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 Chapter One




I poked Valentine in the chest. “Valentine, we need to talk.”


The last few nights had been typical of South Dakota in the summer, hot and muggy, so I hadn’t worn much to bed. I was tucked under a thin sheet in nothing more than a pair of Val’s castoff cotton boxers.  The open window let in a meager breeze that smelled faintly of the dusty scent of wheat.


Valentine cracked open one eye to look at me. When in human form, he was devastatingly handsome. At least to me. I guess other people saw him differently. Where my gaze lingered on regal, strong features, others found the sharp lines of his face full of cold, calculating menace. I’d call his gray eyes smoldering, but they used words like penetrating, intense, and predatory. I was pretty sure we’d all agree, though, that he was long and lean and had wonderfully hard pale skin, a color reminiscent of moonlight, and deep midnight black hair.


At the moment, however, I could sort of understand where other people got their impressions. Silken hair, disheveled by sleep, hid most of his face—except for a singular icy gray eye that stared at me, unblinking, like a lizard’s. A growly and deep voice snarled, “Talk? What topic of conversation could possibly be worth disturbing my slumber?”


You know that thing about sleeping dragons?


Yeah.


Anyway, I ignored the menace in his tone. “Do you see anything wrong with me?”


“You’re awake.” After a moment, he added coolly, “And talking.”


“Exactly,” I agreed. “Do you know why I’m awake?”


I could tell by the way his lips pressed together he held back a lot of responses that probably began ‘because you live to irritate me’ or some similar insult. Instead, he finally blinked and sighed, “Perhaps you’ll enlighten me?”


Sitting up, I showed him the problem. All over my chest, stuck by sweat, were coins. There was a quarter on my shoulder. A dime wedged itself into the hollow between my breasts. Pennies covered my arms. Something large, like a Mexican peso or a half-dollar, poked the inside of my thigh. Peeling a nickel off my neck, I held it out to him. “What is all this?”


He snatched the nickel from my hand and shoved it under his pillow. “Mine,” he said simply. He flopped over onto his other side, turning his back to me, like the conversation was over. “I sleep better with it.”


“Well, I don’t,” I said, pulling the coins from my body and dropping them onto his head one-by-one.


My rain of change didn’t even make him flinch. In fact, if anything, the soft sound of the coins clinking together lulled him back to sleep.


I nudged him again. “Seriously, Val, you’ve got a hoarding problem.”


“Mmmm, a problem, you say?” he murmured happily. Long-boned fingers picked up a few of the coins from his pillow. He turned them over in his fingers for a moment, doing that thing magicians can do, rolling them somehow along his hand. Lifting his massive frame, he turned around to face me. The bed creaked with the shift of his weight. That alien gaze of his captured my own. Then, he took a quarter in his finger and… licked it.


The way his tongue caressed the metal was sinful.


I was utterly mesmerized. After he finished molesting the money, he stuck it to my arm. He violated another with that long, wicked tongue of his—a penny this time—and pressed it to my stomach. He smiled lazily at me. Crooking his finger, he coaxed me down. Reaching up, he cupped the back of my neck with his hand, pulling me close, my ear to his lips. Valentine’s deep voice rumbled against my eardrum, and sent shockwaves of pleasure deep inside, “You’re my greatest treasure, Alexandra Conner. Let me lie atop you.”


Oh. Yes.


I kissed him. At first, his lips were cool and unyielding, but then he opened to my teasing pressure. My mouth parted hungrily, but Valentine would not be rushed. Maybe it was a cold-blooded dragon thing, but morning sex always began tortuously slow.


Not that I was complaining. As he moved to roll us over, I let myself marvel in the cleverness of his tongue as it finally slid into my mouth, teasing lips and teeth and sending more shivers along my arching back.


In a moment I forgot everything, even the annoying sensation of coins sticking to our hot, sweaty skin.


#


An hour later, a small fortune clattered to the floor as I left a trail of pennies all the way to the shower.


