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CHAPTER ONE


          

          FELIX
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      Two Weeks Ago

      Bartholomew plopped onto a corner of Felix’s desk, right on top of a case file. His beefy arms were crossed over his beefy chest, and the smile he angled down at Felix was so white that Felix saw it in his peripheral vision. The guy was blond and blue-eyed and sort of reminded Felix of the old-school cartoon iteration of He-Man, though Bartholomew’s hair wasn’t cut into that unfortunate pageboy style. His personality oscillated between derpy golden retriever and class clown.

      Felix gusted a sigh and abandoned the report he’d been typing into his computer. He scooted his chair back a few inches and crossed his own arms. Bartholomew had the uncanny knack of being an absolute pain in the ass in the most annoying and helpful way simultaneously. He knew Felix hated to be interrupted mid-report, but Felix also knew Bartholomew would only bother him if Bartholomew had worthy news.

      “What?” Felix snapped, unable to help it. He’d been working on the report all morning. His bosses needed as much description as possible, and sometimes it was quite tedious to include the details of a bucket’s entire contents. Namely, a bucket of teeth—especially when teeth as large as troll molars were mixed in with ones as small as pixie incisors, which were smaller than a grain of rice.

      “Yeesh!” Bartholomew said, hands up. “I can come back after you center your chi.”

      “Out with it, Barth,” Felix said, playing his only trump card; Bartholomew hated the nickname. It was bad enough that the last three letters of his name mimicked the sound a kitten made, seeing as Bartholomew was a werecat.

      He had the best surname, though, as far as Felix was concerned. But apparently it was hard for a werecat to be taken seriously by the public when introduced as Officer Scratch.

      “Got an interesting call on the tip line this morning,” Bartholomew said.

      Felix sighed when Bartholomew didn’t elaborate. “And?”

      “The five-year anniversary of Naomi West’s death is coming up in a few days, and her mother is making a trip out to Luma to unveil a new headstone. She said she’s got some intel on who might have killed her daughter.”

      Felix’s brows shot toward his hairline, his irritation melting away. “Is this new intel, or is the looming anniversary loosening her tongue?”

      Bartholomew shrugged his big shoulders, visibly straining his too-tight uniform. “She said she wants to talk to someone in person. I told her I’d pass along her contact info to the next available officer.”

      Bartholomew reached finger and thumb into the breast pocket of his shirt and pulled out a folded slip of paper. As he stood—knocking over a cup of pens that clattered to the tile floor like hail—he held the paper out to Felix. Felix resisted the urge to point out that knocking shit off surfaces solely for the enjoyment of hearing said items hit the floor was a very catlike thing to do.

      “Here you go, Next Available Officer,” Bartholomew said. “She gets here Wednesday.”

      Bartholomew headed off, stepping over the pile of dropped pens and waving a hand in parting without looking back.

      Shaking his head at his friend, Felix unfolded the slip of paper. All that was written was the name of a hotel in uptown, a cell number, and “Denise West.”

      Felix wasn’t technically a member of Luma’s police force, but while bounties issued by the sorcerers were his top priority, when it came to cases involving humans, the defining lines of his job blurred. Cases and information were shared freely between the various branches and subbranches of law enforcement who worked in the Tower. Towers across the globe shared resources as well, a practice made essential after the first time a perp used the telepad system to teleport across state lines in a blink.

      Some cases—mostly the ones that hit the werecats’ desks—were locked behind confidentiality and security clearance walls. But everything else was fair game.

      Most days Felix appreciated the lack of bureaucratic hoops he had to jump through to get information, but he also knew that was largely because the Collective cared less about human cases. He imagined one of his early human predecessors scheduling a meeting with a sorcerer, knees knocking, as he got up the courage to ask for more transparency between the Tower’s departments. Once the sorcerer realized the quaking bounty hunter merely wanted more help solving human cases efficiently, the sorcerer in question probably waved a dismissive hand. “Oh, this is a mundane concern? Sure. Whatever you need to clear your plate. Are we done here?”

      When Naomi had first gone missing, and then her body found on the shore of Luma Creek that ran through the southern end of the Industrial District, Felix had assumed it was just a terrible thing that had happened to one of Harlow’s coworkers from the bar. But the deeper Felix got into his research about the Bliss trade, and how the supposed cartel in Luma might have been behind Nelson Fletcher’s death, the more he realized the two things were related.

      Felix’s first warning had been getting beaten so badly he’d fallen unconscious in a bathroom at work. When he’d awoken with a killer headache, a couple of broken ribs, and blood in his mouth, the assailants had told him to back off. He hadn’t listened.

      The next day, Naomi went missing.

      Felix had kept nosing around, unaware just how deep Naomi had gotten. The day her body was found—a week after she’d gone missing—Felix was cornered in the parking lot of the apartment complex he’d lived in with Harlow. The same pair of guys who’d jumped him in the bathroom were back, and this time they’d been armed with stacks of photos instead of a pair of crowbars. They’d told Felix point-blank that Naomi’s death was a message and that he either needed to drop the investigation or work for them instead—if he chose anything else, Harlow would wind up dead next.

      The goons had peppered Felix with questions about Camila and whether she and Harlow were still in contact. The ambush had at least tipped Felix off to the certainty that Camila was alive, even if he had no idea where she was or how to get in contact with her.

      They’d tossed the photos at Felix’s feet before stalking off. Naomi, they’d said, had been a spy sent by their bosses’ enemy. The goons had never deigned to tell Felix who those bosses were. Felix’s best guess was that the thugs were the actual spies, likely paid by someone in the Collective—someone who had a vested interest in keeping the dirty details of the Bliss trade a secret. Anyone who got too close to that secret got threatened, recruited, or dumped beside Luma Creek like trash.

      Felix knew now that, beyond the usual reasons a cartel would keep the details of their business hush-hush, Bliss runners were also protecting the drug’s ingredient list, seeing as the secret sauce was vampire venom.

      The photographs they’d tossed on the bathroom floor were of Harlow leaving home, going in to work, and talking and laughing with Naomi. There’d also been a few of Naomi’s dead body lying next to a newspaper on a dirty warehouse floor—the date marking her death as two days before authorities found her in the Indie.

      The message had been clear: If Felix didn’t either sell his soul to the goons’ bosses or stop poking around, Harlow would be dead. Felix had no idea why they hadn’t killed him, too, but he supposed the torture of paranoia was worse than death.

      In hindsight, he wished he’d given up everything, grabbed Harlow, and fled Luma. She would have gone with him. He knew that now. They could have gone searching for Camila. They could have tried to outrun the Bliss cartel, who’d targeted them both.

      But he’d been so damn scared, he’d chosen the quickest, cleanest option. He knew if he left, Harlow would immediately be safe. He hadn’t wanted to force her into a life on the run just because he’d been a dog with a bone and couldn’t leave well enough alone—and then she’d ended up on the run anyway.

      And on the run with someone else, at that.

      His jaw ticked at the mere thought of Caspian Blackthorn. Felix knew little about the guy; not many people did. All Felix knew was that Harlow felt safer with Caspian than she did with him.

      Felix wasn’t entirely sure where Harlow even was right now. He checked in on her periodically, but she ignored him more than she answered.

      Tensions were high in Luma lately on the best of days. Adding worries about Harlow would only make things more stressful. He hoped for her sake—and for his own sanity—that her latest adventure kept her far away from the city for a while.
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        * * *

      

      When Felix went on his lunch break a few hours later, he waved off an invitation from Bartholomew and their usual group of colleagues and left the Collective Tower by himself. He had a private office on the southern edge of Montclaire—putting him close to both downtown and the Necropolis. It was a risky location, given how close it was to Harlow’s old place, but no one had ever accused him of being smart where she was concerned.

      After grabbing lunch to go from a burger place a few blocks from his office, he found he didn’t want to sit in that one-windowed room alone. So instead he set off down the sidewalk with no real destination in mind. Grease-dotted bag in hand, his mushroom-and-Swiss burger tucked safely inside, he blew out a deep breath and hit call on the number he’d typed into his phone ten minutes ago.

      “Hello?” a woman answered cautiously after the second ring.

      “Hello, Ms. West?” he asked. “This is Felix Turner. I’m a … consultant with Luma PD. I’m very familiar with your daughter’s case. I understand you’ll be in the city soon? I’m sorry your return isn’t for a happier reason.”

      “Thank you,” she said tightly. “And thank you for returning my call so quickly.”

      “Not a problem. Are you traveling between hubs or from the outside?”

      “I’ll be traveling from Maine’s hub,” she said.

      That would be at least two jumps; it was too far to teleport in one go without significant risk to life and limb.

      “Needed to get as far away from California as I could,” she added.

      Felix knew Naomi had been half fae, but he didn’t know if it had been her mother or father who’d been a faun. He’d find out soon enough, he supposed. “I wish you safe travels. I’ll make time for you whenever you’re available. And I can meet you wherever you wish; you don’t need to come into a station. I just wanted to touch base with you and make sure you had my number.”

      “I appreciate it,” Denise said. “The new headstone is going to be unveiled on Friday. It would be nice to get our chat out of the way when I first arrive so I can use the rest of my time in Luma to focus on the ceremony.”

      “Sounds good to me,” Felix said, making a mental note that he only had two days to get fully reacquainted with the nitty-gritty details of Naomi’s case.

      “I’ll be in touch soon, Mr. Turner.”

      Call over, he wandered down the curving sidewalks of a quiet residential neighborhood. He stopped abruptly at the base of an unlabeled archway made of rusting metal marking the start of an asphalt path flanked by wooden walls. Curiosity pulled him beneath the archway. He idly hoped the pull was of the mundane variety and that he wasn’t being lured to his demise by wood nymphs.

      It turned out that the wooden walls lining the asphalt path were made by the back fences of several homes. He could make out little snatches of yards beyond the periodic gaps between boards. The curving path eventually dumped him into a small, peaceful park that didn’t boast much more than a handful of benches, a duck pond, and a swing set. He sat on a bench overlooking the pond. Three teal ducks lazily paddled about, occasionally tipping headfirst into the water. He’d never seen ducks with feathers that hue, and he pulled up Forage on his phone to do a quick search. They were cyan ducks—a species that had materialized after the Glitch, when ducklike birds from the fae realm bred with mundane mallards. It appeared that two of the ducks were male, while the one with more subdued coloring was the female.

      He pulled his burger from the bag, hoping it was at least still lukewarm. He took a bite as he watched the ducks’ bobbing tails as the birds searched for their own lunches. Unseen songbirds twittered in the trees. The occasional dragonfly or butterfly winged past.

      Some of the tension left his shoulders.

