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      The manticore's eyes tracked me—vivid, unnatural blue.

      We circled. I kept my right shoulder forward, left back and guarded. The injury had healed months ago, but muscle memory ran deeper than scar tissue.

      He moved like he knew what I was. Good. I knew what he was too.

      Sweat slicked my palms. The air tasted of copper and concrete dust, thick enough to coat my tongue. Above the lights, the crowd murmured—restless, hungry for blood.

      His leg whipped around, foot whistling past my face. Close enough to feel the air displace against my cheek. A test.

      I didn't give him time for another.

      I seized the opening, delivering a one-two punch—groin, then stomach. He crumpled.

      Boos and cheers cascaded from above. First blood was taking too long. Lights shone down from the top of the pit, making it impossible to see the crowd beyond the glare. A coliseum on a budget. Meant to keep fighters contained and spectators safe—or at least maintain the illusion of safety.

      Somewhere in those seats sat Sigmund, wearing that pissed-off look that had creased his face before my fight. I knew he'd find out eventually, but I had hoped to tell him on my own terms. Him following me here hadn't crossed my mind. My mistake.

      A shadow moved in my peripheral vision.

      Manti's fist connected with my cheek. My teeth tore through the inside of my mouth. Throwing my hands up to my face left my center wide open. Manti took full advantage. Two rapid punches, then a knee to my sternum drove me to the ground.

      He pounced. Straddling my waist and raining blows on my head, face, gut—anywhere he found an opening. I swallowed blood. A familiar sensation built at the back of my throat. My muscles contracted. I opened my mouth.

      Blood and palmitic acid sprayed onto Manti's face.

      He shrieked and jumped back. The compound ran down his cheeks. The skin around his eyes flushed red. While he howled and clawed at his face, I rolled onto my hands and knees, spitting more fluid onto the dirt.

      It kept coming. A defense mechanism I couldn't control. In four fights, this had never happened— but I'd never gotten my ass kicked this badly. I spat what I hoped was the last of it. To my right, Manti howled, stomped, then collapsed.

      His black and white shorts ripped as his body seized. He shed his human shape like a snake sloughing old skin. Flesh and cotton pooled on the dirt in sticky mounds. Four paws replaced hands and feet as Manti shook off the rest of the transformation. His dark face remained unchanged, thick black beard intact. But his spiked hair gave way to golden curls forming a lion's mane.

      "Ah, hell."

      I wiped spittle from my mouth and stood—then dove as his tail whipped poisonous barbs at my head.

      Could a manticore's poison affect me now? I didn't want to find out. Poison or not, those barbs would hurt like hell.

      He kept his human head, but the roar that burst from his mouth belonged to a lion. He pawed the ground. Charged. Muscles bunched beneath his fur as his powerful legs devoured the distance between us.

      I dove left at the last second. Playing matador. More agile than I'd expected, Manti pivoted. He sank the claws of one massive paw into my shin and dragged me toward him.

      No warning.

      Fire erupted from my mouth. I jerked my head away, but flames raced across his back. The stream continued for several seconds, bouncing off the concrete wall. I collapsed, gagging and coughing, spitting up the last of the mixture. Behind me, referees swarmed Manti, who'd reverted to human form. His movements, his whimpers—he was alive.

      No thanks to me.

      The crowd erupted. Cheering and chanting my fighting pseudonym.

      "Winner by technical knockout… Ghost Ryder!"

      The same disembodied voice that had announced our fight now proclaimed me the victor.

      Two people helped Manti limp out of the pit, smoke still rising from his skin. I didn't feel like a winner.
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        * * *

      

      "Ghost Ryder?"

      Alone in the locker room with my cousin, my attention alternated between my swollen face and Sigmund's reflection. My left cheek bulged like it was stuffed with dental cotton, proved as painful under my fingers as the gash was against my tongue. Smaller bruises bloomed across my face, neck, shoulders, and sides. Based on their coloration, they'd be healed by morning.

      Sigmund's glare cut deeper than any of Manti's punches.

      "It fits."

      He opened his mouth, closed it. A snort flared his nostrils as he shook his head.

      "Just spit it out, Sig."

      "Between the name, the fighting, hiding the fighting, the breathing fire…" His voice rose, echoing off the empty lockers. "What the fuck, Roni?"

      "Calm down."

      The words were a mistake the second they left my mouth.

      "Calm down? Are you kidding me right now? You exhaled and fire came out of your mouth. You could've killed that guy."

      "Manticore. And I didn't."

      "I don't give a fuck what he is."

      Sigmund covered his face with his hands and breathed deep. I turned to face him, leaning against the sink, arms crossed. Fucking Murphy. Of course the fire happened while he was watching.

      "I didn't do it on purpose." I softened my voice. "I didn't mean to— it just happened. Stress response, maybe. Panic. Self-preservation."

      Self-preservation wasn't far from the mark. I didn't think I'd die in the pit, but I had no idea what horrors awaited if one of those stingers found me.

      "This is only the second time it's happened."

      "You don't get to use 'only' when referring to breathing fire. Why didn't you tell me?"

      "If you're going to yell at me like you're my father, you can leave. I didn't tell you because I knew you'd overreact."

      "You're fighting manticores and God knows what else for rich people's entertainment. They're using you."

      "I'm using them." I snapped with more venom in my voice than I'd intended.

      Sigmund stood. "Look, why don't you change. I'll meet you outside."