#


After I’d showered, dressed, and pulled a dollar thirty-seven out of the drain, I sat down at the breakfast table with our roommate Robert. Technically, Robert owned the house and Valentine and I were lodgers. Robert was an atypical computer programmer—clean-cut, well socialized, and extremely fabulously dressed. This morning he was in a crisply ironed white button-down, and a tie that managed to match his gentle hazel eyes. Robert and I had forged a friendship through an online game and, when things fell apart for me in Chicago, he’d offered me a place to stay until I got back on my feet.


He was a really awesome guy—


—who apparently was as fed up with Valentine’s habits as I was starting to be. “It’s got to stop, Alex,” Robert said, moving aside the seventh set of salt and pepper shakers on the table to give me a stern look. “I think he’s got some kind of compulsion. I mean, I love shopping with the man. He’s got a real eye for beauty and quality, but… damn. Thank god ‘Hoarders’ was cancelled years ago, or we’d be the next ‘very special episode.’”


“I know,” I said miserably.


Robert picked up the silver saltshaker and admired it. Clearly an antique, it glittered alluringly in the early morning light. He set it back down gently, “Plus, I don’t know how to say this, but I think… I think maybe he didn’t exactly pay for all of this stuff.”


Yeah, Valentine’s sense of personal property was dubious at the best of times. Dragons were thieves. I’d watched Val casually steal a car because it was ‘shiny.’


“And,” Robert continued, “This isn’t Chicago. There’re only thirteen thousand people in this entire town. It’s not going to take long before folks figure where all their missing stuff went, Alex.”


A raid would be especially awkward since I worked with the police, tangentially anyway, as the county coroner. More importantly, Robert grew up in Pierre. This was his house and his reputation we were ruining. “I know,” I murmured again, dejectedly pushing around my soggy cornflakes. “I’ll try talking to him.”


“Okay,” Robert said in a resigned tone that sounded like he knew just what the outcome of that conversation would be—because it would be the same as the last several attempts. Pushing up from the table, Robert took his bowl over to the sink. He rested against the counter and surveyed all the sparkling kitsch occupying every available counter space of his once tidy, streamlined kitchen. “If this keeps up….” Robert’s eyes slid from mine to stare at the polished linoleum floor. “I think it might be time for you two to get a place of your own.” At my shocked expression, he pasted on a big smile. “Think of it as moving to the next step in your relationship!”


I smiled back, but was thinking: Next step in our relationship: homelessness. Everyone’s favorite, the ‘cardboard’ anniversary.


“You could move in with Jack,” Robert said. “You’re dating him, too, right?”


I was.


I’d say the whole thing was complicated, but it wasn’t. When I approached Valentine with the idea, he’d said something about how monogamy was not only a human concept, but a fairly new one. He liked Jack, and, he thought that it was probably healthy for me to have ‘one of my own kind.’


The only wrinkle in the whole situation was that I’d been sort of hoping that Valentine would be a tiny bit jealous. He wasn’t, not at all.


“I guess I could ask,” I told Robert. The hesitation in my voice was due to the fact that Jack lived in an apartment that was jammed full of electronics… which, when I thought about it was not unlike Valentine’s silver obsession. Was I just hot for hoarders?


Robert gave me a sympathetic look. “I’m sorry about all this.” He set his coffee mug down in the sink next to the dishes I’d intended to wash but hadn’t gotten around to. His back was to me, so I couldn’t read his expression when he said, “But, if I’m honest, Alex, I’m not sure Valentine is good for you. I’m sure the sex is great and everything, but… he’s seriously dangerous.” Giving me a nervous glance over his shoulder, he added: “Seriously.”


I opened my mouth to defend Valentine, but Robert scurried guiltily out the door before I could. The slam of the door echoed jarringly.


I sat at the table for a long time, staring at the door. Some part of my mind continued to struggle to attempt to defend my lover. Words wouldn’t come. Something in my gut tightened, like the coiling of a spring, because, the truth was, Robert wasn’t wrong.


#


After that unnerving conversation, I restlessly tidied the collected silver. I got everything into a pile on the dining room table. As I watched the morning light glint off the various antiques, I sipped the last of my coffee. Who even needed a toast rack? Was this Britain?