      A shadow passed across his lap, and he looked up sharply, wondering how long he’d been zoned out. He held his burger in both hands in his lap; he’d only eaten half of it.

      A Latina woman around his age stood there. She was pretty in a decidedly human way. There was a visceral sense of relief at the realization that she was a mundane; it leveled the playing field.

      Despite her beauty, she looked worn out—almost pale. He didn’t think she was sick so much as she probably needed a really good nap. Her black hair was pulled up in a ponytail. Using a hand like a visor against the sun, she said, “You’re in my favorite seat.”

      Felix glanced around the deserted park, eyeing each of the empty benches. He glanced down at the one he sat on, then grabbed the greasy bag that still held the tray of french fries and placed it on his other side. He motioned toward the open spot. “You’re free to join me, but I’m not moving.” He jutted his chin toward the pond, where all three ducks had their feathered rumps pointed into the air. “The view’s too good.”

      The woman nodded once and sat beside him. She had a bagged lunch with, her too, but hers had come from a sandwich shop. As she took out her food, she said, “Not sure if you noticed, but there are two males and one female. Mundane ducks only mate for a season, but cyans mate for life. I’ve been coming here long enough to know that there used to be two pairs here most afternoons. One day, one of the males arrived alone. Been alone ever since, but he still shows up with the other two.”

      Felix eyed the ducks again, suddenly feeling incredibly sad that one of them was a widower, going through the motions even though his partner was gone. After a long beat, he turned his attention to the woman. “How long have you been coming that you know the sordid details about these ducks’ lives?”

      The woman had freed her turkey sandwich from its white waxy paper, but she’d made no move to grab it. She gripped either side of the wrapper as if unfastening the single strip of masking tape holding it closed had sapped her of what energy she had left.

      “At least six months,” she said, gaze fixed on the paddling birds. “I needed a place that was far from my office. Helps clear my head. It’s usually deserted here …” The sideways look she shot him was more playful than irritated.

      “I needed to clear mine, too,” he said. “It’s a good spot for that.”

      They fell into companionable silence as they ate.

      After she’d polished off her sandwich and cracked open a small bag of chips, he asked, “So what is it you do that you need to escape to relative isolation?” He turned to drape an arm over the back of the bench and gave her a deliberately over-the-top scan. She was dressed casually in jeans and a plain T-shirt, wasn’t dolled up with makeup or jewelry, and wore sensible shoes. There was a quiet confidence paired with a cautious reserve that was oddly familiar. “I’m guessing PI. A mundane PI.”

      She chuckled. “The general idea is right, but the details are decidedly not.”

      His brow furrowed at that. She clearly didn’t want to elaborate about the nature of her job, but she didn’t seem hard-pressed to flee, either. Plus, she’d chosen to approach him. She either really thought he’d pack up and go so she could have her favorite bench to herself, or some part of her had wanted the company.

      “Okay …” he said slowly, thinking. “So is this a case of a job that sucks your soul dry, or do you like the job but hate your boss or coworkers? Is Janice from Accounting being an unreasonable monster again?”

      The woman snorted. “Neither, really. I love the job, but it’s exhausting. And I’m technically the boss, so I guess now, on top of everything else, I should be worried that my team hates me. Thanks for that.”

      “Ah,” Felix said, nodding, unfazed by her sarcasm. “You’re the monster. Got it.”

      She grinned. It was a very nice smile. “What about you? You avoiding the job or Janice from Accounting?”

      “I’m not sure if I’m offended that you didn’t think I could be a monstrous boss, too,” he said.

      She cocked her head, staring up at the gently waving canopy of the mulberry tree above them as she contemplated something. When she finally looked at him, she had a brow cocked. “I’m guessing you’re in public service. Social work?”

      It was his brows that hiked now. “What makes you think that?”

      She shrugged. “You’re good at striking up conversations with total strangers. You picked up on the fact that light teasing would amuse and not offend me. And you’re also good at knowing when to read the room, so to speak, and pivot the conversation to keep the other person chatting even if you hit a topic they don’t want to talk about.” She nodded once, as if satisfied with her own assessment. “Social work. Possibly with troubled teens.”

      Felix employed an expression that he hoped telegraphed quiet awe. “That’s incredibly perceptive.”

      She beamed at him, and he found himself unable to keep his own smile in check.

      “Unfortunately, you’re super wrong,” he said.

      Her pretty grin disappeared. “Wait, really?”

      He’d finished his food, but he grabbed a fresh napkin to give his fingers another quick wipe before he pulled the slim case of business cards out of his pocket. He hesitated for only a moment. Other than her interest in the love stories of ducks, he knew nothing about her. Not even her name. So he didn’t know why he cared that she might avoid her favorite park indefinitely after he told her what he did for a living. She’d been reluctant to talk about her work, too, but Felix figured that was because she was worried hers was too strange or dull.

      He held out one of his cards.

      She eyed him curiously for a beat before taking the card and reading it. “Huh. I guess a bounty hunter isn’t that far off from a social worker. I imagine you need conversational skills to keep the bad guys from bolting.” She wrinkled her nose. She had a cute nose, too. “I’m kind of glad I didn’t tell you about my job first.”

      Felix offered her a purposefully dramatic wince. “Oh no. Are you the head of an accounting firm? It’s not that you’re Janice from Accounting, but that you eat lowly Janices for lunch?”

      “Were you audited as a child and you’ve never recovered? I’m sensing some deep-seated finance-related trauma here.”

      Felix laughed. “I’m really bad at math, and I’m very intimidated by a woman who knows her way around a spreadsheet.”

      She was about to say something else when her cell rang. The proverbial wind went out of her sails, returning her to her previous exhausted state. “Time to get back to those spreadsheets, I guess.”

      Felix watched as she packed up her trash, her phone continuing to ring in the small purse she had draped over the side of the bench. She hadn’t even looked at the phone to see who was calling, just hopped to her feet almost immediately. He supposed it could be a person-specific ringtone, but it sounded generic enough. Maybe she’d just needed an excuse to leave. The call, after all, could have been from a telemarketer.

      He wondered if perhaps a controlling partner was calling her, wondering where she’d disappeared to for all of half an hour. Perhaps she didn’t have a job at all but had ventured out on her own to experience a few minutes of freedom and had lost track of time. Felix quickly scanned her arms, her neck, her face. There were no bruises, but that didn’t mean there weren’t any hidden under her clothes.

      He wasn’t sure if his experience with so many domestic abuse cases had made him overly perceptive or overly suspicious.

      She slung her purse across her body, the small bag resting against her hip. The phone stopped ringing, only to resume again a moment later. She surprised him by saying, “I’ll be back tomorrow around the same time if you’d like to eat lunch adjacent to me again. Assuming, of course, that you aren’t chasing down criminals.”

      He tried to come up with a witty reply, but he really wasn’t sure if he should be worried about her or not. “What’s your name?” was all he managed to get out.

      She tucked her wadded-up trash under her arm and hastily rummaged around in the front-zippered pocket of her purse. The flap was embroidered with nesting vertical zigzagging lines of orange, red, and blue. Producing a business card of her own, she thrust it at him and then darted toward the fence-lined path with surprising speed. “Maybe I’ll see you tomorrow, Felix!” she called over her shoulder.

      Her cell phone stopped ringing, but that was because she’d finally answered it.

      By the time he focused on the card in his hands, she was gone. And when he saw what was on the card, he figured she’d fled because of his potential reaction more than needing to attend to whoever had been blowing up her phone.

      
        
        The Vampire Hunters of America

        “Protecting you from what goes bump in the night.”

        Marisol Ortiz: Luma Chapter Point of Contact

      

      

      He spluttered a laugh. And here Felix had been sure Marisol had a boring, normal job and that she would be scared off by his profession.

      She wasn’t a monster; she hunted them. If Felix didn’t know Camila and Nelson had met through VHoA, he would have regretfully tossed Marisol’s card in the trash along with his burger wrapper and called it a day, discounting her as a conspiracy-obsessed loon. In his defense, Luma’s outreach team for VHoA was … a lot. They were usually posted up downtown, their necks slathered in red paint, while they screamed at passersby about the end of days, thrusting pamphlets about their cause into people’s faces.

      Marisol had seemed sane.

      He figured he’d drop by the park again the following day, if only so she wouldn’t be self-conscious about her career choice. Besides he, too, was now invested in the emotional recovery of the widowed cyan duck.

      Felix arrived at the park earlier than planned the next day, just to make sure he didn’t miss Marisol and ghost her accidentally.

      She was already sitting on their bench when he got there.

      He grinned like a damn fool.
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      A Week and a Half Ago

      Felix sat at a back table in the restaurant of the Uptown Luxe Hotel, nursing a tumbler of seltzer water. He hated the stuff; it tasted like the sound of TV static. But at first blush, it could pass as a clear alcohol, and while he wasn’t technically on the job, he needed a clear head, and he didn’t want to jeopardize that with something stronger.

      He couldn’t get Marisol Ortiz out of his head. They’d had lunch together three days in a row now. He wasn’t sure if it was time to ask her out on a proper date. He was fairly certain she was interested, but maybe she just didn’t like eating lunch alone.

      He was almost positive he was overthinking it.

      “Mr. Turner?”

      Felix glanced up from his barely touched glass of liquid sadness. The sight of the woman standing beside the table stole his breath for a moment. She looked so much like Naomi, he believed for half a second that she hadn’t, in fact, been murdered and that she’d merely been on the run until now.

      But a breath later, he clocked the differences. Denise’s hair was jet black, rather than Naomi’s light brown. They had the same dark-brown eyes, but while Denise looked closer to thirty than her more likely fifty, there were faint wrinkles around her eyes and mouth that hadn’t graced Naomi’s young face. Denise was probably closer to five foot five, whereas Naomi had been five foot eight or so, like Harlow.

      She was dressed in a simple but elegant white silk blouse and dark-washed designer jeans, and delicate pearl earrings rested in her earlobes. A large leather handbag hung from her shoulder, the front adorned with nothing but the golden logo of a designer Felix didn’t recognize. Denise’s nails were lacquered in red, and a mother of a diamond ring glinted on her right hand.

      Felix cataloged all of this in a few moments, then deftly stood, hand outstretched. “It’s nice to formally meet you, Ms. West.”

      She shook his hand. “You can call me Denise. And thank you again for meeting with me.”

      “No problem,” Felix said, gesturing to the chair opposite his. “Would you like anything to drink? Beer, wine …”

      They took their seats.

      Denise waved a dismissive hand at his offer, her ring winking under the fluorescent lights. “I’m okay. I’m, uh, a recovering alcoholic.”