      "I have no intention of riding with you yelling at me all the way back to DC."

      He smoothed his hand over the waves of his close-cut fade. "I won't yell." A pause. "I'll try not to yell."

      Once the door closed, I hit the showers. Were the elites of the DMV area and broader making money off my fighting? Obviously. I wasn't stupid. But I made money too.

      I unlocked my locker and peeked inside the bulging manila envelope. Tonight's take looked and felt like double my typical five grand. I nearly killed someone for ten thousand dollars. Disgusted, I shoved the envelope into the bottom of my bag.

      The fight coordinator provided transportation to maintain secrecy about the location. Fighters found their own way back. The last three times, I'd taken a taxi to the nearest public transit stop.

      No location got used twice. Secrecy only mattered before the fight.

      Based on the locker room, tonight's venue was probably an old high school. Maybe a factory, but the lockers and showers felt too PE, and the arena had boiler-room vibes.

      Showered and dressed, I removed the elastic from my hair, letting my braids fall over the shaved sides of my scalp. Collar turned up, I stepped into Baltimore's brisk December night. Only Sigmund's sports car remained in the tiny parking lot, taking up two spots, that hadn’t been the original location. Had the manticore gotten away safely? I hoped so. Hoped I hadn't done permanent damage.

      The school—confirmed by the baseball field peeking from behind the building—wasn't the only abandoned structure in the area. Silence and rows of un-boarded windows gaping down at us created an eerie atmosphere.

      I tossed my bag into the back seat and slid into the passenger side. Sigmund got behind the wheel.

      "How'd you get in anyway?"

      "You owe me a hundred dollars." Sigmund started the car and pulled onto the street.

      Ten minutes of silence filled our drive back to the Baltimore-Washington Parkway. By the time Sig merged with southbound traffic, he'd worked through enough anger to speak.

      "Please tell me this isn't why you quit the bureau."

      "What if it is?" I challenged. "The pay's better. I brought home more tonight than I would've in three months as a federal agent."

      "How would you know?" Sig fired back. "You were only in the Predatory Crime Unit for two months."

      I rolled my eyes. "It's called math."

      "And the benefits? Are those better than the FBI too?"

      He had me there.

      "I've won all my fights⁠—"

      "All four of them."

      "—and nothing's been damaged that won't heal in a day or two."

      "So far."

      I shrugged. I hated shutting him out, but I didn't know what to say or where to start. We used to share everything. Not telling Sigmund about Trinidad turned into not talking to him about anything.

      "You never answered my question," Sigmund said after a stretch of silence. "Is this your new career?"

      "Give me a break. It's something to do while I figure out my next move."

      "Sounds like that’s something you should've done before quitting your job."

      "Your approval isn't required."

      More silence followed, but this time Sigmund’s index finger thumped repeatedly against the steering wheel. He never could keep his hands still when he was pissed.

      "What?"

      "Couldn't you have picked something legal?"

      "It's not illegal."

      He shot me a look—pursed lips, head tilted. The same expression Uncle Nick used whenever I annoyed him.

      I raised my palms. "It lives in a gray area."

      "Right. Well, when someone dies⁠—"

      "If—"

      "From what I saw back there, it's a hard 'when.' And when that happens, everyone goes down with the ship. Especially the fighters."

      "If that happens, I won't still be fighting. This is a rest stop, not a destination."

      "What's going on with you, Roni?" The words escaped barely above a whisper. "I know you—this isn't about money. And you still haven't told me why you quit your job."

      "If I stayed, the bureau would've put a chip in me."

      "I thought you were cool with that."

      "Yeah." I snorted. "Until I wasn't. No one's going to control me."

      "The chip isn't about control."

      "Monitor, then. Whatever. I don't need Big Brother looking over my shoulder."

      "That's not it." Sigmund shook his head and shifted lanes to exit. "Since you came back from Trinidad, you've been… different. You haven't told me anything that happened. Every time I ask, you get hostile. When I push, you tell me to fuck off."

      "Then stop pushing."

      "Mom and Dad came up for Thanksgiving. You ghosted them. Ghosted me too."

      "Get to your point."

      "This isn't you. You're not a violent person."

      I shook my head. "Fifteen years in the Chicago police department and a month as a fed would suggest otherwise."

      "Being a cop doesn't mean enjoying violence. You don't even like watching MMA because you hate seeing people beat each other up. Now you're doing it for a paycheck?"

      He made the left toward the docks without me having to redirect him.

      "Just… leave it."

      "I've figured out Swain turned out to be an asshole⁠—"

      "That was the trip in a nutshell."

      "Veronica, if something happened, I want to help."

      "Help how? What are you going to do that three dragons couldn't?"

      "That's not fair."

      "Neither is life."

      As I muttered the words, my eyes fell on the dragon exiting his dark green SUV. My cousin slowed and parked in front of Lachlan's vehicle.

      "Really, Sigmund?"

      "Don't look at me. I didn't call him."

      Lachlan opened my door once the car stopped. I bypassed his offered hand, grabbed my bag from the back, and got out. I walked around him—but not before I caught the hurt on his face. Parted lips. Furrowed brow.

      Sigmund was right. Hostility became my go-to emotion.

      "We're not finished, Veronica," Sigmund called.

      "My walking away would say otherwise."

      I made my way down the docks while my dragon and cousin talked behind me. If Sigmund hadn't called Lachlan, what brought him here?

      The night hadn't started well.