No, it was Pierre, South Dakota.


That was a big part of the other, more immediate problem. If Valentine and I got our own place, we’d be committing—to a lot of things, I supposed, but more notably to this place, to Pierre.


Was Pierre big enough for a dragon?


Was it big enough for me?


Having grown up in Chicago, I was kind of a big-city girl. Coming to Pierre had been about escaping somewhere else, running from my past, and the people in my life who thought that I was crazy for seeing magic in the world—particularly, my stepmonster, who was probably an actual demon… but that was its own huge problem.


The point was, this place was supposed to be a sojourn, a stopover.


What Robert suggested involved putting down roots. I have to admit that idea terrified me on an intellectual level, but, practically? Where else would I be able to get such a sweet deal?


I could never do my job as coroner anywhere else.


For one, I’d have to relocate to another town with a murder rate of zero… or less, since, technically, Pierre’s current murder rate was minus one—the last body on my examination table got up and walked away.


Which was the other thing any new town would need: magic. I was not interested in going back to a place where people locked me up because I could see things they couldn’t.


But, having a murder rate of zero was critical, because, frankly, I was vastly unqualified for the job of coroner. In Hughes County, like it is in a horrifying number of places, the position of coroner is an elected one. You can run for it like you can for school board. Also, like all political offices, it’s nice if you have relevant experience, but, if enough people vote for you, you can get the job, anyway.


Like I did.


More people voted against the previous guy than voted for me, if you know what I mean. They would have elected Mickey Mouse in a write-in campaign, they hated the other guy so much. It helped that I didn’t have a drinking problem and hadn’t gotten caught up in a sexual misconduct scandal. Even so, I wasn’t anyone’s ideal candidate. I barely made the residency requirement and did have that awkward stint in a locked psych ward and a boyfriend who had served time for aggravated assault. Yet, when word got out that I actually had a couple of months of pre-med, I won in a landslide.


Even so, I was pretty sure that the only reason I hadn’t been removed from office for incompetence was because of the whole magic thing.


Once that necromancer woke up, pulled his corpse off the slab, and started wandering around town, I’d been recruited—though maybe a better term would be ‘adopted’— by a pseudo-law enforcement agency that went by the moniker ‘Precinct Thirteen.’ Which, knowing Jack, was probably an intentional nerdy reference to TV shows like ‘Warehouse 13.’


Thanks to the precinct crew, I discovered that I was a witch who could drop literal f-bombs and that Valentine was more than just a dangerously hot lover with a cold, cold heart—he was an ice dragon, and my familiar.


Just thinking about all this made my shoulders tense. I took a second to un-hunch with a noisy, popping shoulder roll. I let out a big yawn and stood up. After setting my cup in the sink with the other dirty dishes, I headed for the door. I reached into my pocket to make sure I had my keys and felt a random peso or other foreign coin that had come out of the shower drain.


Stepping outside into the heat and humidity felt like walking into a sauna. Worse, it was only 9 am. I squinted up into the too-bright sunlight. I was just contemplating calling in ‘sick’ so that I could talk to Valentine about Robert’s ultimatum, when my phone rang.


“We have a jumper, at a guess,” Jack said without any preamble the second I picked up. Good thing I would recognize his lovely little British accent anywhere or I’d have thought this was the weirdest telemarketing call ever. “Come down to the big clock tower. You know the one, yeah? The whole team is here.”


I held the phone between my chin and my shoulder awkwardly as I fished out the keys to open up my car, which was parked on the street in front of Robert’s bungalow. “Tell me what’s really going on, Jack. If it’s just a suicide jumper, why is our team there?”


“Because?” I could picture Jack’s unhappy expression on the other end of the line. It would be his adorable grimace-y sort of frown. “It’s a death, love. We don’t get many of those. I’m pretty sure the whole city is here. You wouldn’t want to miss the social event of the season, would you?”


It was my turn to make a face Jack couldn’t see, but which I was sure he’d sense, anyway. I slid onto the hot seat of my car. The vinyl was scorching and the interior must have been twenty degrees higher than it was outside. “Yeah, I’ll pass, honestly. I’ve got a hot game of Solitaire waiting for me at the office.” My thighs made a gross sucking sound as I shifted to start up the car, so I added, “Plus, air conditioning.”