      Felix winced internally but kept it from reaching his face. “Iced tea, soft drink, water?”

      She smiled tightly. “Iced tea sounds great.”

      “I’ll be right back.” He got to his feet again, then navigated through the maze of tables and chairs that separated their table from the bar on the other side of the room.

      The restaurant was nearly dead at this hour, and while the Uptown Luxe Hotel was swanky, the restaurant’s staff was rather lax in their customer service until well after noon. The well-to-do apparently slept in.

      The bartender behind the counter was focused squarely on his phone, chuckling softly to himself as he presumably watched a video. He glanced up the moment Felix approached the bar, though, and plucked one of his earbuds free. “Decide you need something with more punch?” the guy asked.

      Perhaps he, too, thought seltzer water was an affront to humanity.

      “Unfortunately not. Can I get an iced tea?”

      Within seconds of handing over a chilled glass of tepid-looking tea, the bartender had already slipped his earbud back into place and was chuckling at whatever was onscreen.

      Denise startled slightly when Felix deposited her glass in front of her. She recovered quickly and angled a soft smile up at him. “Thank you.” She grabbed the glass and dragged it toward her but didn’t take a sip, merely gazed into it as if future-revealing tea leaves rested at its base.

      Her giant purse hung from the back of her chair. The corners of a few papers poked from its mouth.

      “How many jumps is it from Maine to here?” Felix asked, figuring a softball question might break the ice a bit. Or at least crack it.

      “Oh, umm …” Denise said, glancing up. “It takes three, but I went for four, simply for safety. Turned it into an hour-and-a-half journey instead of forty-five minutes, but I made the mistake last week of reading an article about a guy who tried to make the jump in two and well, they still haven’t found his torso.”

      Felix winced. He wondered if it had been the oversight of a telepad attendant who allowed someone to make such an unsafe trip. Maybe the traveler had paid the attendant to look the other way. Telepad travel had such an extensive digital footprint, though, it was unlikely the attendant’s blunder—whether through greed or negligence—wouldn’t be investigated. Felix didn’t think being in a hurry to get from point A to point B would ever be so dire that one should risk misplacing vital body parts.

      They managed a bit more small talk—consisting almost entirely of Maine’s weather versus California’s—before Denise finally broached the subject she’d clearly been trying to avoid, despite it being the reason for their meeting. “I’ve been doing a lot of armchair detective work since Naomi was found. I’ve collected newspaper articles and blog posts and printed out podcast transcriptions. I’ve taken tons of notes.”

      Felix kept his expression neutral, silently encouraging her to continue, though his gaze did flick to her oversized purse again. He assumed it was full of her research notes.

      “I didn’t actually find out that she’d been … I didn’t find out about her murder until almost six months after her death,” Denise said, color rising in her cheeks as her gaze returned to the contents of her glass. “I was living in the Nevadan hub at the time. My ex-husband and I had a rough marriage, and it only got worse when Charlie went missing.”

      “Charlie was your son? Was he older or younger than Naomi?” Felix asked, though he already knew the answer. When Felix had started researching Naomi after her death, details about her past and her family had been muddy at best. Police and news reports contradicted each other about whether Naomi had had a brother at all. It had taken a lot of digging for Felix to find solid answers—but by the time he’d landed on the truth, he’d been locked into a Soul NDA and couldn’t tell Harlow what he’d found out about her friend.

      “Younger by a year,” Denise said.

      Felix hadn’t found out about Charlie until after Naomi’s death. He wasn’t even sure Harlow knew about him. “How long had he been missing before Naomi disappeared?”

      Denise stared at him for a long beat. “You’ve done your research, too.”

      He nodded. “I researched the circumstances of Naomi’s death quite a bit.” He hesitated for a beat, not sure if he should share his personal connection to Naomi. But then he remembered that his bosses cared little about cases like hers and that he wasn’t locked into secrecy since he’d done all this research on his own time. Fuck it. “Naomi happened to be a close friend of my ex-girlfriend.”

      Denise’s tear-filled eyes instantly snapped up to Felix’s. “Really? You knew her?”

      “I did. She came over to our apartment for several game and dinner nights. She and my ex were waitresses at the same bar.”

      Denise’s lips flattened into a thin line. “I’m surprised a cop would be comfortable with his girlfriend working at the Ghost Lily. Unless she wasn’t human, I guess. Stranger things have happened—I married a faun, after all.” She chuckled darkly to herself.

      Felix’s brows smashed together. “Uhh, they worked together at the Blind Mongoose, not the Ghost Lily.”

      Denise shook her head. “Naomi worked at more than one bar, then. I know she worked at the Ghost Lily—I asked around there myself, showing her picture to the staff.”

      That definitely hadn’t come up in Felix’s research. But it wasn’t a surprise. The Ghost Lily seemed to run by its own rules—an entity unto itself. Despite Harlow and her friends figuring out that Bliss was being trafficked into the bar while drugged-up fae girls were being smuggled out, the place was still in business to this day.

      The official word out of the Collective was that all the allegations about the owner’s and staff’s criminal behavior were “under investigation.” The investigation wasn’t being conducted by humans like him, so he had no idea if the so-called investigation was actually happening. Felix’s guess was that the owner of the hellhole was either a Collective sorcerer or in a sorcerer’s pocket.

      The staff of the place had gone through a major overhaul in the last few weeks, but Felix would bet good money that that was less about taking out the trash and more about firing anyone who wasn’t corrupt—making the Ghost Lily even more dangerous for the vulnerable young fae who got lured in.

      Oliver Randal—the caracal shifter who Harlow’s sword had killed, thereby resulting in Harlow going on the lam—had been one of the scumbags who’d operated out of the Ghost Lily. Randal had made promises to aspiring young actresses and models about getting them gigs, only to toss them aside once he’d gotten them to sleep with him. The prettiest of the fae were drugged with Bliss and trafficked out of Luma and into the hands of hybrid vampires on the other side of the veil.

      Felix couldn’t say he was sorry that Randal was dead, even though the circumstances of his death had turned Harlow’s life upside down.

      “Did you hear about that shifter, Oliver Randal, who was killed here a couple months ago?” Denise asked now, as if she’d heard Felix’s thoughts. She chuckled to herself again. “Of course you’d have heard about it. You’re a cop. Sorry. Well, I talked to that guy before he was killed.”

      “Oh?” Felix asked, trying not to telegraph his intrigue.

      “Yeah. A, uh, … friend of the family showed me the article in the Luma City Times about Naomi six months after my baby girl was already gone. That friend had been trying to help me get sober for a long time, and it was seeing that article—especially six months after my daughter was gone—that made me get my crap together. I got sober, went to meetings, and cut myself off from my piece-of-shit husband once and for all.

      “I moved out of the hub system for a while. The temptation of alcohol is bad enough—but fae alcohol?” She shook her head. “Once I got better, I started looking into what happened to Naomi. The article only mentioned that she had been a waitress at a popular Luma bar—so that’s where I started. I came to Luma a few times and visited damn near every bar in the city. My poking around finally led me to the Ghost Lily and Oliver Randal. After talking to a few of the girls who worked there—though most of them were too scared to tell me anything—I decided I’d talk to Randal myself. I was convinced he was the one who’d killed Naomi, and I wanted to confront him face-to-face. I needed to know why he did it.”

      Felix gusted a sigh, fighting the urge to tell her that it was incredibly dangerous for civilians to confront people like Oliver Randal and poke around places like the Ghost Lily, especially as a human armed with nothing but grief-fueled determination. But it wouldn’t do any good—Randal was already dead, and Denise likely had known the dangers and had actively chosen to ignore her common sense.

      Denise said, “I knew soon after talking to him that he wasn’t her killer. He didn’t do any of the dirty work himself.”

      “Was he actually forthcoming with information?” Felix asked, dubious.

      Several of Felix’s female coworkers—all mundane with the exception of one ocelot shifter—had tried to go undercover at the bar over the last few years in an attempt to get close to the leaders of the trafficking ring. No one had gotten past the guards manning the entrance to the private rooms on the second floor. That hadn’t been surprising, either; the traffickers were only interested in fae, and Felix’s colleagues all agreed that recruiting young, untrained civilians for the task was entirely too risky.

      It had taken Welsh’s exceptional glamouring skills to get anyone—namely Welsh himself and Harlow—beyond the black curtain.

      “A bit,” Denise finally said. “The girls I talked to mentioned more than once that Oliver Randal only paid attention to the most beautiful of fae, and everyone else was practically invisible—people not worth his time. Being human, I figured that would work against me, regardless of how attractive he found me. Not to mention I was probably too old.” Her lip curled minutely. “One of the girls suggested I get into contact with a guy named Mr. Brown. He’s apparently good at getting people new identities—as in not just new IDs and such, but a whole new face if the customer is able to afford it.”

      Felix’s brows hiked. He knew from Harlow that Mr. Brown was one of Zander Welsh’s aliases. Thing was, Welsh was notorious for refusing to work with humans.

      “It took a lot of hoop-jumping and a two-week waiting list to actually get an appointment with Mr. Brown. I met him in the back room of a hole-in-the-wall burger joint, of all places. He took one look at me and told me he couldn’t help me—nearly slammed the door of his dingy office in my face,” Denise said. “I told him I was there because of my half-faun daughter who had been murdered. That at least got him to let me into his office. In the end, he said he felt for me but couldn’t sell me one of his glamour tonics. He said human constitutions were too weak, and he didn’t want to waste one on someone who likely wouldn’t survive the transformation, no matter how temporary.”

      That all sounded like Welsh all right.

      “I eventually convinced him to sell me a few glamoured accessories—a wig, a nose ring that gave me an instant rhinoplasty, and a pair of earrings that elongated the tops of my ears so I looked like an elf. The cost almost cleaned out my savings, but I bought them anyway.” Denise pursed her lips. “The disguise was good enough that the bouncers at the door let me in for free. The way they leered at me almost made me blow my cover, I was so mad. The idea that any one of them could have looked at Naomi that way made my skin crawl. Not to mention how terrified the waitresses I talked to had been.”

      Felix’s hold on his glass of seltzer water tightened. If he could get away with it, he’d stalk out of here right this instant and burn that damn bar down to its foundation.

      Denise said, “I sat at the bar and asked the bartender if Oliver Randal was there. I said I was looking for a job. The bartender looked like he was debating telling me to run and never look back, but he just sighed and said he’d make a call for me. Within ten minutes, Randal slid onto the stool next to me.”