      In the last couple hours, it had gotten much worse.
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      I felt like I'd entered a maelstrom.

      I shifted my gaze from Veronica's retreating form to Sigmund across the roof of his car. He clasped his hands on top of the vehicle and stared after his cousin. Anxiety radiated from him, cold and sharp as the December air.

      Had she told him about Trinidad? About what Swain and his daughter did to her?

      "Don't take this the wrong way," Sigmund began, "but what are you doing here?"

      "We were supposed to have dinner tonight with the kings of North America."

      "Who?"

      "The dragon Eric Moon and his rider, Lola Jacy. They're the kings of North America for my people."

      "A woman king?"

      "King is the title regardless of gender. Lola's female, but she's still a king."

      Sigmund nodded, but his eyes stayed fixed on the pier. His gaze had gone distant, unfocused.

      I stepped back, ready to leave him to his thoughts, when he stopped me.

      "There's a bar around the corner. Join me for a beer?"

      I stood there, torn. Sigmund clearly needed someone to talk to, but Veronica had just blown off an important dinner. Had she purposely not told me about her fight tonight, or had the dinner legitimately slipped her mind?

      With a soft exhalation, I opened the door and slid into the seat Veronica had vacated moments ago.

      Neither of us spoke on the ride to The Railcar—more speakeasy than bar, with aged rustic wood, dimpled leather booths, and fixtures from the nineteen twenties. The renovated, decommissioned railcar that made up the customer-facing portion added to the charm.

      We claimed a booth toward the rear. Sigmund shrugged off his jacket and folded his hands on the table after the waitress took our order. Sitting across from him, it struck me: Sigmund and I—possibly the two most important men in Veronica's life—had never spent time together. No drinks, no sporting events, nothing that helped men form bonds.

      I'd never reached out. I'd been consumed with getting to know Veronica since we met, neglecting the one person who mattered most in her life. Shame gnawed at me, though not too hard. Sigmund had never reached out either.

      "Did you see her face?" Sigmund opened with a question.

      "I did."

      "I take it you know about the fight club?"

      I held my answer until the waitress deposited our drinks. An old fashioned for me, a local draft for Sigmund.

      "I do."

      "And you're alright with it?"

      "Of course not. But the last thing Roni needs is me trying to control what she does. Not that she'd listen anyway."

      "Did you know she was quitting the bureau?"

      I shook my head. "Not until after."

      "I mean, I get it." Sigmund sipped his beer. "I don't know how I'd feel if the government wanted to chip me so they could track my every move. I'd probably tell them to pound sand too. But then she ghosted me and the family on Thanksgiving, and now I find out..." He set down his glass. "Did you know she can breathe fire?"

      "Yes."

      "Since when?"

      "It happened for the first time in the fae realm."

      "What? In Trinidad?"

      "She hasn't told you what happened? About her time in the land of the fae?"

      "Nothing. This is the first I'm hearing about any of it. I feel like I'm losing my cousin, and I don't know why."

      Sigmund touched the base of his glass, then pushed it away with his fingertips. His shoulders slumped forward. Across the table, Veronica's cousin deflated before my eyes. Before my sister's death, we'd been as close as Sigmund and Veronica. If I had to watch Moira self-destruct without knowing why, I would have felt defeated too.

      "But you do."

      I met Sigmund's stare over the rim of my glass, paused halfway to my lips. Slowly, I returned it to the polished wood. He deserved to know. But telling him would shatter Veronica's trust in me.

      He shook his head. "Thanks for not lying to my face."

      "I'm sorry, Sigmund, but I promised her my silence. I can't betray her confidence."

      "Yeah. Part of me gets it."

      "And part of you wants to come across the table and beat it out of me?"

      He raised both eyebrows quickly in acknowledgment. The movement so much like his cousin.

      I tasted my drink. The amber liquid burned down my throat as I made a decision. For six weeks I'd watched Veronica spiral, struggling to retain control while each decision pushed it further from her grasp. How long before fighting no longer satisfied that illusion? Once that happened, would she move on to something more dangerous?

      "You're intelligent, Sigmund. It runs in your family. There are few things that would shake your cousin to the core."

      "No one died," Sigmund stated. "Hell, y'all didn't even come back banged up. And even if you did, losing a fight wouldn't affect her like this."

      "It's not a fight that she lost."

      After the words left my mouth, I raised my gaze from the amber liquid to Sigmund.

      He stared at me. The furrow between his dark eyebrows slowly smoothed. His eyes widened. I watched realization and anger settle behind them. My own jaw clenched in response. I knew that rage. I fought it almost daily. But mine came with an acute sense of failure.

      Failed to protect her.

      Failed to avenge her.

      Failed to know how to help her.

      "Tell me that asshole is dead." Sigmund's voice intruded on my wallowing.

      Did he see the regret in my eyes when I shook my head?

      "Are you kidding me? That motherfucker is still breathing?"

      Sigmund's voice rose enough to capture nearby attention. The couple diagonally behind us kept their eyes averted out of politeness while straining to listen.

      When I spoke, I lowered my voice, hoping it would anchor him. "We confronted him about what he was doing on the island. When he realized Veronica couldn't recall what he'd done to her, he played a recording of…"

      Why couldn't I say the word? Assault. Rape. Saying it wouldn't make what Swain did go away, but I couldn't get the words past my lips.

      "But he was there."

      "He escaped during the revelation."