“Ah, you know there’s more to it,” he said with a soft chuckle. “Nana Spider woke Spenser up, shouting about how something is eating her people? Not ten minutes later, ‘thump!’ and it looks like the… victim?… is, er, was, or could have been, homeless, which is, you know, ‘her people.’”


Okay, that did seem more up our alley.


“’Eating’?”


“Oh, stop dithering and just come see, will you?”


With descriptors like ‘thump!’ and ‘eaten,” I wasn’t sure I wanted to, but, technically, this was my job.


#


I’d really, really hoped the medical professionals would have dealt with everything by the time I arrived.


No such luck.


Even though I had to park several blocks from the clock tower, Jack met me as I pulled up with a cup of coffee.


Despite the weather, Jack was in his usual nerd gear—black jeans, steel toed boots, and a tee-shirt with an obscure computer joke on it, black, of course. All of this was in stark contrast to floppy, brown curls, and a bit of a baby face.


I had no idea how Jack had found me so quickly me, given that I had only found a free spot by chance, until he waved at me with his phone. Even at a distance, I could tell it was one of his ‘mods,’ as there were odd bits of exposed tech and wire braided into Celtic knots around the case.


As I stepped out of the car, Jack pointed to it generally with the coffee cup he held in the other hand, “Future GPS. It knows where you’re going to be… er, at least fifty-two percent of the time. I’m beginning to believe in multiverses, but, at any rate, I dare say that this one of my better ones. Dead useful.”


I beeped my car, which was less of a chirp and more of a multi-layered moan, not unlike a thousand voices harmonizing on some kind of very short, extremely creepy Gregorian chant. That was another of Jack’s mods. He always told me it was silly to even bother locking my car in this town, but it was a habit left over from living in Chicago. When I insisted that I was going to do it anyway, he made me this special lock. My car was now armed against regular thieves and… I don’t know, maybe ghosts? Definitely gremlins.


Jack handed me the coffee with a smile.


I took a sip, knowing it would be just the way I liked it: black and bitter.


Jack gave me a peck on the cheek. It was still a little awkward, because the whole poly thing was relatively new. We were still working out the rules. We were definitely more than friends, but not exactly full-time lovers. Valentine also liked Jack, and would have been happy to have a threesome rather than a poly grouping, but Jack was still a little uncertain about liking Valentine back in that particular way—probably because Valentine tended to look at Jack like he was something to devour in one gulp, the way a cat looked at a mouse.


But, we made it work.


Mostly.


So far, anyway.


This wasn’t the time to be thinking about my complex love life, however. Taking another sip of coffee, I let out a long, steadying breath and tried to focus on what was waiting for us, two blocks ahead. I could see the distinctive clocktower of the courthouse above all the other downtown buildings. Probably one of the oldest buildings still standing, it had distinctive art deco style and a huge stone eagle underneath the clock. “Spoilers first: am I going to barf?”


“Oh, probably,” Jack said pleasantly. “I certainly did.”


I hated barfing. It made my throat raw and my knees shake. Probably there would also be some crying, if I was honest. This was the worst job, ever. “Why are we here again?”


Jack shrugged. “I guess Spenser is hoping the body will talk to you? Or at the very least Snaky will give you a cuddle?”


Snaky was how Jack referred to the living tattoo on my arm. It constricted in the presence of certain kinds of magic. Apparently, the magical world was divided into some kind of binary: natural and unnatural. It really mattered to some folks which one you were.


By ‘some folks’ I meant the ‘naturals,’ of which I was decidedly not one.


We weren’t supposed to think about the world in terms of ‘natural’ equals good and ‘unnatural’ as automatically evil. But, man, people sure did. Even when reminded that the only distinction was how one used magic—with the flow, or against it—there was always judgement.


So much judgement.


I couldn’t help the eye roll as I asked, “What does it matter if they’re natural or unnatural? I mean someone is dead either way, right?”