      Felix wanted to ask a million questions but willed himself to stay his tongue. He had no idea how many people Denise had told this story to, but he had to guess it hadn’t been many. It sounded like she’d likely burned a lot of bridges on her road to sobriety; she probably didn’t have many people left she could confide in. He regarded the diamond ring on her finger and her overall posh attire. How much did her new husband know about her checkered past?

      “The worst part about Randal was that, within ten seconds of being in his presence, I instantly knew how women—especially young ones—had gotten pulled into his orbit. He was Hollywood-star gorgeous, was charming as hell despite clearly being a little drunk and possibly high, and was attentive in a way that made you feel like you were the only person in the universe. Plus he had dimples when he smiled. Dimples.” She shook her head again. “I’m honestly embarrassed that my first impression of him made me think he couldn’t possibly be Naomi’s killer simply because he was so … so …”

      “Fae?” Felix finished for her.

      “Yes,” Denise said, offering him a grateful smile. “Anyway, I pretended initially that I was looking for a modeling gig, claiming I knew about his line of work through my daughter who had come to him for the same reason. I showed him a picture of Naomi on my phone, hoping to get a reaction out of him. I didn’t get one. He did tell me, though, that I could possibly get a job as an item model for an auction if I ‘lost a few pounds,’” she said, making air quotes. “He also suggested he could expedite getting me a job if I, uh, serviced him first.”

      Felix’s nose wrinkled. “Classy.”

      “Yeah. That’s when I left. On my walk back to the house I was renting, I had a feeling I was being trailed. I ducked into an alley, and a few seconds later an absolutely massive grizzly bear rounded the corner.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “I tried to run, but if running from a mundane bear is stupid, running from a shifter is monumentally stupid. He knocked me to the ground almost immediately, shifted into a human, and … beat the ever-loving shit out of me,” Denise said in a flat, detached way. Felix figured removing emotion from the recounting was the easiest way for her to get the words out. Even still, her eyes rimmed with silver as she spoke, though the tears never fell. “Most of the glamouring accessories were either torn off or ripped off during the beating, so he saw what I actually looked like. When I was nearly unconscious, he told me never to bother Oliver Randal or step foot inside the Ghost Lily again, or he’d kill me just like they’d killed Naomi.”

      Felix was having his own flashback of being accosted. He wondered if one of the goons who had beaten him had been the same guy who had threatened Denise.

      “I honestly should have left Luma then, but after a few days, when I’d mostly recovered, I started loitering near the Ghost Lily, trying to talk to the waitresses as they walked home after their shifts. Most of them wouldn’t talk to me, but I finally got the name Tatton out of one of them. She said I needed to stop asking questions because Tatton was crazy. A day later, I got back from running errands and someone had broken into the rental where I was staying. The house was trashed, smelled of urine, and the words ‘nosy bitch’ were painted on the wall of the living room in red paint. The paint was still wet. That was when I finally left Luma—I was gone within twenty minutes of finding the message. Today is the first time I’ve been back in four years or so.”

      Felix gusted a sigh, thinking it was miraculous Denise was still alive. Then again, he could say the same about himself. “You don’t worry this Tatton person is going to know you’ve returned to Luma?”

      Denise shrugged one slender shoulder. “I moved to the hub in Maine two years ago. I’ve been keeping up on the news in Luma as much as I can, just in case something about Naomi—or even Charlie—materializes. It wasn’t the news that Oliver Randal was killed that affected me the most in recent months. It was the stories from all those fae teens that really lit a fire under me. Those poor kids were trafficked and drugged—same as Naomi and Charlie—and they somehow found the courage to talk about it afterward. If they could be that brave, then I want to try, too.”

      Felix mulled that all over for a moment. “Have you found any evidence suggesting Charlie is still alive?”

      Denise’s eyes welled with unshed tears again. “No. The odds are virtually nonexistent that he survived. He was gone for almost eight months before Naomi was kidnapped as well. And I know that her trying so hard to find him is what ultimately led to her death. I know all of this is incredibly dangerous. But …” Her shoulders rounded. “I didn’t do right by my kids. It’s the greatest regret of my life. If I can somehow spare other parents from the pain of losing their kids to these monsters—even if it kills me in the process—then I want to do everything I possibly can.”

      Felix heaved a sigh.

      Guess this was yet another case to add to his endless stack. It wasn’t an official job through the Collective, so he’d be working on his own time—as if he had much of that these days.

      But it wasn’t as if he’d tell Denise he couldn’t help her track down Naomi’s killer. He’d gotten in too deep on this case in particular, and even when it had grown cold, it had never gone away. Not really. Naomi’s ghost had always been there in the back of his mind, silently waiting for him to solve the mystery of who had discarded her lifeless body like a heap of garbage.

      And just behind Naomi’s patient specter was Nelson’s. Even though Nelson had been Harlow’s father, he’d meant a lot to Felix. His death had been a sucker punch.

      To solve one murder would lead Felix to the solution of the other. He knew that in his bones.

      “I’m not even sure what I’m asking you for,” Denise finally said. “I just have all these little pieces, and I don’t know how to put them together. Naomi’s killer is still out there. I want to help stop him before he hurts anyone else. The guilt that my inaction probably caused the death of others eats me up every day. It’s much harder to cope with when I’m sober.” She punctuated that with a sharp, bitter little laugh.

      Pushing aside his untouched glass of seltzer water, he said, “Give me what you’ve got, and I’ll get started right away.”

      Twin tears did fall from Denise’s eyes then. She hastily swiped them away as she pulled her designer bag onto her lap, smiling softly to herself. She had been worried Felix would tell her he couldn’t help her, he realized. Taking two stuffed folders out of the bag, she deposited them on the table with muted thuds.

      Denise really had done her homework.

      Seltzer water definitely wasn’t going to cut it. He’d need coffee—a lot of coffee.

      But the promise of new information rekindled the dormant embers of his hope.

      Holding tight to the bulging folders, Felix walked Denise to a nearby telepad station. Denise’s next destination was on the other end of the hub to see the updated headstone prior to the ceremony. Apparently friends and family, what few there were, were going to start arriving that evening.

      As he bade goodbye to Denise, he promised to keep her abreast of his progress. The woman just looked relieved that her research was literally in someone else’s hands now.

      He walked a couple of blocks to a coffee shop run by a nature witch. He ordered the largest coffee they had and sprang for a double shot of a Level 2 clarity of mind tincture. He was going to need all the extra help he could get.
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      Caspian stirred next to me. We still had an hour before we had to meet Sorceress Rhiannon at the Collective Tower, so I’d been stalling on waking him. He’d looked so wrecked the last few days, I figured he should grab whatever rest he could.

      He grunted and muttered something under his breath before turning onto his side and flopping an arm over my stomach. My brows hiked. He murmured sleepily, tucking his hand underneath me and scooting closer. I froze. His warm breath ghosted across my ear.

      A breath later, Caspian snorted awake and, in one fluid motion, propped himself up on an elbow. He stared down at me, bewildered, his eyes a little bloodshot. I wasn’t sure if that was from the alcohol or because he was still in a sleep deficit.

      His brown, slightly curly hair wasn’t that long, but it still stuck up sharply on one side. He squinted one eye closed; maybe the effort of keeping them open at the same time was too difficult. He smacked his lips, as if parched. “Hi.”

      His arm was still wrapped around me, his warm hand splayed underneath me on my back.

      “Hi,” I said, trying not to laugh. “Did you sleep so hard you’re now unsure what century you’re in?”

      “I’m not even sure what planet I’m on.” That was when he realized where his arm was. “Oh!” he said and hastily yanked it free before tucking it close to his own side, though he still loomed over me, propped up on his elbow. “I, uh … sorry.”

      Color rose high in his cheeks.

      It took all my powers of self-control to resist the urge to smooth down the tuft of wild hair on the side of his head. He somehow looked better and worse than he had when I’d found him creeping down the hallway like a cat burglar.

      He asked, “Did you sleep okay? I was probably snoring like a freight train.”

      “If you were, I didn’t hear it. Slept like the dead.” I chewed on my bottom lip. “Guess you’re my white-noise machine, too.”

      “Glad to hear it.” He rubbed the heel of a palm against an eye. “Guess it’s good to know there’s an alternative to Welsh’s sleeping drafts, since I’m without my supplier for the foreseeable future.”

      My gut twisted. I hadn’t checked my phone to see if there were any updates from Vaughn. I wasn’t sure if seeing a lack of texts from the vampire would somehow make me feel even worse.

      It had been less than twenty-four hours since Vaughn had carted an unconscious Welsh away. I could still see the ghostly image of a man superimposed on top of Welsh’s form. Vaughn had recognized him—a vampire named Teo. It sounded like Teo had once been part of the Vampire Council with Roch, or at least closely associated. Until he went to the dark side and went hybrid, anyway.

      Teo apparently was able to communicate with Welsh through shadows. I didn’t know if that was a result of Welsh’s blood poisoning after being bitten, but anecdotal evidence suggested it was. Things had gotten dire as hell if it currently felt like Welsh was safe in Tercla, surrounded by pures—pures Welsh had a history with. I still didn’t know the full story there.

      When Vaughn had shown up with Caspian and me at the Airbnb, Welsh had been so furious he’d practically been vibrating.

      Gesturing at Vaughn with a whole-body thrust of his arms, Welsh had asked, “Of all the people in all the Goddess-damned world you could have contacted, Harlow, why did it have to be him?”

      I hoped Welsh would forgive me. I’d wanted to help him any way I could and had been unknowingly enthralled by Vaughn to force the meeting between him and Welsh.

      I willed away the memory and refocused on Caspian next to me.

      As his sleep fog lifted, I decided he looked miles better than he had a few hours ago—sounded better, too—but he was nowhere close to being at peak form. It was too bad we couldn’t buy ourselves another day to recoup. If I was this exhausted and heartsick over what had happened to Welsh, I could only imagine how Caspian felt. He needed to be on top of his game if we had any hope of figuring out how to help Welsh. He couldn’t slide back into insomnia, staying up till all hours poring over his tomes.

      “Maybe we need some sort of system,” I said. “If either of us is having trouble sleeping, there’s an open invitation to take advantage of their personal human white-noise machine.”

      My mind then pulled up an image of handsome Samar for some reason. He’d said he wanted to take me out for a beer once I got settled back in Luma. The whole “open invitation” thing with Caspian could get disrupted if something developed between me and Samar.

      Bringing a guy back here would be weird as hell. Samar had already questioned whether Caspian was my stuffy attendant or my boyfriend. How odd would he find it if he discovered I lived with Caspian? Granted, the living situation was because my place had gone up in flames, and Caspian was helping me out while we were both on the lam.

      But Samar would probably be more focused on the “me living with a guy who’d he suspected I was dating” part.