      For the next several minutes, I told an abbreviated version of what happened our last night in Trinidad. Enough so he understood the violation Veronica endured, but sparing him the vivid details burned into my mind. By the end, Sigmund knew Swain used playing the recording as a distraction for his and his daughter's escape.

      "What's being done to find him?" Sigmund asked.

      "He's being actively hunted. His crime carries a death sentence among dragons."

      "And she has no natural memory of it?"

      "She didn't then. I don't know if any has returned."

      Was it worse for Roni to remember the assault, or to know it happened but have no memory of it? Not a question I'd ever put to her. Like everything else about Trinidad, we hadn't spoken about it since our return.

      "She can't go through this alone."

      He bolted from the booth.

      "Sigmund, wait."

      I swore under my breath as he wove through the crowd toward the door. I followed, unable to keep up.

      "Sir!" The waitress moved from behind the bar to block my exit.

      Sigmund pushed through the door. I could beat her to the exit, but that meant a confrontation with the bouncer and a scene I didn't have time for. Without slowing, I tugged my wallet free.

      "Here." I dropped my card on the bar as I passed. "I will be back to collect that."

      Outside, I jogged down the empty sidewalk and reached the parking lot as Sigmund backed out. I closed the distance and blocked his car with my body.

      "Sigmund, stop."

      "Move!" He shouted through the closed window.

      "Not until you turn off the car."

      "I will run you over."

      I shook my head. "No, you won't."

      His eyes narrowed. His fingers flexed. His grip tightened on the steering wheel. We locked eyes. For several intense seconds, I thought he might make good on the threat. He eventually relented and killed the engine. I remained planted in front of his sports car until he got out.

      "I know everything in you is screaming to go to Roni, but you can't say anything to her."

      "Did that drink go to your head?" He rounded the open door to get in my face. "Because you must be drunk or high if you think I'm letting my family go through this alone. Now if I have to knock your ass out to move you⁠—"

      "If Veronica wanted you to know, we wouldn't be here right now."

      "Excuse me?"

      "There's a reason she hasn't told you."

      Sigmund's jaw clenched. For half a second, I thought he'd throw the fist his right hand had curled into. The moment passed. Though his fingers remained coiled, the tension left his face.

      "I don't know what her reasons are. Maybe she's ashamed. Or maybe she thinks you'll see her as damaged or weak. Regardless, if you charge in demanding answers, do you really expect her to comply? Or push you further away?"

      "Fuck!"

      Sigmund walked away and kicked his door closed.

      "You were supposed to watch her back."

      "I know."

      "What happened?"

      Shame forced me to look away.

      "None of us suspected the depths of Swain's treachery when he made the bargain for her to stay on the island. Besides, with his daughter there, it all seemed harmless."

      He paced away, muttering insults—mostly directed at me—under his breath. He didn't call me anything I hadn't called myself for weeks.

      "Now what?" He asked when he finally returned.

      I raised my shoulders in a defeated shrug. "I don't know. I've suggested therapy. Both joint sessions and by herself."

      Sigmund shook his head. "Veronica won't talk to a therapist. After her mother's death, my parents tried to make her see a psychiatrist."

      A frown settled over my face. "What do you mean, tried? She was a child."

      "Roni's stubbornness didn't start in adulthood. She didn't speak."

      "Of course she didn't."

      His words reminded me of the FBI dossier I'd read on Veronica the night I saved her life. In the year between her mother's death and her aunt taking her in, she hadn't spoken.

      "Did she ever talk to you about her mother? Or her father's death?"

      "Once. The night we graduated from the police academy. We were both so drunk, I didn't remember much of what she said. She didn't remember any of it."

      I smoothed my hands down my face and joined Sigmund leaning against his car. His question was one I struggled with myself, so I gave him the same answer.

      "Perhaps the best we can do is be there to pick up the pieces when she falls apart."

      He folded his arms over his chest. "That's not enough."

      "If we try to force her to open up, we may push her further away."

      Sigmund nodded. We stood in silence, leaning against his vehicle.

      "This dinner she missed—I'm guessing it was important."

      "On a scale of one to ten, it's a solid six. However, since they're already on their way back to New Mexico, berating her now is pointless and will only keep her defenses up."

      "Are you sure you've only known her three months?"

      I raised both eyebrows and pursed my lips. After several seconds I said, "Meet me at the docks tomorrow when you get off work."

      "Why?"

      "If we confront her about the dangers of her fighting…"

      "…maybe she'll talk about what happened in Trinidad," he concluded.

      I nodded.

      "It's worth a shot."

      I glanced at my watch and pushed away from his car. Sigmund followed and opened the driver's door.

      "Can I give you a ride back?"

      "I'll be fine. Besides, I left my card inside." I jerked my thumb toward the bar.

      "Yeah, sorry about that. I can⁠—"

      I shook my head as he reached into his jacket, presumably for his wallet.

      "Next time you buy."

      "I don't mind waiting."

      "Walking helps clear my head. I need to figure out our approach for tomorrow."

      With a nod, Sigmund got behind the wheel. I moved aside as he started the engine. I returned to the bar as he drove away.

      When I reached the door, something dawned on me.

      Letting him run me over might be less painful than confronting Veronica tomorrow.
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      I existed in the calm before the storm.

      I'd expected Lachlan to follow me back to the boat after our parking lot standoff. When I checked thirty minutes later, his truck still sat in the lot, but Sigmund's car was gone. They were talking. About me. I knew it the way you know a storm's coming before the first drop of rain falls.