“I suppose,” Jack said, as we turned the corner and into sight of the clock tower. “It just narrows down the suspects.”


Did it, though? I was beginning to think that the world was more complicated than one or the other.


A small crowd gathered beneath the tower. Even though Pierre was the state capital, it was functionally a small town where not a lot happened, so the downtown cafes, offices, and shops lost their customers to the excitement of a dead body.


The tension in my shoulders drained a little at the sight of an ambulance because it meant that trained emergency medical technicians were wandering around the scene. People who actually knew what they were doing.


I saw a few regular uniformed cops as well, the sort that Spenser called the ‘ordinarium,’ doing crowd control—a lot of ‘move along, nothing to see here,’ even though there was obviously something to see.


I pushed through the crowd by holding up my lanyard. I had a very official-looking county employee badge/keycard that had my picture and was clearly labeled ‘coroner’ in all caps. As I bumped through ranchers and retirees, making accidental contact with arms and hips, ‘Snaky’ constricted and released.


There were magical people here?


I tried to catch glimpses of faces, but Jack mistook my hesitance as reluctance to deal with the body and pushed me forward. Even so, I might have made more of it, except ever since last spring and the whole necromancer case, more and more people were becoming aware of magic, awakening any latent talents they might have. The whole thing was called “The Tinkerbell Effect,” in other words: the more you believed in magic, the more it existed.


Someone had hastily strung up police tape around the perimeter of the crime scene. The plastic had been twisted around lampposts and through the railings of the courthouse stairs. I stood at the edge of the crime scene, trying to decide if I should step over or duck under the waist high barrier. I chose wrong and ended up nearly tripping.


I stumbled onto the open, broad sidewalk where Spenser stood with two other guys in suits—politicians? FBI? --looking down at the body. An EMT crouched next to the corpse, making some kind of assessment or maybe prepping the body to be transported to the morgue. Though, even from here, I could see they were going to need a scraper.


Bones protruded from what remained of arms. My brain registered human hair, but, otherwise, the body looked like roadkill, like someone had run over a deer about a hundred times and stuck a dress on it.


My stomach lurched. Half-digested Frosted Flakes spattered the boulevard grass.


Somehow, I managed to hold onto my coffee cup.


Wow, I am super-good at this job, I thought as I heaved up the last of breakfast.


I felt a hand on my shoulder. I assumed it was Jack, so I gave it a little loving squeeze. The fingers were just a bit too beefy, so I dropped my grip. Turning, I saw Spenser Jones, our special precinct’s chief.


You wouldn’t know Spenser was half-fairy, because he looked all cop, or at least the cop stereotype: a big-boned white guy with a square jaw, bushy eyebrows, intense gaze. Probably that was part of his glamour: looking so much like what you expected a cop to look like that you didn’t even question it.


“They want to take the body to the morgue,” Spenser said. “You need to see if she’ll talk to you before they do.”


Did she even have much of a mouth left?


I nodded anyway and let myself be led closer to the splattered remains.


When I knelt down beside the body, I decided that I really didn’t need to look at her, so I didn’t. I looked at the sidewalk, trying hard not to notice blood spatter or gore bits. For some reason, I focused on her shoes, which were sparkly Converse. The glitter in the fabric shone in the sunlight, like a disco ball.


When I’d moved in close enough, she did that thing corpses do in my presence. She tried to sit up, which… nope, too many broken bits jangling for my comfort.


Then I heard the voice: “Forgotten. But I flew.”




 




 Chapter Two




No one else ever seemed to notice the corpses moving around and talking, and so the dead woman jittered back into place without fanfare.


Spenser eyed me anxiously. “Well?”


“Better get out your pad,” I said, as I pulled myself up to my feet. “It’s a strange one. She said, ‘Forgotten, but I flew.’”


The EMT shot me a very odd look. Oh crap, I’d forgotten that we were in the presence of normal people! I was about to desperately try to cover my tracks with some lie about random association and lack of caffeine, when he said, “Yeah, you know, that’s weird, but I was going to say that this person looks like she fell from higher up than the top of that clock. Much higher.”