      Luckily for Samar, I was absolutely not Caspian’s type. A nerdy sorceress with a love of dusty books crammed with rune theory I was not.

      “If I end up abusing the system, you have permission to cut me off,” Caspian said, refocusing my muddled, sleep-addled thoughts.

      I scanned his face. He was more lucid now, at least. His eyes still looked so bloodshot they made my own itch in sympathy.

      “Not sure if I should feel flattered that you’re already planning to abuse this open invitation or worried that you think you’ll need to,” I said.

      His gaze flicked down to my mouth for a brief moment before drifting up to my eyes again. It took him a long, calculating moment to finally say, “Might be a little of both.”

      My cheeks heated.

      Wait, why was I blushing?

      Caspian coughed awkwardly and broke eye contact, fussing idly with a loose thread on the edge of the pillowcase below my head. “It’ll, uh, make me clean my bedroom, if nothing else.”

      “We talking a filthy-bachelor-pad situation or a mad-librarian kind of deal? I picture half of your bed piled with notes, books, and wadded-up sheets of paper more than stacks of empty pizza boxes, if I’m honest.”

      He stared at me for a beat. “Am I that predictable?”

      I wrinkled my nose. “Kinda.”

      He considered that. “And is that a good thing or a bad thing?”

      “Hmm. Depends on the situation, I guess. Being reliable isn’t exactly a negative trait.”

      “But it can be … boring?”

      My brows pinched. He didn’t sound particularly perturbed, merely curious, but the very slight edge to the question made me wonder for the first time if all my joking about him being a bland bookish-professor type had gotten under his skin. Especially in light of what he’d told me about Marcus and how sorcerers who attended the academy were beaten down year after year, the ones who remained having lost their hardened edges. If he was a less spontaneous, more predictable person now, it was because the Collective’s training program had made him that way.

      “Being reliable isn’t boring,” I finally said. “It’s incredibly comforting.”

      “Comforting,” he repeated slowly, as if testing the word out for the first time.

      I really wasn’t sure what was going on right now.

      “Question,” he said.

      I arched my brows.

      “Would you be more or less concerned if half of my bed wasn’t covered in the spoils of a librarian’s wet dream but, say, stuffed animals?”

      I blinked at him. “How many stuffed animals are we talking about? And is it one kind of animal or is it a menagerie?”

      Caspian cocked his head and surveyed me as if I were a unique insect trapped under glass. “Would it being more than one type make a difference?”

      “Uh, yeah,” I said. “If someone likes stuffed animals in general, they’re constantly on the hunt for ones that catch their eye. If they’re, I don’t know, only interested in hippos, that’s a whole other obsession. If I walked in there and a sea of different animals was looking at me, I’d be feeling one thing. But if I strolled in there and a herd of two hundred hippos were staring back, I’d be extra unsettled. Why are you so obsessed with hippos specifically? It’s like Ronan the siren’s love of chickens. Why chickens? There’s a story there. And it’s probably weird.”

      “A bloat.”

      “Uhh, what?”

      “A group of hippos is called a bloat.”

      I resisted the urge to comment on the Caspianism and instead said, “See? Reliably informative.”

      He squinted at me. “Oh, don’t give me that diplomatic bullshit. Welsh isn’t here to point out my many foibles, so now you’ll have to pull double duty.”

      Barking a laugh, I said, “Fine. So out of everything I said, you were most hung up on the correct word for a group of hippos? Why did you even ask about stuffed animals?” My eyes widened. “Oh no. Is your room actually full of stuffed animals? Did I guess hippo correctly, and that’s why you’re so testy about the right term?”

      I started to roll to get out of bed to check for myself, but his arm landed next to my side, caging me in. I flopped onto my back again.

      When he’d apparently convinced himself I wasn’t going to go sprinting into his room, he removed his arm but stayed lying beside me, head propped on one fist. “I found a bowl of cereal under my bed last night that was so old, the milk had turned to something like cement.”

      I winced.

      “Welsh cleaned up after the werecats trashed the place, but he’s told me more than once that he’s not a housekeeper. He’d obviously found the cereal bowl, as he’d left a Post-it note on it that said, ‘You’re disgusting.’”

      I snorted a laugh, then immediately choked back a sob. “He’s so awful.”

      Caspian sighed. “I miss him, too.”

      “So … your room is a combination of bachelor pad and mad librarian?”

      His nose wrinkled. “The bowl of cement milk is still there.”

      “Cas!”

      “I was under emotional duress!”

      “You probably couldn’t sleep last night because it smells like rotting food in there.” I bit my lip. “You’re always so … reliably put together. I have to see how bad it is. Please let me see it.”

      “Harlow. Don’t. It’s not fit for company.”

      “Couldn’t you pay the pixies extra to help do light housekeeping?”

      Caspian grimaced. “I tried. After a few months, Julip quit.”

      My whole body went rigid with the all-consuming need to see how disgusting his bedroom was. I didn’t know why I needed such a thing at that moment, but I needed it like I needed air.

      An arm slammed into place on my other side again.

      When I was flat on my back again, Caspian’s nose was only a couple of inches from mine. “Please,” I begged. “I was actually hoping earlier that you were a secret hoarder, but somehow this is better.”

      “We’ve been through a lot together, and yet your desperation to see my disaster of a bedroom is somehow one of your stranger reactions.”

      I managed to shrug while still lying down. “I like learning new things about you.”

      My face flushed hotter than a thousand suns. Why the hell had I said that? I mean, it was true, but it suddenly felt like too intimate a thing to say when his face was so close to mine.

      “That so?”

      I bit down on my bottom lip.

      His gaze flicked to my mouth again.

      Wait.

      Wait, wait.

      What was happening? Was he still intoxicated? Was I?

      “Harlow?”

      The door to my room flew open.

      Caspian and I both flinched so hard, we managed to thunk our foreheads together. It sounded like the crash of two bowling balls. Caspian groaned and flopped onto his back.

      “Oh my Goddess, sorry!” came my mom’s voice from the doorway.

      Wincing, I glanced over to find her standing there with her hands clamped over her eyes. “In my defense, the door was unlocked!”

      “It was also closed! What if I was in here doing naked yoga?” I sat up and swung my feet to the floor.

      Mom dropped her hand to properly level a look of bewilderment my way. “Are we talking actual naked yoga, or is that a euphemism? I haven’t had naked yoga in so long, I might no longer be hip to the lingo.”

      I propped my elbows on my knees and buried my face in my hands. “Someone kill me.”

      “What’s this about naked yoga?”

      I groaned as Soren joined my mom in the doorway.

      Mom said, “I’m still unclear. I may have walked in on the start of naked yoga.”

      Uncovering my very warm face, I said, “What are you two even doing up here? Your rooms are downstairs!”

      “I assume they were in the mezzanine library,” Caspian said, skirting his side of the bed and walking to the door. He turned to walk backward, placed his palms together, and bowed gently toward me. “Naked namaste.”

      I chucked a pillow at him. Soren cackled uproariously.

      “Sorry, Low,” Mom said, but she was doing a terrible job of not grinning. “I might still be a little drunk. I just wanted to make sure you were awake. We need to leave in half an hour.”

      “Got it. I just need to take a shower.” I quickly added, “If any of you make a comment about working up a sweat during naked yoga, I’m leaving Luma to join the circus!”

      All three of them snickered like teenagers, then left the room. I’d just reached the door to close it when Caspian reappeared in the doorway.

      He stared at me for a long beat before saying, “Thanks for letting me crash with you, by the way. I can’t tell you how much better I feel. Other than the goose egg.”

      I instinctively rubbed the sore spot on my own forehead. “Open invitation still stands.”

      His soft smile was a little shy, and color tinged his cheeks as he said, “I’ll let you get to that shower.”

      Then he was gone.

      Blowing out a breath that puffed out my cheeks, I shut the door—and locked it.

      I hoped the already chaotic—and frankly confusing—morning wasn’t an omen for what awaited us at the Tower.
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        * * *

      

      As Soren drove us to the heart of Luma Proper, Geraldine Stone’s words echoed in my head once more: “All I know is that you can’t trust what the Collective says. Don’t turn yourself in, all right? You run, and you don’t look back. If you go into a precinct, you won’t come back out. I’m sure of it.”

      And what of walking into the Collective’s headquarters? I wanted to ask her. What then?

      Caspian placed his hand on the seat between us, palm up. I glanced down at it, then up at him. I couldn’t read the expression on his face. Something had shifted between us, but I still wasn’t sure what. I didn’t know if it was the experience of losing Welsh to the pures, or Caspian opening up to me about Marcus, or whatever the hell had happened this morning in my bed. Maybe all three.

      Maybe he just needed a friend because he was as worried as I was about what awaited us at the Tower. It wasn’t as if interacting with Collective sorcerers gave him the warm fuzzies, either.

      I clasped his hand with mine, and he gave it a comforting squeeze. We stayed that way for the entire drive to Luma Proper.

      I figured we’d have to park at Luma Central Station and then hoof it to the Tower, but I’d forgotten that not only did Collective sorcerers never deign to wander the streets among the unwashed masses on their way to and from work, but one of the Collective’s former minions was riding shotgun.

      My sword was stuffed into the pocket of the seat in front of me, while Tim—my sword’s recently awakened, pretentious twin—was wedged into the other. I’d asked Tim if he wanted to stay at Caspian’s house, but he’d bellowed Unacceptable! in my head without further explanation. Caspian planned to place a camouflaging spell on both swords so Tim, especially, could come with us and stay hidden until we decided to let Rhiannon know I now had two of them. Caspian seemed sure that Rhiannon would be more interested in how he and Ronan Doherty had awoken the sword than she would be in pilfering both swords for herself.

      I remained skeptical.

      Mom was convinced that the sample of the feral attractant tucked into the front pouch of my backpack would be of such high value to the Collective that they’d hardly bat an eye at an additional sentient sword.

      I was skeptical about that, too.

      Not only was I skeptical, I doubted that all our infractions would be forgiven simply because Mom had direct access to an elder vampire on the Vampire Council.

      Not that I had any idea what the Council did.

      My problem with all of this was that, before the discovery that Vincent Roch had “perfected” the attractant, Mom’s only bargaining chip had been sharing with the Collective her extensive knowledge of vampires.

      Why did sharing such information need to happen in person?

      Caspian’s concerns had become my own. I’d been so desperate to return to Luma that when Sorceress Rhiannon had offered a path back with a clean slate, I’d agreed after requesting only a few stipulations.