      Two hours later, Lachlan's truck had vanished too.

      I started each day the same. Alone. In the shower, hot water beating against my shoulders, I strained to recall what Swain's drugs had stolen—then immediately tried to forget the images from the video the ancient dragon left behind.

      I failed at both.

      The not-knowing violated me deeper than the assault itself. A night of my life I'd neither remember nor forget, existing in some liminal space that made my skin crawl whenever I thought about it too long.

      And Lachlan. According to him, the drugs Swain's daughter Aisha administered had muted our bond. A month had passed with no hint of its return. Muted felt like the wrong word. Destroyed seemed more accurate. Did he feel it too—this vast nothingness where I used to exist in his mind? At first, his absence made things easier. Then days stretched into weeks, and the absence became a hole. Nothing filled it. His physical presence only made it more pronounced.

      I missed him. My coldness pushed him away, and I didn't know how to stop. How much further could I push until the damage became permanent? I no longer felt authentic around him. Hard to be yourself when you don't know who—or what—that's supposed to look like anymore.

      Then there was Sigmund. When I wasn't avoiding his calls, I snapped at him. How much longer before I alienated everyone who cared? Was that Swain's plan all along—isolate me, make me easy pickings?

      The pain in my jaw as I ate lunch dragged me back to more immediate problems. Surface bruises had healed, but the ones on my face and shoulder remained tender, mottled yellow-green. I'd bandaged the claw marks on my legs—leaving them uncovered made wearing pants unbearable.

      I powered up my laptop, steam rising from the soup bowl beside it. A search for "manticore deaths DMV area" yielded nothing useful—random sites, fandom wikis for roleplaying games. Just because no one had discovered a body didn't mean one didn't exist. Didn't mean I hadn't killed something for sport and ten thousand dollars.

      I slammed the laptop shut, shoved it across the table.

      Maybe I was beating myself up over nothing. The manticore hadn't walked out under his own power, but they hadn't dragged him out either. With my research books boxed up at Sigmund's, I dragged the computer back and searched "manticore physiology." An hour later, I still had no answers. I refused to type "ways to kill a manticore" into my search history.

      In my gut, I didn't think I'd killed him, but I wasn't stupid, nor was I willing to make that a thread in my search history.

      Still, there were worse things than death. Would he recover fully, or had I maimed him for life?

      And what if it happened again? What if next time I couldn't control it and more people got hurt?

      Fear and anger triggered the flames. The threshold remained elusive. So did any method of control. Lachlan might know, but that would require confiding in him.

      I closed the laptop and twirled my spoon through soup I no longer wanted. The underground fighting was supposed to provide temporary income so I didn't have to dip into my savings while I figured out my life. Not trigger another existential crisis.

      I washed dishes while mulling over my options. Quitting wasn't pragmatic. As long as the FBI kept implanting tracking chips in supernaturals they deemed dangerous, going back wasn't an option either. Besides, I'd walked into Victor's office, handed over my badge and gun, and walked out. In his position, I wouldn't hire me back.

      Joining the Predatory Crime Unit after being rejected from Behavioral Analysis had never felt right anyway. Victor probably burned a favor getting me hired—a favor I'd wasted by quitting in under two months.

      Returning to Chicago to rejoin the police force was out. My dragon colony had just formed and claimed DC as our territory. A pack of wolves already held Chicago. I couldn't ask five people to uproot their lives for me.

      The DCPD should have been the logical choice, but something kept me from moving in that direction. Had my career in law enforcement run its course? Corporate America sounded terrifying. My master's in psychology and years on the force probably wouldn't translate to more than entry-level work in... what, exactly?

      Darth Vader's theme yanked me from my spiral. Ragnar Lothbrok. An alias, obviously.

      "I'm not interested, Lothbrok." I put the call on speaker and set my phone on the table.

      "You haven't even heard my proposition yet." His voice came out gravelly, distorted.

      Voice modulator. High-end, given the lack of mechanical buzz, but I'd caught the unnatural edge to his consonants—T's, K's, G's, hard C's. He went to considerable lengths hiding his identity. I'd researched the fights thoroughly and found nothing explicitly illegal, but Lothbrok's paranoia suggested maybe he hid his identity for other reasons.

      I convinced myself it wasn't my concern.

      "Let me guess. I impressed one of your high rollers last night, and they want to book me for some ultra-exclusive fight with a yet-to-be-determined adversary."

      "Close," Lothbrok croaked. "The adversary's already determined. A golem."

      I stared at the phone. "Excuse me?"

      "You heard correctly."

      "In that case, I'm extremely uninterested."

      "They're offering a million-dollar purse, Ryder."

      "I'll bet they are. Do you even know what a golem is?"

      "Sure, it's that little scrawny thing from The Lord of the Rings."

      "That's Gollum, Lothbrok."

      His cackling came through tinny and distorted, confirming the modulator.

      "Of course I know what a golem is. Why do you think the winner's purse is seven figures?"

      My brain refused to dismiss the offer as quickly as my mouth wanted to. "What's in it for you?"

      "My usual ten percent."

      I climbed the steps from the galley into the saloon, scanning the sparse population of other vessels while I considered. Even with fire, I couldn't win against a golem. They were offering a million because they knew they wouldn't have to pay.

      "If you know what a golem is, you know I won't win."

      "It's not a foregone conclusion. No manmade weapon will destroy it, but unless I'm mistaken, your fire isn't manmade. Golems are typically constructed of clay."