“Really?” I glanced up at the clock we were beneath. It was by far the tallest thing in this part of downtown, but it couldn’t have been more than four or five stories. A large, stone statue of an American eagle, complete with shield in one claw and arrows in the other, glared menacingly down at us. Black lichen streaked down from the talons, like blood.


“What would it take to do this to a body?” Spenser asked the EMT.


The EMT gave my badge a long, meaningful look, as though expecting me to have something wise to say, before shrugging. “I’m no expert, but this kind of impact? Man, I’d want to say low-flying plane.”


Spenser glanced up, gave the eagle a suspicious squint, and then crossed something off his pad. “So, it’s just luck she ended up under this clock tower?”


The EMT guy shrugged again, and then said in a tone that was clearly meant to make us feel like slackers, “I’m not a detective.”


“Technically, neither am I at this moment,” Spenser said, and for some reason, he glanced over his shoulder at the two guys in suits that I’d noticed earlier. To me, he added, “Infernal Affairs.”


At least that’s what it sounded like to me, but Spenser must have meant ‘Internal Affairs.’ Maybe this was a cop joke? Spenser had been suspended pending an investigation after the necromancer case last spring. In fact, he probably wasn’t supposed to be part of this crime scene, but did I mention that our little magical department was about seven people, on a good day?


“Since we’re done here, I should probably introduce you to my minders.” Spenser waved at me to follow him over to the two ominous men in black.


They were dressed so alike that I initially thought the two men were identical. However, the one on the right was Asian and stood taller than the other by several inches. The taller one had what poets would call a regal nose—it was by far his most distinctive feature. Long, straight black hair was pulled back into a tight, neat ponytail that showed off a widow’s peak. He had high and classically chiseled cheekbones. Even at a distance, he seemed to stare straight into my soul in an exceedingly intimate and uncomfortable way.


Not unlike Valentine might. Was this guy also a dragon?


Spenser nodded to the men and said, “This is Alex Connor. She’s part of our team.”


I held out my hand for a shake.


“Nice to meet you, Ms. Connor,” the taller one said in crisp English, but he declined my offer of a handshake. Instead, he gave me a slight bow. “I’m Jiroubou…” then he hesitated, as if uncertain of his own surname. Finally, he decided on: “…Tengu.”


His partner snorted a little laugh at that for some reason.


When Tengu slid his sunglasses back into place, I felt a strange wave of relief. I turned to his partner with my awkwardly still unshaken hand. He took it unhesitatingly and gave me a firm pump. This one made no move to remove his mirrored shades. Like Tengu, his hair was dark, but slightly more brownish. It was cut short, though long enough to curl at the tips. Like his partner, he was handsome in a ‘Man on Street #1’ Hollywood actor way.


After releasing my hand, he said one word, “Furfur.”


Fur-Fur? Was this some kind of online werewolf name like Moon-Moon?


“What?” Tengu chuckled, “Not going to tell the lady your full title?”


Furfur might have rolled his eyes; it was hard to tell behind the mirror shades. “Go ahead,” he sighed. “I know it amuses you.”


Tengu’s smile was a cold twitch of thin lips. Gesturing dramatically with both hands, as if showing off a prize on a gameshow, he said with a flourish, “This, Ms. Conner, is the Right Honorable Earl Furfur, Commander of the Twenty-Nine Legions of Hell.”


“Retired,” Furfur added.


“Hell?” I sputtered. Had I just been introduced to a demon? I felt the urge to step away, maybe even run. This was the same type of creature as my stepmonster, a woman who was responsible for mentally torturing me.


“Yes, Hell,” Furfur nodded casually, as if we were discussing the weather. “Mmm, it’s lovely. You should visit sometime.”


“Um?” Was that a threat? A comment on the state of my soul?


Spenser explained, “Hell is like Faerie. It’s an extra-dimensional place. You get there via the Primrose Path.”


“So, is there a Heaven, too?” I asked.


Furfur looked a little put out by this conversation. He shoved his hands into the pockets of his trousers. “Hell is just north of the Celestial City—though the exact boundaries are still in dispute.”


