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Chapter One


	Killer Overtime


	SARAH MICHELLE


	Detective Callidora’s breath fogged the chilly fall night air as she ducked under the yellow police tape. A week before Halloween, the streets of Salem buzzed with anticipation—the townsfolk unaware of the gruesome scene hidden away in a downtown office building. 


	A fellow magical enforcer greeted her on the other side of the tape with a curt, “Detective.” He added a grim nod. “This one’s something to see.”


	Sarah Michelle grunted in acknowledgment; her mind was still groggy from being jolted awake by the call less than half an hour before. It wasn’t the first time her job had abruptly interrupted her sleep, and it wouldn’t be the last.


	Stepping inside the victim’s office, the metallic scent of blood assaulted her senses, chasing off any lingering fogs of drowsiness. Several officers from Salem Magical Police Department (SMPD) were on site, their expressions bleak and professional as they filed away evidence. The crime scene photographer moved around methodically, capturing every angle of the room, while a forensic specialist examined the area with a wand emitting a soft blue light, looking for potential spell residues.


	And in the center of it all, slumped over his desk, was the victim, Elijah Preston, a magical blade plunged deep into the back of his skull, the eerie glow of the weapon casting sinister shadows on his lifeless face.


	“Blasted trolls,” Sarah Michelle muttered under her breath as she approached the body. The dagger was unlike any she had encountered before, crafted from golden metal and engraved with intricate magical swirls. It pulsed with a persistent throb of power that synchronized with each beat of her heart.


	She leaned closer, studying the symbols etched into the bejeweled handle. They were ancient, complex. She was looking at an old, expensive artifact that only a few families in Salem could afford. Or an heirloom—even better, easier to track.


	“He must’ve stumbled into something too big for him,” Sarah Michelle remarked dryly to no one in particular. The victim might be human, but this was no ordinary murder.


	As she straightened up, her gaze fell on a photograph on Preston’s desk. It showed him shaking hands with a strikingly handsome man, their smiles wide. Something about the tall, blond guy in the picture drew her in. She had to resist the instinct to pick up the photo and have a closer look—not until forensics was done. But she kept studying the man’s chiseled features and piercing blue-green eyes. 


	Even through the glossy paper, she could sense an aura of power emanating from him. Her gut told her this mysterious stranger was a wizard.


	As the coroner came in to move the body, she exited the office to take a breath of air that didn’t smell like death. The space was already too crowded. 


	In contrast, the headquarters of Cornerstone Constructions, likely a bustling hub of activity during the day, were now ominously silent. Desks were neatly arranged, but papers lay scattered as if someone had searched them and then abandoned the quest in haste. Beyond the glass, the world carried on as if nothing had happened.


	Sarah approached the attending officer, a seasoned veteran named Flint, and set down to do the legwork of the investigation. “What do we know so far?”


	Officer Flint glanced up from his notepad. “Not much yet, detective. Preston’s body was discovered by the cleaning crew when they came in at eleven p.m. as they do every night. No signs of forced entry.”


	“No magical or human infractions?” Sarah Michelle pressed.


	“No, the place had no enchanted wards to infract upon, and it appears the victim let the killer in.”


	“Ah, so they knew each other.”


	“Most probably.”


	“Any idea what kind of magic we’re dealing with?” She gestured toward the shimmering dagger that was being retrieved so the body could be moved.


	Flint shook his head. “Never seen anything like it. We’ll have to take the knife to the lab for analysis.”


	A forensic agent passed them, carrying the still-glowing blade away in a plastic bag. The flashing lights of the police cruisers outside illuminated his path to the evidence van in an intermittent, hypnotic pattern. The dagger pulsed once more before he secured it inside.


	Sarah Michelle turned to Officer Flint. “Time of death?”


	He consulted his notes. “Medical examiner estimates at ten p.m.”


	“Any suspects seen entering or leaving the building around that hour?” Sarah asked, her gaze scanning the perimeter.


	“None so far. But the cameras were disabled—by someone with a code.”


	“The victim?”


	“Possible. Or someone else with access.”


	Interesting. “Did Elijah Preston have any known involvement with the magical community?” 


	Flint hesitated, shifting his weight. “Well, turns out his business partner is a wizard.”


	Her pulse quickened—thoughts jumping to the handsome man in the photo. “Do we have a name?”


	“Yes, ma’am. He’s…” Flint replied with a resigned sigh. “Lorcan Black.” 


	The name hit Sarah like a stunner to the chest. The good-looking wizard was a Black. Countless warnings rang in her ears—hushed whispers around the dinner table at family gatherings of betrayal, subterfuge, cruelty… and murder. The Blacks and the Callidoras had been enemy covens for centuries, ever since an alliance through marriage had ended in a blood bath instead. 