      "Uh-huh. What's the purse for losing?"

      "It's not win-or-lose. A golem isn't sentient, Ryder. You fight until you destroy it."

      "Or until it kills me."

      My stomach clenched. I shot my gaze toward the docks—not the usual flutter of sensing Lachlan's approach. Just dread. The dock remained empty.

      "What's your fee if I lose?"

      Silence stretched before he answered. "My fee is the same regardless of the outcome."

      "As long as I fight."

      "Before the manticore, you said you wanted higher stakes. This is what higher stakes looks like."

      "I meant fighting an anzû, or drop bear, or ushi-oni⁠—"

      "An ushi-oni would sooner kill you than give you a three-count."

      He was right. That was the problem. Was this the destination all along? Kill or be killed? Supernatural thunderdome?

      "I'm done, Lothbrok."

      "Ryder, just think about it⁠—"

      I ended the call.

      Dropping my phone on the couch, I dragged my fingers through my braids and looked up in time to see Victor heading down the dock.

      "What the...?" I muttered.

      This wasn't the walk of a man searching. He knew exactly where Lachlan's boat was.

      Smart money said he was looking for my dragon. I'd quit, but as far as I knew, Lachlan still served as liaison for demon-linked cases. Sigmund hadn't mentioned any new case last night, but our conversation hadn't lent itself to small talk. And with Sigmund worried about my state of mind, he might've purposely kept me out of the loop—especially for cases with potential demon assailants.

      It stung, but I couldn't fault him for keeping secrets. Not when I kept so many myself.

      "Permission to come aboard." Victor announced his presence from the dock, smile in his voice matching the one on his face. "Do people still say that?"

      "You did." I opened the gate and motioned him to step onto the deck. "Can I offer you something hot to drink?"

      "Coffee if you've got it."

      I nodded and gestured for him to follow me inside. Lachlan's saloon included a mini bar with a mini fridge, but all the coffee supplies lived in the galley. Victor leaned against the railing while I descended the handful of stairs and prepped his drink.

      "Black, right?"

      "Dark as a windowless room at midnight."

      I snorted, popped a coffee pod into the brewer, and placed a clean mug under the spout.

      "This is a first."

      "Never had Jamaican Blue Mountain?"

      "Never seen a coffee maker here before," he corrected.

      "Do you spend a lot of time here?"

      I glanced up and caught the pointed look he aimed my way.

      "Lachlan usually makes coffee with a French press."

      While the cup filled, I snuck a look at the cabin where I'd stored said French press.

      "I've been staying here for a while. Figured I'd make myself at home."

      "I always found it funny he had one considering he doesn't drink coffee," Victor continued.

      Once the dripping dwindled to occasional brown drops, I passed the cup to Victor and followed him back into the main area. He perched on one of the barstools, placing his coffee on the wooden counter behind him. I flopped onto the couch, sinking into the soft brown cushions.

      Silence stretched between us. Victor sipped his coffee. I studied the grain pattern in the floorboards.

      "Does Lachlan know he's supposed to meet you here?"

      "I didn't come here for Lachlan. I was hoping you and I could talk."

      "I thought I made things clear."

      "You did." He nodded. "And I respect your decision, even if I don't agree with it."

      I kept the flippant remark behind my teeth. Panic surged through every muscle. Had I missed something this morning, or had the manticore's body not made it to the online outlets yet? I shifted to sit cross-legged on the couch and played it cool.

      "If you're not here to try and change my mind, what brings you by?"

      "Sigmund." He spoke my cousin's name as a complete sentence.

      "What about him?" I asked as nonchalantly as possible. If Sig had been hurt, Victor wouldn't have bothered with niceties. Which meant Sigmund must have ratted me out.

      "He handed in his resignation this morning."

      I gaped at him.

      "This morning?"

      "Yep." He nodded. "Oh, it lacked your panache and came with a two-week notice, but... yeah. Quit. Based on your reaction, I'm guessing this is news to you too?"

      "Did he give a reason?" I asked, ignoring his question.

      "No. Just said he wasn't feeling it anymore."

      "That's bullshit."

      Victor took another drink. "That's my thought exactly."

      "So why come to me?"

      "Sigmund is good police, better FBI. If he didn't quit because you two had something else planned, I was hoping you and I could make him see the error of his ways."

      I scoffed and planted my feet on the floor.

      "I understand how you feel, Veronica."

      "Do you?"

      He gave me a pointed look that I returned.

      "You feel betrayed."

      "For betrayal to happen, trust has to be broken, and I never trusted the FBI."

      "I meant by me."

      I broke his gaze first when I stood. I hadn't recognized I felt that particular emotion until he said it. After the realization came the guilt. Victor owed me nothing, and despite that, he'd tried to sway the director against the chip.

      Hands resting on top of my head with my fingers laced together, I watched Lachlan and Sigmund walking shoulder to shoulder toward the boat. What the hell were they doing together? Again.

      "You were hoping I'd join you for a career intervention?" I asked.

      "That's a bit more dramatic than I would have put it, but yes."

      "When?"

      "Unless he changes his mind, I'll have to submit his paperwork in the next few days, so... before then would be ideal."

      "How about now?"

      He stood and joined me at the window. "I'll be damned."

      Lachlan looked in our direction when Victor spoke. Disappointment swelled at the realization that my body hadn't given any indication of his approach. Was it time to accept that Swain and Aisha may have permanently damaged my connection with Lachlan?