“‘Dispute?’ The Right Honorable Earl means war,” Tengu said. “Demons and angels have been fighting a horrible, bloody war over territory for centuries.”


“Millennia, really,” Furfur correctly quietly.


“Right,” I said, because I guess I knew that? Only, like everything since coming to Pierre, things were both weirdly familiar and nothing at all the way I thought they were. My throat was raw from vomiting, and I sipped the hot coffee to soothe it. Hot coffee on a hot, muggy day should be gross, but I couldn’t stand iced drinks before noon.


“Enough politics,” Tengu said somewhat sharply, with a glance at his partner, like maybe this was the sort of thing Furfur could go on about at length. “Can we get back to the business at hand? Is the victim human?”


“I… guess I don’t know.” I turned to look back at where the EMT was carefully covering the body. It would be delivered to the morgue, my office. I turned back to Spenser. “Is there a test for that?”


Spenser didn’t look at me when he answered the question. His attention was entirely on the two agents. “I’ve got Jack working on it,” he said. “We’ll know in an hour.”


“You should really step back, Jones,” Tengu said, his face stony. “We’ve not yet reinstated you.”


Spenser’s face tightened. He jerked a thumb at me, “Look, this one is such a newbie that she doesn’t even know human from non-human. Jack can only do technical work, Devon’s useless—he always has been—and my partner still doesn’t entirely remember her own name. The rest of my staff are part-timers, amateur astrologers, tarot or tea-readers, and contract workers, so, unless one of you wants to take over, there isn’t anyone else qualified to lead the investigation.”


Furfur tipped his sunglasses down, and I could see square, goat-like pupils. “Funny you should mention that…. Your Royal Highness, Spenser Jones, you’re hereby relieved of duty. I’ll be taking over this investigation.”


I held my breath, waiting for an explosive reaction from Spenser. There was so much about what Furfur just said that he would hate, not the least of which was being called out as a faerie prince.


His eyes went hard and he pressed his lips together, but somehow Spenser kept his cool. “What about updates? Can I at least get reports?”


Tengu leaned into his partner and whispered something. I could only catch a few words, something about ‘conflict of interest,’ but I wasn’t sure if he’d said there were some or there weren’t.


Crossing his arms in front of his chest, Furfur gave Spenser a long look from behind his mirrored shades. When he spoke, however, it was directed at me: “There are really so few magicals?”


Devon, the vampire-werewolf hybrid, had been AWOL for several days, and it wasn’t even the full moon. “Basically,” I agreed. “Yeah. I mean, have you seen this place? There’s just not a lot of here… well, here.”


Furfur exchanged a glance with Tengu but nodded. “Very well, I will keep you ‘in the loop.’ Understand, that this is strictly a courtesy, Your Highness. We are here because you are suspected of having interfered with an investigation before. My partner insists that we should consider the insular nature of a small town and that there is no reason to assume that, without a personal connection, you would do it again. However, I am suspicious of how you were even alerted of this incident, Your Highness. Who is this Nana Spider to you? What is her connection to Faerie?”


Spenser snarled and grimaced at every use of the royal title. Through clenched teeth he said, “I don’t know how many times I have to tell you two, but I don’t claim that title. It’s just Spenser, or, you know, Mr. Jones.”


“Answer the question, Mr. Jones,” Tengu prodded.


It looked like Spenser was going to blow his rapidly decreasing cool, so I jumped in: “Everybody knows Nana. She’s this nice old homeless lady! We sometimes go to her and she makes weird predictions with ketchup spatters. I think she has a garbage familiar?”


Next to me, Spenser took in several sharp breaths through his nose, but managed to nod. “If she’s got any connection to the Realm, it ain’t through me. A lot of people with the sight are naturally closer to the Good Neighbors, though, so I wouldn’t be surprised if she was known on that side. It’s why she called me. Or rather, why whatever numbers she randomly dialed connected to me. The reason I live in South Dakota is because the nearest enclave is thousands of miles away. If my people are anywhere near here, they’re usually lost.”