	Sarah Michelle’s mind whirled as she processed the information. The idea of working on an investigation involving a Black made her skin crawl, but she had to remain professional. She inhaled, pushing down the surge of emotions. Now wasn’t the time to get caught up in ancient feuds. She had a case to solve. Schooling her features into a neutral expression, she refocused on Flint. “I need everything you have on Black. His whereabouts, his alibi, any connection he might have to the murder weapon.”


	Flint nodded, his demeanor guarded. “I’ll get right on it. But, Detective Callidora…” He paused as if weighing his words. “Be careful with this one. The Blacks are a powerful coven, and they don’t take kindly to being crossed.”


	Sarah Michelle’s lips curved into a humorless smile. “Neither do the Callidoras.” She spun around, already studying her next move. She needed to talk to Lorcan Black, to look him in the eye and gauge his reaction to the news of his partner’s death. But first, better to do her homework.


	She pulled out her phone and dialed a familiar number. “Hey, it’s me,” she said when the call connected. “I need a favor. Can you pull up everything we have on Lorcan Black?… Yeah, I know it’s late. But this is important.” She listened, then nodded. “Not even a citation? A minor misdemeanor?” The colleague she trusted the most for profiling suspects confirmed Black was squeaky clean—or his family had wiped out every trace of wrongdoing. “Thanks, I owe you one.”


	As she hung up the call, Sarah was already piecing together theories and possible motives to murder a business partner—a woman they both wanted, an argument about money, the usual. Was Lorcan Black a violent type? If his public profile was immaculate, she’d have to dig deeper to find some dirt on him, if it existed.


	A Callidora and a Black, linked by a murder. Oh, this case was going to be a doozy. But Sarah Michelle never backed down from a challenge. Even if it came in the form of an attractive, potentially murderous wizard from a rival coven.


	She was still mulling over the new development when another officer approached, holding a clipboard with details about the murder weapon. The junior agent, his uniform askew, handed the clipboard to Flint with a deferential nod.


	Flint scanned the report, his eyebrows climbing higher with each line. He looked up at Sarah, an unreadable expression on his face. “The magical dagger lodged in Preston’s skull? It’s registered to Lorcan Black.”


	Ah. Lorcan’s blade had been buried in the victim’s head—his business partner. No infractions, so the killer was let in, or had a key. While the cameras had been disabled by someone with the codes. It was almost too neat, too obvious. But Sarah knew better than to dismiss the evidence staring her in the face.


	Nailing a Black for murder would bring double satisfaction. Justice would be served and her family vindicated. 


	Lorcan Black. The name tasted bitter on her tongue, like a poorly brewed potion. She’d spent her entire life hearing about the Blacks, about their viciousness. Their entitlement. And the injustices they had inflicted. And now, fate had thrown her right into the middle of it.


	But Sarah prided herself on upholding her integrity. She wouldn’t condemn the wizard based solely on his family name. Personal history would not cloud her judgment, not when she had a killer to catch. With a final, resolute look at Officer Flint, she instructed, “Prepare a warrant. We’re going to pay Mr. Black a visit.”







Chapter Two


	Running into Trouble


	SARAH MICHELLE


	She stood before the imposing metal gates of Lorcan Black’s residence. Not a house, but a mansion that loomed over the darkened landscape like a fortress. Ancient oak trees lined the long driveway, whispering secrets in the nightly breeze. 


	She pressed the button on the unmistakably human but high-tech-looking doorbell, the sleek metal cool under her finger. Silence greeted her, the stillness unnatural. She exchanged a glance with her team of magical law enforcers. A sharp nod, and they moved into action.


	Agent Ramirez stepped forward to magically unlock the gate. He flicked his wrist, murmuring an incantation under his breath. The intricate designs on the metal shimmered in the charm’s wake but gave no reaction. 


	Iron.


	Good thing Sarah Michelle had decided early on she shouldn’t rely solely on her powers in her line of work. She motioned for Agent Ramirez to step aside and retrieved a small kit from a side pocket in her uniform pants. Sarah kneeled by the gate and took out a pick with a rounded tip and a wavy one. The tiny tools glinted in the moonlight as she inserted them into the lock, feeling for the tumblers until she heard the satisfying click of the mechanism giving way. She stood up, pushing the gate open with a muted creak, granting them access to the estate grounds.


	They proceeded down the gravel driveway, footsteps nearly silent. At the mansion’s front door, another agent, a petite woman with fiery red hair, stepped up to the entrance. With a muttered spell, she made quick work of the lock—regular brass this time. Sarah Michelle gingerly pushed the door open, half expecting to be thrown out by an anti-intrusion ward. But nothing happened.


	How odd. Why would a rich wizard like Lorcan Black leave his home so unprotected against magical intrusions? Unease prickled her scalp. Was it misplaced confidence in his capabilities to deal with an intruder or warranted reliance on his magic?