      Now I worried Rhiannon had accepted my terms because this little meeting was less about antagonistic forces casting aside differences for a mutual cause and more about the Collective luring us back to Luma by lining our individual traps with enticing gifts tailor-made for each of us.

      But now we had no choice. The trap had been sprung, and if we didn’t show up for our appointment, Sorceress Rhiannon would send the cats after us. Cats who were already pissed at Caspian and me—mostly me—and were even madder now that our disappearing act to Lake Nacimiento had resulted in the cats getting torn new ones for letting us slip past them.

      The secrets about how to get into the Collective Tower were locked behind a Soul NDA, so Mom and Soren eventually had to switch places. Mom had tried to tell Soren which turns to take, but the words got trapped in her throat. One of the NDA’s apparent loopholes was that Mom could show us one of the Tower’s many hidden entrances. It wasn’t that useful of a loophole—just because someone knew the location of a door, that knowledge didn’t matter much without a key.

      Mom drove into an uptown neighborhood and stopped at a guard shack in front of a gated townhouse community. She didn’t roll down her window. The guard who shuffled out of the shack was rail thin and couldn’t have been a day under eighty. He sported a bushy gray mustache, which he wiped with a napkin as he approached the SUV. Though he was older, he was spry. I had no doubt he was a werecat.

      His put-upon expression said he didn’t appreciate having his lunch break interrupted. That, or he was used to identifying “residents” on sight and didn’t have to leave his shack often.

      He stood outside the tinted window, fists on his hips. His mustache wiggled like an agitated caterpillar as his mouth bunched up in irritation. Finally, he rapped three times on the window in quick succession.

      Mom chuckled to herself and then hit the button to lower the window. As soon as Mom’s face was fully in view, the crotchety expression on the man’s face vanished.

      “Camila!” he said, hand to his chest. “As I live and breathe! Didn’t think I’d ever see you again.” His mustache drooped. “I was real sorry to hear about Nelson, hon. He was a good man. One of the nicest people I’ve ever met. I know it’s years too late, but I’ve been upset all this time that I never got a chance to say that to your face.”

      My throat tightened.

      Caspian squeezed my hand.

      “Thanks, Artie,” Mom said, her voice catching.

      In the space above the center console, I tracked Soren’s hand as it reached toward my mom’s shoulder. His hand hovered a few inches away, then his fingers curled into a fist and his hand retreated. Mom didn’t notice.

      To Artie, Mom said, “Clearly you haven’t heard the news that my exile status has been lifted.”

      Artie’s bushy eyebrows arched. “No one told me you’d been exiled in the first place, but there were rumors. The bounty mirror said you went AWOL. I never believed it.” His next comment was muttered under his breath, but it sounded a lot like “Those bastards.”

      I decided I liked Artie, if only because he didn’t know the details of what had caused Mom’s exile yet was on her side by default.

      “Well, now they’ve let me back in. Can you call ahead for me? I’m guessing my old password won’t work anymore.”

      Artie tapped the side of his nose twice, pointed at my mom, and then jogged back into his kiosk. I peered out the passenger-side window as we waited. All the townhouses were chocolate brown, tan, or beige, with black accents. They stood in three-story blocks. All the windows that faced the “welcome” gate had their curtains or blinds drawn. It reminded me of Tercla, in a way. But while Tercla’s front-facing residential buildings had housed dozing vampires who preferred the dark, these homes were filled with people sworn to secrecy. Hells, most of these places could be empty. They could be nothing more than props, like set pieces in a play, meant to keep outsiders from asking too many questions.

      Artie got the necessary approval and hit a button to unlock the rolling gate. He and Mom waved to each other as she drove through. Artie’s smile was both wistful and sad, reminding me all over again that Mom had lived a life I knew little about, even while we’d been in the same city.

      A five-minute drive through the quiet streets of the townhouse complex brought the massive Tower ever closer. It stood so much taller than the surrounding buildings, it was almost laughable. The top ten floors or so seemed to grow steadily smaller as they inched toward the mast at the building’s peak. The mast—reminiscent of a radio tower—and a good portion of the exterior walls of the upper floors were covered in intricate runes. The veil magic that poured from the mast was what did the heaviest lifting to keep Luma hidden. Losing the Tower would mean Luma would be laid bare for all to see.

      The Tower, despite being flashy due to its height, wasn’t flashy in design. It was made of limestone and glass, looking more like a generic corporate skyscraper from New York City than the headquarters for werecats, sorcerers, and their human bounty hunters. It was not only the heart of the hub’s veil magic, but the heart of Luma’s government.

      I resisted the urge to pull my sweaty hand out of Caspian’s so I could wipe it on my pants. I really had no idea what to expect when we got in there.

      Mom trusted Sorceress Rhiannon. I trusted Mom. That had to be enough.

      When we finally reached one of the entrances at the Tower’s massive base, made up of thick, tinted glass, Mom pulled up to yet another guard shack. It barred our entrance to the underground parking garage. The woman who stepped out was so obviously a werecat, my sixth sense pinged an alarm.

      I pegged her as mid-forties. Her stockier build made me wonder if she was something like a bobcat in feline form. Her freckled nose was crooked, like it had been broken one too many times. “Park on Floor C,” she said as she approached Mom’s window and handed her a black plastic card that looked like a hotel room key. “This will get you past Floor 10. They’re expecting you.”

      Instead of walking away, the woman craned her neck to look past Mom at me. While her expression was mostly neutral, the look said I better start praying to the Goddess if she and I ever ran into each other in a dark alley.

      Without a word, she retreated to the guard shack. A moment later, the gate before us started to rattle open.

      Mom whirled in her seat to look at me. “What the hell was that about?”

      “What was what about?” Soren asked.

      Though Caspian still held my hand, his grip hadn’t changed to imply he’d read anything into the silent interaction, either.

      I said, “Regardless of what the Collective is telling them, at least some of the guards think I’m guilty. The sword did kill four of them.”

      My sword pulled itself out of its seat pocket to tap its hilt on the seat cushion a few inches from mine and Caspian’s hands. The sound was muted. Its blade flashed red in annoyance.

      Though I couldn’t see the pissed-off guard anymore, I still felt like I was being watched. “O’Neill watched his partner get murdered in my apartment. He thinks I can command the sword. He’s not going to care what his bosses say. Shit, he doesn’t even care what I say. There’s gotta be a brotherhood among guards like there is with mundane police—maybe even more so because of the whole pack thing. I took down several of their own. I’m on a werecat shit list.”

      Mom pursed her lips. She silently told me she was not pleased with any of this.

      I pointed a finger toward the sword hovering by my head, hoping the gesture clearly conveyed, I wasn’t the one who murdered them.

      The sword’s blade glowed a chipper shade of blue.

      Mom and I both rolled our eyes.

      Gusting a sigh, Mom said, “I suppose I understand your reluctance even more, Caspian.”

      He squeezed my hand, but it almost seemed instinctive. “I do hope what knowledge I acquired about norvinic pairings and boranig chains is enough to prove Harlow isn’t a puppet master of the cutlass. Surely they can’t blame her for the actions of an autonomous entity.”

      “A lecture on chains even you think are boring isn’t filling me with too much confidence, kid,” Soren muttered from the front.

      It said a lot about Caspian’s anxiety level that he didn’t even attempt to correct Soren.

      Mom sat properly in her seat again, offered the guard a wave, and then drove through the now-open gate. The tires rolled over smooth concrete down the slight slope into the dark parking garage, like a tasty morsel sliding down the gullet of an awaiting monster.
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      The elevator wall had buttons for floors A through E and the lobby. Mom might have a card that granted her access to higher levels, but this elevator wouldn’t take us there.

      The doors slid open to reveal a sleek, modern lobby. Mom and Soren stepped out first. Caspian started after them but stopped when he realized I hadn’t moved. Though he’d let my hand go when my mom pulled the SUV into a parking spot on Floor C, he’d stuck by my side as we made the short walk to the elevator that brought us up through the bowels of the Collective’s Tower and to the lobby that stretched out before me now. I resisted the urge to reach my hand out and silently ask him to take it again. My sixth-sense danger alarms were blaring with all the force of foghorns.

      Caspian had thrown a camouflage spell over both swords before we’d even gotten out of the SUV. I could sense them hovering on either side of me now, even if I couldn’t see them. There was no off-kilter hum to give my sword’s location away. Either it wasn’t as nervous here as it had been in Tercla, or being semi-invisible had given it a boost of confidence.

      Tim, as usual, was eerily silent.

      “Harlow?” Caspian asked, hand held out not to take mine, but to retrigger the doors’ sensor so they trundled back open.

      My backpack, though not filled with much, felt heavy on my shoulders. Mom figured the feral attractant was safest with me since I had stabby bodyguards. She’d given me the car keys to hold, too, as her only other personal effects were her wallet and phone. She’d left the wallet in the glovebox.

      Keeping as little flotsam on your person as possible was a bounty hunter thing—probably a vampire hunter thing, too—and I figured old habits die hard.

      I swallowed, blew out a slow breath, and forced my legs to move. Get your shit together, Harlow. You were invited. They want Mom alive. We have information they need.

      I walked to the beat of my own mantra. This isn’t a trap, this isn’t a trap, this isn’t a trap …

      The lobby had rows of benches lining one wall. Only two people were sitting there, making the emptiness of the seating area seem even more stark. The ceiling stretching far above dwarfed them even further.

      A civilian woman sat across from an officer who held a small piece of paper that I guessed was a photograph. Though the woman had tears streaming down her face, she was the one leading the conversation. She gestured wildly as she spoke, periodically jabbing a finger toward the photograph. They were too far away for me to make out what they were saying.

      The six of us stopped in the space between the bench seats and a giant circular reception desk standing in the middle of the cavernous lobby. The dozen men and women behind the desk answered and redirected a seemingly endless string of phone calls. No matter which of the three entrances one took into this lobby, someone at that round desk would see them coming. While they deftly answered calls, at least two of them were always peering up to scan the area. Once we were spotted, several kept their gaze fixed on our little group.

      Beyond the desk was a wall of shiny steel interrupted in only two places by open doorways. A burly draken guard stood watch at the mouth of each. I guessed banks of elevators awaited behind them.

      “Maybe you should do the talking, Camila,” Soren suggested when none of us moved.

      Mom frowned. She’d been strutting around confidently enough, but it was clear she didn’t love being here any more than I did.

      Standing straighter and pulling back her shoulders, Mom broke from our group and headed for the desk. Two more receptionists glanced up. One guy’s mouth dropped open, while the other dropped his phone, which smacked the desk’s surface, making a couple of his coworkers flinch. Mom kept moving while we stayed rooted in place. Soon all twelve of the receptionists had abandoned their tasks and were on their feet, peering at us as if we were an exhibit at a zoo. If only they knew two cloaked swords were here, too—then they’d really be freaking out.