“Avoiding your royal duties?” Tengu asked, in a clearly disapproving tone.


“Something like that,” Spenser agreed with a shrug.


“Can you arrange for us to interview your mother?” Furfur asked.


Spenser snorted. “I dunno; can you get Lucifer on the line?”


Furfur made a face. “I’m not his bastard son.”


“Whoa!” I said, shocked on Spenser’s behalf. “I mean, can we say extra-marital or something?”


Spenser lifted his shoulder again. “It’s what she calls me, Alex. I’m used to it. And, to answer your question, Right Honorable Earl, no. It doesn’t matter that I’m her blood, I can’t get her to show up on command. One, I don’t know if you’ve heard about how time works for my mother’s people, but ‘making an appointment’ is not a thing.” Spenser frowned deeply and continued, “Secondly, interviewing my mother is inviting madness. I mean, for real, you could go insane trying to get straight answers out of her. Maybe you’d be more immune as a demon, but I wouldn’t count on it. Honestly, I might be able to get one of her envoys to come if you’re really insistent on this, but that means you need to be ready to talk to a frog and possibly pay in blood or first borns.”


“I will handle this,” Tengu said, his finger pointing at his nose. “My people, the yokai, are not unlike your faerie. Send the envoy to me, Mr. Jones.”


“Your funeral,” Spenser said.


“Our investigation,” Furfur corrected. “You would do best to cooperate and not make idle threats.”


“It’s not an—” Spenser started, but I jabbed him in the side with my elbow.


I finished somewhat clumsily for him: “—not a bad idea to have breakfast, huh? Solving crimes sure makes me hungry! Who’s with me?”


#


Which is how I ended up at Big Al’s Diner with a demon.


Spenser and Tengu had headed back to Spenser’s place, ostensibly to figure out how to get in touch with Spencer’s mom, the Queen of Faerie. Meanwhile, the demon and I walked down the block to my favorite greasy spoon breakfast place. Somewhere along the line, I lost Jack. My guess was that he headed off to our main office once the body had been cleared. I’d have to ask him if he was avoiding the ‘Infernal Affairs’ agents for any particular reason, or just for general purposes.


Not that I blamed him either way.


I wasn’t a super-tiny person, but Furfur loomed. Plus, maybe it was his demonic ‘presence’ but I felt like I was walking in a shadow of slithering darkness. It made me shiver despite the heat. We didn’t talk at all during the entire walk, nor any more than what was necessary to be seated once we were at the restaurant.


Finally, I broke when Furfur sat across from me in a cracked patched red vinyl booth and started looking through the menu. His sunglasses were still on. “Furfur? It’s a little… I mean, can’t I call you something else? Do you have nickname or something?”


“It’s already a shortening of the Latin ‘Furcifer.’”


I wasn’t sure that was any better. “No one calls you anything else?”


Obviously attempting to change the subject, he asked: “What’s good here?” Furfur set the menu down in a definitive way and folded his hands on the top of it. He stared at me in a way that implied that he would like to get down to serious business. The business, apparently, of Big Al’s heart attack on a plate.


“They do have a steak and eggs thing if you like, you know… blood.” I may have waggled my eyebrows unintentionally, but I couldn’t help it. How was I supposed to behave? There was an actual demon from Hell sitting in a diner with me.


“I’m not a vampire.”


“Oh. Right,” I said, though frankly, having met a vampire, I couldn’t say that they were a terribly impressive species. I’d been hoping for pale skin and long, sexy black hair, or at the very least, decent fashion sense. From what I could tell, Pierre’s resident vampire never changed out of his ratty sweats and collection of food-stained college tee-shirts.


The demons, in comparison, at least had the vaguely sinister corporate haircut and dark black suit, very middle management—a definite evil vibe. I wondered if Spenser’s comment about ‘Infernal’ Affairs meant that only demons populated this particular branch of whatever overarching organization Precinct 13 belonged to or if we were just unlucky to get two of these jerks.


I also kind of wondered if Furfur knew my stepmom.


“So,” I said, “Demons eat people-food? I thought you said you were from another dimension.”
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