.

“I finally got her to go home. She had to get JJ to school.”

Jake frowned at what Navarro wasn’t saying, and said it for her. “You didn’t want her around when I got here.”

Navarro sighed guiltily. “No.”

His wife’s prejudices aside, the reminder that Mac had a family wasn’t helping Jake avoid what he came here to do. “There have to be other leads that can tell you what did this,” Jake offered.

Navarro shook her head. “None that make any sense without a witness account.”

Jake grimaced. “Reading a conscious mind is one thing. I’m more than happy to hang out while you take another crack at the guys you arrested. Sifting through a brain that’s in full defense mode in a coma...” His words trailed off at a flicker of anger in Navarro’s aura. Though she said nothing, he gently held up a hand to stop her from saying what she was thinking aloud.

Jake regarded the machines monitoring Mac’s vitals. There was little readable activity to speak of now, but it would spike the instant the brain detected an intruder, likely setting off alarms. The telepath took a slow breath, closing his eyes as he exhaled. “You know the drill. Stay back there. Don’t freak.”

Navarro gave him more space, adding, “Thank you.”

Jake purged his mind of conflicting emotions. Of guilt at trying to bail on a man who had always done right by him. Of fear of what he was about to experience. Of doubt.

With a final, deep breath, he placed a hand on Mac’s forehead.

A thousand fragments crashed over Jake's psyche like hail in a tsunami—random images, words, raw emotion. He envisioned a shield buffering him from the storm and delved deeper. The onslaught of incoherent thought began to take shape.

+++

“On your nine! On your nine!”

Mac whirls around, firing an M-4A1 at an insurgent trying to flank the team.

“Blue-nineteen!”

The running back switches positions. A furtive glance from the wide receiver gives away the change in tactic. Mac calls a defensive audible.

It’s morning in the SPA office. “Meet the new probie, Mac. Do me a favor. Try to only teach her your good habits.”

Blood rushes through his ears. He’s shaking. He sees the bruise on his sister’s cheek. He loses it. His fist flies and cracks Craig’s jaw.

Four shots strike the hajji’s center mass. The enemy flops back in a heap. Mac glimpses his next target in his peripheral vision and swivels his rifle. Fear overwhelms him as the man grows a foot taller before his eyes. The thing guts two of his teammates in a single stroke of its claws.

Mac stares helplessly at the next question on his Homeland Security Investigations exam.

He bursts out laughing, sitting in a booth across from Connie at their favorite diner in Nevermore.

He sits up in his hospital bed. His new physical therapist walks in. Wow. She’s gorgeous. “What’s your name again?” His heart pounds at the sight of her smile. 

She answers, “Margaret.”

He grips the hellish monster by the underside of its jaw before it can rip his throat out. He fumbles with his free hand and manages to retrieve his fallen HK45. He unloads five rounds point-blank into its neck.

“Mom!” he shouts. “Jenny won’t give me the controller back.”

His leg buckles again. He white-knuckles the bars. Dammit, I can do this. I will do this.

“I don’t know,” he says, unable to take his eyes off the newborn baby in his arms. “You said you always liked my name.”

Maggie smiles at him. “James Junior, it is then.”

He runs down the narrow path between freight containers. He raises his Glock 21. Fires, but doesn’t have a clean enough shot. The perp makes a break for the truck corral.

Chief Petty Officer Eckhart grabs him by the shoulder. “Whoa there, son. Where do you think you’re going?”

Blinding light washed over Jake, fading into the view of a quaint cottage kitchen. The sun shone brightly through a window overlooking a rolling pasture. James looked out the window with an easy smile on his face, feeling more at peace than he’d ever felt.

Jake wished he could say the same. It took him a good minute to realize he wasn’t dead, that his essence was still on the psychic plane. His physical body felt queasy from vertigo. The throbbing in his head spiked from a dull thrum to a heavy metal drum solo.

He regarded Mac’s mental projection curiously, grateful to be detached from his memories. He must’ve been getting close to be yanked out so abruptly.

Jake traced Mac’s gaze out the window. Maggie pushed their son on a swing in the backyard.

“So this is your happy place,” Jake surmised.

Mac turned, startled. He gave the telepath a level look. “It was. Get out of my head, Foster.”

“Afraid I can’t. I need to know what happened to you, Mac.”

“No. You don’t.”

That gave Jake pause. “If it’s that bad, now I really do.”

Mac went back to watching his family.

“They’re worried about you,” Jake said after an awkward silence. “Navarro, too.”

“Tell Connie to get as far away from this case as possible.”

“You know she won’t do that,” said Jake. When no reply came, he headed to the door.

Mac pulled his gun and leveled it at Jake’s head. “You’re not going out there.”

Jake again regarded the mental projection, this time more sternly.

Mac’s gun hand trembled. It eventually lowered.

He averted his eyes. “Make it quick.”

Jake opened the kitchen door, unlocking the final defense mechanism that kept Mac’s last conscious memories at bay. The peaceful backyard transformed into the dark, cramped interior of an SPA tactical truck.

Agent MacDearmon leaned forward at the sudden shift in tone over the radio.

“Why are you asking so many questions?” a thug’s voice crackled.

“I-I’m not. I’m just sayin’ this wasn’t the deal. You know who he is?”