      The continuous ringing of the unanswered phones sounded in the background.

      I wasn’t sure if I was comforted or unnerved that the attention wasn’t all on my mom—a woman exiled for any number of purported crimes who had then been reinstated by the Collective.

      Just as many of the receptionists eyed me and Caspian warily. Further proof, as Caspian suspected, that a company-wide memo hadn’t gone out prior to our arrival. Even if Sorceress Rhiannon’s colleagues had agreed to alter the veil’s magic to let Mom back in and to clear our names—at least on paper—for our various crimes, they’d done little, if anything, to change public opinion about us.

      Mom placed her hands on the raised counter of the desk. A pair of ladies took a cautious step back. Felix had told me that a good number of Mom’s former colleagues thought my parents had wound up on the wrong side of the Bliss trade and that a deal had gone wrong with their supplier. They assumed Dad was killed in the crossfire and that Mom fled in fear of her transgressions affecting me.

      Total bullshit.

      In reality, a pack of ferals had shown up at the perfect time to ambush my parents and their team. It could have been a really horrible coincidence that the ferals had arrived when they had, since vamps and Bliss were inexorably linked. Or someone in the Collective was working with a hybrid and had called in a favor, and said hybrid had sent its attack dogs after my parents.

      Either way, my dad was dead, my mom had been exiled, and I’d been left to pick up the pieces.

      If anyone had a right to gawk right now, it was me. These people in their matching black polo shirts were the ones working for a corrupt organization—I at least had scruples.

      I clenched my jaw as one woman stared me down, then leaned in to whisper to the lady next to her. If Mom had been slapped with labels like “deserter” and “turncoat,” what labels had they given me? “Cop killer”?

      A cop killer who knew more of the Collective’s secrets than most because I’d been a bounty hunter in training until the day my dad was killed. They likely thought I was the pissed-off daughter of drug-running parents who held a grudge against police of all stripes in Luma. A pissed-off drop-out who teamed up with Caspian Blackthorn, who was a drop-out in his own right.

      Caspian had been on the precipice of graduating when he’d fled the sorcery academy in the wake of his best friend’s tragic death—a death Caspian blamed the sorcerers for. Caspian, like me, knew more secrets than most about the Collective because he’d been a Collective sorcerer in training.

      With my rage and his access to dangerous illegal weapons, we’d apparently set out to tear down the government that had wronged us.

      It all made for a great story.

      He and I were painted as the villains—like Bonnie and Clyde. Problem was, the Collective was the villain … with full control of all the paintbrushes.

      I clenched my jaw even tighter.

      Though I couldn’t see the swords, I could still sense them nearby. My sword had a tendency to feed off my emotions, and I currently wanted to punch someone. I silently willed my sword to stay hidden. The sight of it was sure to be the final straw, sending the angry observers over that circular desk to try something stupid. Then we’d be on the run all over again, trying not to slip in the blood my sword spilled across the shiny tiles as we made our escape.

      I tried to refocus. Mom was waving the black card in a receptionist’s face, explaining that we’d been granted special clearance. The draken guards didn’t need enhanced hearing to listen in; sound carried easily here. Their attention was angled Mom’s way, but neither one moved or said a word.

      I knew muscling our way past them to get to the elevators wasn’t an option. My run-in with the draken goons at Haskins’s shop was proof enough of that. If it hadn’t been for Igor and Pratt being scared shitless of my diabolical sword, I wouldn’t have made it out of the warehouse without being assaulted and/or in a body bag.

      “Ma’am. Ma’am, you’re not listening. I said I need to call ahead and make sure they’re receiving walk-ins. It’s company policy,” the woman said, her voice increasing in both pitch and condescension with each subsequent sentence. “Ma’am. Please have a seat.”

      “Enough with the ma’am shit, Darlene,” Mom snapped. “You act as if I haven’t known you for years.”

      One of Darlene’s eyes twitched.

      A few of the receptionists broke off at once to attend to the phones, whose incessant ringing had ratcheted up the tension even more. While keeping her eyes fixed on Mom, Darlene picked up the receiver of an old-school phone and pressed it to her ear.

      Soren angled himself toward my ear. “I’m not sure if I’m more worried about your sword or your mom going nuclear.”

      A faint hum sounded above me. That hum could have meant anything, so I ignored it, lest I encourage the thing by accident. At least I knew the semi-invisible menace hadn’t zipped off on its own to wreak havoc.

      Awaiting instructions, Tim said in my head. He almost sounded … excited. Ugh. If this thing was fueled by blood lust too, things could go sideways very quickly.

      My sixth sense pinged anew, and I stood ramrod straight, head cocked.

      “What?” Caspian asked, but a moment later, he either heard or felt it, too. “Oh …”

      Soren glanced from me to Caspian and back again. “Oh? What do you mean by oh?”

      I physically felt it then. I had a brief flash of memory of my apartment complex being raided and the destruction that had come afterward. There was a faint rumbling beneath my feet.

      Werecats, and a lot of them, were on their way.

      Caspian deftly moved in front of me, as if he intended to use himself as a meat shield. His hands and arms were already in motion, constructing a rune array. Soren cursed and stumbled back a step to stand beside me. I still didn’t know much about runes or how to read them, but I could recognize Caspian’s wind spell on sight. This was something else. Perhaps this one would conjure fire—the same array he’d wanted to use to nuke Sweeney … and possibly the entire Washingtonian motel we’d been holed up in.

      By the time the glowing, translucent disc of magic was projected in front of Caspian like a shield, six werecats had barreled past one of the draken guards and charged into the lobby. A blink later, and my little group had half a dozen snarling cats squaring off against it. They formed a V, with the lead cat directly in front of Caspian.

      I instantly recognized the cat: a giant orange-and-black tiger with a scar running across his left eye. It was a wound my sword had inflicted during the scuffle in my apartment what felt like centuries ago. The tiger’s fur vibrated, like ripples across a pond. The vibration wasn’t from purring, though, I knew that much.

      There was a mere six feet separating my group from the cats. In my peripheral vision, I could see Mom had gone stock still. My sword was humming so loudly above me, I figured it was only a matter of time before its quaking rage knocked its camouflage glamour free.

      Awaiting instructions. Awaiting instructions. Awaiting instructions, Tim the sword said on a slow, creepy loop, like a homicidal AI system.

      While I had no doubt Caspian could loose his array and fry the pack of werecats before they could reach us in one powerful bound, I knew the act would exhaust him. He wouldn’t be able to get another array up and ready by the time the next wave of cats showed up. They could already be on their way. Not to mention that if the tiger died in the encounter, it would instantly make the guy a martyr, ensuring all his feline cronies would be even more desperate to take me out.

      Five long seconds ticked by before the lead werecat seamlessly morphed from cat to man.

      “Nice of you to stop by my place this time,” the tiger, O’Neill, said to me.

      I’d once dubbed him Good Cop. Any hint of his cordial attitude from our first interaction was gone. His milky-white eye only made him look ten times more pissed off.

      “The Collective has business with your mother, not you, Harlow,” O’Neill said. “Why don’t you and I air our grievances outside?”

      I didn’t like to think of myself as a coward, but I’d be lying if I said I didn’t angle closer to Caspian. “Pass!”

      I felt a brief wash of heat from above, and I groaned internally. Seconds later, my sword, fully visible, had its razor-sharp tip pointed toward O’Neill’s chest. It hovered above Caspian’s head, but the distance between itself and O’Neill wouldn’t matter if my sword decided to go in for the kill.

      Awaiting. Instructions, Tim said with a hint of frustration.

      O’Neill’s snarl was all feline. “I knew you were here somewhere, sword. I figured once your master was threatened, you’d show yourself. Always ready to do her bidding, eh?”

      The blade blazed red. I figured it was more offended by the “master” comment than anything else. I wondered if O’Neill would be more or less horrified by the reality that the sword was running its own show, only listening to me out of what I assumed was respect.

      I opened my mouth to voice some version of “Hey, what are you doing antagonizing the murder sword, stupid?” to O’Neill when Caspian angled his head toward me and whispered, “Attacks are prohibited on Collective grounds. If someone starts a fight, anyone else is allowed to finish it. Spilling blood could bring the wrath of every bounty hunter, werecat, and sorcerer down on said someone’s head.”

      So O’Neill wanted the sword to strike first. Goading it into action might risk his own life, but it would mean the entire werecat squad who held a grudge against me and my sword could come after us.

      “Stand down, sword,” I snapped. “He’s not worth it.”

      The blade began to cool.

      “You are her little bitch,” O’Neill told the sword, chuckling.

      O’Neill’s goons, still in cat form, laughed. It was some unsettling combination of hissing and growling.

      A flash of red.

      “Sword,” I said from behind Caspian.

      AWAITING MISSION PROTOCOLS!

      You stand down, too, Tim!

      Regrettable.

      My sword’s blade didn’t cool. In fact, it only grew brighter. O’Neill grinned. Muscles bunched and rippled under the sleek fur of the pumas and panthers waiting behind him. Caspian’s rune array pulsed a brilliant gold, as if he’d just injected it with a shot of caffeine. Mom took a few slow steps toward us. Soren adjusted his posture beside me, getting into a wider stance and holding up his fists as if he planned to punch his way out of this mess.

      The tension was stoked further as more of the cats shifted into human form. Some turned toward my mom, calling her out for crimes she hadn’t committed. My sword fed off our energy, issuing that odd hum again. I kept yelling at it to stop, to not give in—which was made even more difficult by my needing to mentally scream at Tim to cool his proverbial jets, too—but O’Neill wouldn’t let up.

      We needed to get out of here.

      O’Neill stopped his tirade abruptly and turned to the woman nearest him. She’d been a puma when she first arrived, and now she was a tan-skinned woman with her jet-black hair pulled into a severe ponytail. She was only five foot five at most, but she was ripped. Her glare told me she was desperate for an excuse to tear my face off. Worse still, the more I stared at her, the more familiar she became. Knowing my luck, this was Harrison’s—aka Bad Cop’s—younger sister, hell-bent on revenge.

      “Come what may?” O’Neill asked.

      The woman nodded, then jerked her head side to side to crack her neck. I would have laughed at the theatrics if I wasn’t so sure she was planning to disembowel me. “Come what may,” she agreed.

      O’Neill swung his mismatched gaze back toward us, peering at me over Caspian’s shoulder. He grinned. His canines elongated before my eyes. “Fuck the rules.”