      Victor returned to the bar and drained the rest of his coffee. My mate entered the saloon ahead of Sigmund and offered our guest a polite, "Afternoon, Carter," before he stopped next to me and kissed the side of my head.

      Since my violation by Swain, a kiss to the temple was as close as Lachlan came to offering intimacy. I had yet to work through how I felt about that. On the one hand, I missed the gentle press of his mouth. The way he suckled my bottom lip between his. And then there were times when thinking of kissing anyone made me want to vomit.

      "Brynmor."

      "Hello, Carter. Hello, my love." Lachlan's voice softened on the last words.

      "Hi." I returned.

      "Should I ask why you're here?" Sigmund directed the question at Victor.

      "I don't think you need me to spell it out."

      "You quit the FBI."

      Sigmund crossed his arms. His gaze flicked to Lachlan, then back to me. Less than a second, but I caught it.

      "You picked the wrong person to lecture me about quitting, Carter."

      "I figured if anyone could talk sense into you, it would be Veronica."

      "You figured wrong." My cousin and I spoke in unison.

      "Did I miss something?" Victor's voice climbed higher.

      "Sigmund seems to think his purpose on the planet is to be my keeper."

      "Someone has to be."

      "I don't need a babysitter."

      "What makes you think my quitting had anything to do with you?"

      I released a bark of mirthless laughter. "Are you really going to stand there and pretend it doesn't?"

      "I'm going to stand here and tell you it doesn't concern you."

      "Like hell it doesn't."

      "That's rich coming from the woman who's been making her decisions in a silo for the past month."

      "Sigmund, perhaps we should stick to what we discussed." Lachlan's interruption cut through the rising tension.

      "What you discussed?" I snapped, turning my anger on him.

      "Maybe I should go." Victor shifted toward the door.

      I ignored him. "You two have been discussing me now?"

      "It is not what you think," Lachlan said.

      "I think it sounds like the two of you have been talking about me behind my back."

      "You don't leave much option when you refuse to talk to our faces," Sigmund snapped.

      Knuckles rapped Shave and a Haircut on the glass door. The argument died.

      On the other side stood a tall, thin man with a dark complexion. He wore his facial hair in a trimmed beard shot through with silver. A top hat covered his head, and dark round wire sunglasses hid his eyes. His aura radiated purple and black. He smelled human, but something else lingered beneath—something the thick glass and cigar stench couldn't quite mask. Fertilizer came to mind.

      We exchanged glances. None of us knew him. Lachlan nodded to Victor, who stood closest to the door, to open it.

      "Bon après-midi à tous." The man's greeting carried a southern drawl.

      "Say that again, but in English this time," Victor demanded.

      "Good afternoon to you as well." Lachlan maintained his position beside me but slipped his fingers into his front pockets. "How can we help you?"

      "I am looking for Mlle Sykes."

      The dark lenses hid his eyes, but his face turned toward me. Out-of-state visitor—no gloves, lightweight trench coat, hat but no ear protection, and that accent. Not here to serve papers. But the sunglasses kept me wary.

      I didn't trust anyone whose eyes I couldn't see. He didn't smell like a demon, though. Four against one—I liked those odds.

      "I'm Veronica Sykes."

      "A pleasure, mlle. My name is Landry Sevin." He inclined his head and removed his hat, holding the brim to his chest. "I have been sent to retain your services for Baron Samedi."
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        * * *

      

      None of us knew how to respond.

      At my invitation, Landry entered and handed me his hat and coat. Sigmund and Lachlan removed theirs as well, tossing them over furniture while I hung Landry's on a hook near the door. He settled into the center of the horseshoe couch in Lachlan's saloon.

      He smoothed a hand over his close-cropped hair, then removed his dark glasses and placed them on the table. Once satisfied, he crossed one leg over the other and folded his hands atop his knee.

      "My apologies for the intrusion. I thought conversing in person preferable to speaking over the phone." His basso voice, thick with a French accent, filled the space. New Orleans. Or somewhere close.

      "And what is it you wanted to converse about?" I asked.

      "It's a private matter." His eyes settled on Victor. "One I prefer not to discuss in the presence of strangers. Particularly when those strangers work for the FBI."

      "I can take a hint." Victor retrieved his coat from behind the bar. "Although, usually when people don't want to discuss something in front of law enforcement, it's because said topic has the whiff of illegality."

      "And yet…" Landry said.

      "Sykes?" Victor raised his hand, pinky and thumb extended in a 'call me' gesture on his way out.

      The door opened, bringing the sound of water sloshing against the hull and the salt-sharp December air. Victor's departure should have relieved me. Instead, it left us facing the unknown oddity occupying the saloon.

      Sigmund and I bookended Landry on the couch while Lachlan took a chair facing him. I studied our guest. Under the inappropriately lightweight trench coat, he wore a three-piece suit in such a dark shade of purple that under the right light it could pass for black. Dark eyes watched me with lazy amusement.

      He dressed the part of everything I'd read about the Baron—right down to the glasses. The only things missing were the high-pitched nasal voice and cotton shoved up his nose. But he'd said he came at the Baron's request, not that he was the Baron himself.

      "I suppose this means you two are staying?"

      "Sigmund is my cousin, and Lachlan is my mate. This is as private as it's going to get until I know who you are and why you're here."

      "I understand your caution, but I assure you, I am here to obtain your assistance, not offer harm."

      "At the behest of Baron Samedi?"