A new voice spoke with an English accent. “Check him for a wire, you idiots.”

Mac turned to the RRT lead. “We’ve got to go in.”

“Teams One and Two, go dynamic. Move. Move.”

Gunfire erupted from within the warehouse. Two fully geared assault teams converged on the receiving dock. 

Mac and Navarro hopped out of the van, behind them at a safe distance. One of the squad’s Enhanced members stopped at a steel fire door and thrust his hand out. His palm struck only air, but the door flung open with the force of a battering ram. The rest of his team entered the breach.

Jake could barely track the chaos that ensued, but he didn’t want to linger in this part of the memory any longer than he had to. He stayed glued to Mac’s side, tuning everything else out until Mac broke away from the crowd after a suspect.

They sprinted across open asphalt, coming to a maze of shipping containers, chasing a lone figure. Mac fired, but missed, and kept running. He eventually found himself out in the open at the other end of a row of semis.

Four figures haloed in the amber glow of a lamppost turned in surprise.

Jake slowed the memory replay to study the details better. And to brace himself for how he knew the scene was about to end. He homed in on the blurriest images. Though Mac had not focused on them in that moment, their details remained locked away in his subconscious. Jake just had to fine-tune the projector.

A dark-skinned Cambion girl with long auburn hair and curved horns bolted at first sight, running off into the shadows. Literally. She vanished in a cloud of darkness.

A twenty-something Chinese man darted his head back and forth in panic between the fleeing girl, the other two, and Mac, then ran in the opposite direction.

A third figure—a male humanoid, but nothing that could be called a man—charged straight at Mac, its coal-black skin making it all but impossible to see in the darkness.

The fourth member of the group, a woman, simply stood by and watched. Though it was difficult to make out details from Mac’s distance, she was human, Caucasian, early twenties, with wavy brown hair, wearing a red blouse, black skirt, and black pumps.

Jake circled her, trying to get a better angle on her face in the virtual reality of Mac’s mind. The woman’s features began to come into focus while the rest of the scene unfolded in slow motion. The woman inclined her head as if she heard something strange.

And looked directly at Jake.

Claws raked out of the darkness, sundering the vision in searing light and pain.

+++

Jake’s physical body reeled in terror. Alarm chimes on the monitors echoed his panic. He propped himself against the wall, trying to ride out the shrill ringing in his ears. Nurses poured in. He felt someone grab his arm and roughly escort him outside. The next thing he knew, he was sitting down, shivering.

“Here,” Navarro said, holding a paper cup in one hand and a wastebasket in the other.

Jake’s thoughts aligned enough to wonder how long he’d been sitting there for her to make it all the way to the water cooler and back. And what was the bucket for?

The churning in his stomach answered the latter question. He swiped the basket and promptly doubled over, emptying his breakfast into it. Upon regaining a semblance of composure, he decided he didn’t care about the answer to the former question. 

He took the offered cup, holding it in both hands to minimize the shaking.

“You okay?” she asked after he’d managed a sip.

Jake desperately wanted to respond with a flippant observation about the distance between his current state and ‘okay,’ but his brain wasn’t quite there yet. Instead, he nodded without making eye contact.

“Christ, Foster,” Navarro said. “I’m sorry. I had no idea—”

“Double.”

Navarro blinked. “What?”

“You said you wanted to throw me a case. Fine. But if you’re getting me mixed up in archdemon business, it’s double my fee. Plus expenses.”

Navarro’s aura drained of all sympathy.

“Yes, I’m serious,” Jake answered her unspoken question.

“Remember when I told you how hard it was for my boss to approve your release in the first place?”

“You heard me say archdemon, right?”

“That doesn’t make this the time or place to shake me down.”

“Then send me back to jail. You want me any deeper in this mess, it’s going to cost.”

Navarro shook her head in disgust. She looked on through the tiny window that gave her a glimpse inside Mac’s hospital room. “You’re a piece of work, Foster.”

“I’m not saying I won’t...” Jake cut himself off with a grunt. He turned to the Baltimore cop who was standing guard. “Hey, you. Get me a pad and a pencil. Don’t look at me like that. Just... Nurse. Can you get me a pad or a notebook or something, and a pencil? Please. And a couple of aspirin.”

Navarro kept her back to him but nodded sideways to the officer. Confused, the cop headed to the nurse’s station to get what Jake wanted.

“He’s going to be fine,” Jake said in the tense silence. “His soul hasn’t gone anywhere. He’s stabilizing now.”

The chatter from within the room settled down as if on cue.

Navarro waited for official confirmation of the news before turning around. Only after the doctor was out of earshot did she finally speak. “A demon did this?”

“Technically, a ghoul did it.”

Her eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

“It behaved like one. It jives with the wasting effect. It didn’t really look like one, though.”

“Do you—?” Navarro cut herself off as the officer came back.

Jake took the offered legal pad and pencil from him. “Thanks. Aspirin?” He started drawing without waiting for acknowledgment.

Navarro waited until the officer walked back out of earshot before saying, in a distinctly lower voice, “Do you understand what even one wild undead can do in a populated area?”

“Ghouls aren’t contagious.”

“Was it all black? Looked smart for a corpse?”
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