      Several things happened at once: O’Neill shifted into a tiger and lunged at us; my sword, redder than a cherry, harpooned down toward O’Neill; and Caspian flung his rune array. I slammed my eyes closed and geared myself up to accept death’s sweet embrace.

      I tried to close my eyes, anyway. They got stuck at half-mast. In fact, everything around me had frozen. Caspian’s rune circle had broken apart, like a smashed ceramic dish—thousands of tiny pieces scattering. O’Neill had managed to launch through it as it broke, his gleaming canines mere inches from Caspian’s jugular. My sword’s tip hovered an inch from O’Neill’s neck. Mom was in mid-sprint, stuck with her arms pumping and one foot off the floor. I couldn’t turn my head to see Soren. I had no idea if Tim still wore his camouflage.

      I was able to move my eyeballs in my skull, though, and willed them to the right. A woman strode toward us, sidestepping frozen humans, draken, and werecats as if they were props in a maze.

      Everything about the woman was unremarkable, save for her self-assuredness. She couldn’t have been taller than five feet. She didn’t stroll into the lobby with a cape flapping behind her or every step punctuated by the click of her stiletto heels. In fact, there was a persistent slight squeak as the rubber soles of her tennis shoes made contact with the polished tile floor.

      Her red hair was more of a rusty brown, and it hung limply around her shoulders. It was kept out of her face by a plastic headband that would probably look better on a prepubescent girl. Her mustard-colored top was a bit too big for her thin frame, and I guessed the waist of her washed-out jeans sat well above her belly button. She looked like a mousy librarian who’d needed to fish today’s clothes out of her hamper. And yet she’d cast a spell on the lobby that froze two dozen people and two sentient swords in their tracks.

      Her voice, unlike her appearance, was crisp and commanding. “For the new arrivals, don’t be too alarmed about the state you’re in. Time isn’t completely stopped; your bodies are all still moving, just so slowly, you can’t tell. I, however, can move about my frozen playground at whatever speed I wish. This particular spell doesn’t affect the speed of your thoughts; I wanted you all to be aware of what’s going on. If I wanted to flit about frozen time without you knowing—well, you wouldn’t know, would you?”

      Creepy.

      She turned her focus on the tiger. “This little crusade of yours has gotten out of hand, O’Neill. You and your lackeys attacked first. You’re all suspended without pay for a month and will be enrolled in anger management and community service programs, effective immediately. Failure to attend every session will result in termination.”

      I wondered if she meant termination of his job or something more permanent.

      The woman had made her way to O’Neill’s side and had her head cocked curiously beside his outstretched maw. “Enough innocent civilians have had their lives upended by your actions. One would have thought multiple internal affairs investigations would have been enough to encourage you to course-correct. Clearly, we misjudged you.” Her dull green eyes assessed the frozen cat. “If you can’t control yourself in your workplace where such actions are strictly prohibited, I must admit I worry all these allegations against you are true. You really have gone rogue, haven’t you?”

      I wondered why she was just suspending the guy and not outright firing him. If anything, piling on additional rules would only make him act more rashly when he didn’t have a job to occupy his time.

      I felt terrible that my sword had killed O’Neill’s partner in its attempt to keep us both safe, and I didn’t blame the guy in the slightest for hating the ground I walked on, but something else must have happened between then and now. He’d gone from Good Cop to Unhinged Cop in a matter of months.

      I supposed, though, that he and Bad Cop could have been a couple. Perhaps my sword had gutted the love of his life.

      This was why my sword and I needed ground rules on homicide! Killing people willy-nilly tended to have consequences.

      Not if all witnesses are eliminated.

      I internally flinched at the voice in my head, wondering just how many of my thoughts Tim could listen in on at any given time, especially when I wasn’t even touching the damn thing. Not now, Tim!

      The woman said, “If any of you fail to meet your requirements for the programs, your Soul NDA will be torn free, and you’ll be required to undergo a memory leaching. This will be followed by permanent exile from the entire hub system.”

      I winced. That was my answer: She wasn’t firing him and his minions because she was giving them the option to rehabilitate themselves—as the alternative was miles worse.

      Sorceress Rhiannon had told me that Felix could get a procedure to remove his Soul NDA, but the process was “unpleasant,” assuming the person survived in the first place. I wondered how far back one’s memory was “leached.” Then, in O’Neill’s case, he’d be booted into the mundane world—a mundane world he probably knew nothing about. It would be like dropping off an amnesiac teenager in a foreign country and calling out “Good luck!” before peeling away.

      Death was probably better.

      She turned toward Caspian then, her arms tucked behind her back. She scrutinized the frozen shards of his rune array as if they were part of an art installation.

      She tsked. “It’s a shame you didn’t finish your studies, Blackthorn. Your work is exceptional. But you’re clearly still as brash now as you were then. Just like your aeorci who keeps harassing my courier birds.” A small smile graced her otherwise bland face.

      I figured then that this woman was Sorceress Rhiannon herself. There had been something familiar about her voice, but the flat tone she’d used on the phone with us was not the confident one she employed now.

      Suddenly, the woman started an incantation, her arms and hands flitting about with effortless grace. In a matter of a minute, she’d moved the array out of O’Neill’s path and stitched it back together. The array hung there in its full, golden glory for only a moment before it collapsed in on itself and winked out.

      In quick succession, she conjured up rune arrays of her own, then launched the first one at O’Neill. I recognized them instantly. Wind spells—Caspian’s element of choice. She flung them like a magician flicking playing cards.

      They traveled slowly through frozen time, giving her the chance to get the arrays in position before she got out of the way and then turned time back on. Our squared-off group was launched backward as if a bomb had been detonated between Caspian and O’Neill. Caspian, Soren, the swords, and I were knocked toward the row of bench seats, while Mom and the werecats were tossed toward the reception desk.

      It wasn’t lost on me that the gust that slammed into my own chest was more of a hard shove that resulted in me landing ass-first on a cushy bench seat, while O’Neill’s thick feline skull cracked loudly on the side of the massive desk. He’d traveled a good twenty feet, while I’d gone less than five.

      I hastily swung my backpack off one shoulder and plopped it in my lap. I tentatively eased open the front pouch. Vaughn had warned us that spilled attractant “smells like pungent garbage inside in a floral-scented trash bag that’s been left out to bake in the heart of summer.” Since I wasn’t currently gagging on the stench, that was a significant clue that the vials of feral attractant had survived the encounter, but I needed to be sure.

      I heaved a relieved sigh when I didn’t see liquid seeping out of the carrying case Roch had given us.

      Mom started to run over to check on us, but when she saw what I was doing, she came up short. “Safe?”

      “Safe,” I said.

      Mom’s expression hardened and she rounded on the sorceress. “Rhiannon—a word?”

      She didn’t wait for Rhiannon to reply; she grabbed the sorceress by the elbow and hauled her away from the group at large. I didn’t think Mom should be doing anything to piss the lady off, but Rhiannon allowed the manhandling with little fuss.

      A pained groan pulled my attention down and toward the wall of tinted windows that served as a backdrop to the seating area. Caspian had managed not to brain himself on any of the metal legs of the benches, but he hadn’t been gifted with as soft a landing as I had. He groaned again as he pushed himself to his feet. The air spell had caused him to belly-flop onto the tile. He was lucky he hadn’t cracked his chin on the floor and bitten off his tongue.

      I scanned the immediate area, searching for the swords. A few bench seats down, my sword was stuck in one of the cushions. A gash in the leather preceded its location, like a flying saucer that had just crash-landed on earth. The sword could have easily pulled itself free, but instead it went molten and melted its way out. My nose wrinkled at the stench of burned leather and plastic.

      I quickly scanned the area for Tim.

      “Camouflage is back up on him,” Caspian said softly. “He’s more compliant, so the chances of him breaking the glamour are slimmer. I figure there’s no point shielding the cutlass now.”

      My sword blazed red in my periphery, offended yet again.

      Soren lay flat on his back between bench seats. His chest and shoulders quaked, a hand over his mouth. I was pretty sure he was silently cackling. I had no idea why. Maybe the guy had finally snapped.

      I wondered where the civilian and the cop who had been chatting in the lobby had disappeared to. They’d probably done the smart thing and fled the moment the hotheaded werecats charged in.

      My gaze snagged on the cats in question, who were still woozily trying to stand up. A few shifted back into their human forms, checking for bruises and broken bones. The puma was still out cold from the look of it.

      I turned on the bench seat to glance behind me to where Mom and Rhiannon spoke. Well, Mom spoke—whisper-yelled—while Rhiannon listened quietly, arms crossed. Rhiannon appeared nonplussed by my mom’s tirade. Possibly bored. That little, mousy, librarian-looking woman was making my sixth sense go haywire.

      I’d heard Caspian be lauded as uniquely talented by at least two sorcerers now—people who didn’t offer compliments often, backhanded or otherwise. I’d seen him use his magic enough to know firsthand that, while the magic unleashed from his arrays was powerful, it wasn’t quick.

      Even to a magic-less human like me, it was clear how much more skilled Rhiannon was. She was quick, she had exceptional control over her magic, and despite freezing us all for what had to be a minimum of ten minutes, she barely looked winded.

      Were all the ruling sorcerers this powerful? I was no fan of the Collective, but it was also no wonder sorcerers above all other fae had risen to the top of the food chain. I hadn’t even known time manipulation was a thing.

      By the time Mom had stalked away from Rhiannon, who watched impassively as she left, O’Neill had regained his bearings. Still in cat form, he trained his one good eye on me. From across the lobby, he bared his canines and hissed. Getting hissed at by a house cat could be alarming and sometimes comical. Getting hissed at by an eight-hundred-pound tiger was not recommended.

      “Your first class begins in a few hours, guards!” Rhiannon called. “I suggest you get cleaned up. Business casual is required. It shows you’re taking this seriously.”

      A round of grumbles—both human and feline—rose from the cluster of werecats, but none of them protested. The puma, back in her yoked-out human body, started a slow shuffle toward the elevators with the aid of a guy who kept his arm wrapped around her waist. The whole group filed out—save for O’Neill.

      My sword floated over to hover by my shoulder. It was the sword’s way of letting me know it was there if I needed it. To O’Neill, it probably looked like a threat.

      “Now, O’Neill!” Rhiannon snapped.

      With a final, silent promise to kill me horrifically at a later date, O’Neill turned and loped away, his long, striped tail flicking behind him like a whip.

      “The cats are going to be a problem later, aren’t they?” Caspian asked as he plopped down next to me. A bruise had begun to bloom on his cheek. Maybe his skull had made contact with the floor after all.

      My sword answered for me, dropping to tap once on the tile.
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