      Landry confirmed Lachlan's question with a nod. "That is correct."

      "To be clear, you are talking about the Vodou spirit, Mr. Saturday? Head of the Gede family of Lwa?"

      "You're familiar with the religion?"

      "I am from New Orleans."

      "But you have never practiced it." Landry's statement wasn't a question. "Even though your Mamie is a mambo of the religion."

      Lachlan and I shared a glance. How much research had this joker done on me? I held the question, letting him talk.

      "Well, I'm not." Sigmund leaned forward, forearms on his thighs. "So feel free to explain how your religion justifies you digging into my cousin's personal life."

      Unruffled by the note of accusation in Sigmund's voice, Landry stretched his back as if he were preparing himself for a long story.

      "In my religion we do not pray directly to God, but to the Lwa—the spirits in our religion—to intercede and speak to God on our behalf, or to provide their own assistance. If we are fortunate enough for the Lwa to accept our supplication and deem our sacrifice worthy, they communicate with us through possessions of their priests and priestesses. Oungan and mambos."

      "And you are an oungan."

      "I am," Landry confirmed Lachlan's statement.

      "Let's skip forward to the part where you tell us how the Baron knows me and why he sent you." I stated. "I'm dying to know what I can do for the Lwa that they can't do for themselves."

      "Esther Trussel is the reason I am here."

      The last memory I had of my grandmother was the day my father brought me to her bayou cottage to baptize me, and even that had faded to snippets. I remembered chanting, but not the sound of my grandmother's voice. The memory of her face faded years ago. Emotions of safety and love remained.

      My grandmother's name in a stranger's mouth turned those memories sour.

      "That's the second time you've mentioned my grandmother."

      "What does she have to do with this?" Lachlan asked.

      "Veronica's mamie is a priestess of Maman Brigitte."

      "Was," Sigmund corrected.

      I fixed Landry with a glare. Despite his haughtiness, I sensed no lies.

      "My grandmother died over thirty years ago."

      "You've been away from your religion for too long."

      "Vodou is not my religion," I snapped.

      "I intended no offense." Landry's gaze swept the boat, assessing.

      "What did you intend?" Lachlan's voice had gone cold.

      My curiosity curdled into anger. Landry was grandstanding, and I was done with it.

      "Death is not an ending, but a passage. Mambo Trussel suggested you to Maman Brigitte, who whispered it to Baron Samedi."

      "Get out."

      "Mlle?"

      Heat flooded my face. He thought it would be that easy. Waltz in, mention my grandmother's name, and what?

      "I said get out." I crossed to where I'd hung his coat and hat, snatching both from the hook. "You don't get to come here and claim my grandmother spoke to a spirit, who spoke to a spirit, who sent you."

      Lachlan stood. Sigmund remained seated, adjusting his position so Landry could move past him. But the Baron's supposed emissary didn't budge.

      "I understand you are upset, but if you could allow me some latitude."

      "Ma dame a dit qu'il était temps pour vous de partir," Lachlan stated.

      Lachlan extended his left hand for the coat when all movement stopped.

      The interior lights flared painfully bright—brighter—until a popping sound rang through the cabin. Sigmund leapt from the couch. Darkness swallowed everything.

      Lachlan's fingers encircled my wrist. By moonlight, we could still see.

      A fifth heartbeat joined ours.

      Faint at first, almost an afterthought. Then the lights pulsed back—dusky indigo casting the saloon in eerie lilac. The scent of a thousand struck matches burst into existence. Clustered at the bar, the three of us stared at the figure on the couch.

      The source of the smell.

      The source of the fifth heartbeat.

      Throughout the darkness and rebirth of light, Landry had sat motionless. Now movement returned to his body one jerk at a time. Beginning in his fingers, twitching into his hands. Spasming through his arms, jolting his shoulders back, up, then down. Bones cracked as his neck rotated.

      Centered, Landry trained his eyes on us. Glowing purple pupils reflected the light.

      "Pardon the theatrics of my arrival." The voice came from Landry's mouth, but higher, nasal inflections replaced his baritone.

      The smell of struck matches dissipated. Cheap cigars and cheaper rum took its place. Even his aura changed—the deep purple grated, wrong. A square peg shoved into a round hole. A possession. Something in my gut told me this wasn't my first exposure to one.

      "What the hell just happened?" Sigmund's muted volume suggested he posed the question to our huddled group, but the thing wearing Landry answered.

      "I thought it time to present myself. Lest you shoot the messenger."

      "Baron Samedi, I presume?" Lachlan asked.

      "Y'all don't have to stand so far away."

      Despite his words suggesting all of us, his eyes focused on me in a way that made my skin crawl. I knew the stories of Samedi's crudeness, his lust. That knowledge kept me near the bar, standing between Lachlan and Sigmund, even when Samedi patted the spot next to him.

      Sigmund took the invitation and reclaimed his original seat. Lachlan brushed his fingers against mine—the briefest connection—on his way to the other couch.

      "Non?" Samedi posed the question to me.

      "Proximity doesn't affect my comprehension."

      "Of course. I'm sure you have an evening to get back to."

      Samedi reclined, arms stretched along the back cushions. My eyes lingered on my dragon. Had I imagined the warmth on the backs of my fingers? For weeks, I'd been careful not to make contact. I'd expected revulsion, not longing.

      Baron Samedi's next words refocused my attention.

      "My brother, Baron Cimetière, is missing. I need you to help find him."
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