	Just how dangerous was this wizard?


	As the door swung on its hinges, it revealed the mansion’s opulent yet empty interior. Polished hardwood floors gleamed in the dim light, and expensive artwork adorned the walls. Sarah Michelle signaled to her team with a wave of her fingers. Silently, they fanned out to search the premises, stunner guns out, eyes sharp for any signs of danger or deception. 


	While the others checked the living room and kitchen, Sarah Michelle made her way across the foyer, her stunner gun raised ready to take action. A distant noise led her to the basement stairs. With cautious steps, she descended into the lower level of Lorcan Black’s house, senses on high alert. The faint hum of machinery became louder with each step she took. She followed the sound, her boots light on the polished wood. 


	As she reached the bottom, her eyes widened at the unexpected sight before her. The basement gym was well lit, a stark contrast to the darkened rooms above, granting her a clear view of Lorcan Black jogging on a state-of-the-art treadmill. 


	He was facing in the other direction, the muscles of his back rippling under his sweaty, bare skin as he ran. Even at this late hour, his form was impeccable, each stride powerful and precise.


	Who works out at 1 a.m.? Sarah Michelle mused quietly. Is he burning calories or trying to appease a guilty conscience?


	Duty slipped her mind as she took in her mark. The photograph from the murder scene hadn’t done him justice. In person, Lorcan was taller, his presence commanding, even from behind.


	Her jaw clenched as she studied his broad frame, the golden hair, the curve of his shoulders. The powerful legs pounding the treadmill belt. And the muscular arms pumping at his sides that made her squeeze her thighs in response.


	Gargoyles, she was this affected, and she hadn’t even seen his face yet. Any second now, he could turn and fix those penetrating eyes on her. If seeing a mere picture of them from afar had been so unsettling, what would the real thing do to her?


	He was running with headphones on, likely why he hadn’t heard them ring the bell or enter the house. She chided herself, remembering she was on the clock.


	With a subtle flick of her hand, she sent a small, innocuous pinch of power his way—and okay, she didn’t need to smack the magic over his buttocks, but they had been too inviting.


	The effect was immediate. The sudden sensation yanked Lorcan from his workout trance, and he froze mid-stride on the treadmill, stumbling as the belt kept going. Showing prompt reflexes, he leaped onto the side bars not to be dragged down. After regaining his footing, he turned off the machine and faced her, removing the headphones with a fluid, lazy motion.


	When their gazes met, Sarah Michelle’s grip tightened on the matte-black stunner gun she kept aimed at the wizard. The eye contact was as unnerving as she’d predicted, making her stomach clench while something inside her wanted to scream. 


	Lorcan Black seemed much more in control. His head reared in consternation at the gun, but he was surprisingly quick to recover. Too soon, a charming smile curved his lips—a smile that would no doubt throw most witches off balance. But Sarah Michelle saw straight through the pleasant façade. This man was way too calm for someone who’d just found a cop in his house facing him at gunpoint. Was he expecting them? Or did he consider himself above the law, like the rest of his family? Whatever the reason, he couldn’t be trusted. He was a Black, after all, and a murder suspect, no less.


	She flipped her service weapon to the side, a silent command for him to step away from the training machine. Lorcan complied, his movements graceful despite the weapon pointed at his chest.


	“No need for the gun, officer,” he said smoothly, his rich voice calm as if they were old friends meeting for coffee rather than enforcer and suspect. “I’m a law-abiding citizen.”


	The rasping timbre in his words wrapped around Sarah like a velvet cloak, creating a disconcerting intimacy that had her clenching the stunner gun harder. Despite her unwanted, inner reaction, Sarah Michelle kept her gaze steady, refusing to let his magnetic charm sway her focus. She wasn’t here for pleasantries. She was here to get answers—to catch a killer. 




Chapter Three


	Showered with Suspicion


	LORCAN


	In the bright light of his basement gym, Lorcan studied the cop witch, who was scowling at him with an air of open hostility. The morose expression did nothing to lessen her striking beauty—the shimmering bob of black-blue hair, the warm depths of her brown eyes, and the flawless golden hue of her skin.


	Since the witch hadn’t spoken yet, Lorcan put it on himself to break the ice.


	“To what do I owe the pleasure of a visit from Salem MPD?” he asked with a crooked smile, reaching for a towel to wipe the sweat running down his torso.


	But the witch trailed the movement with her stunner gun, prompting him to stop mid-motion and lift his hands in surrender instead. Ah, he was keeping his perspiration, then.


	Her full lips flattened into a thin line. “Mr. Black, you are a person of interest in an ongoing investigation.” Her tone was frosty, guarded.


	Lorcan frowned. Him, a person of interest? In what, exactly? A hundred questions swirled in his mind. Before he could voice any of them, the witch spoke again, anticipating his queries.


	“You need to come with us to the station for questioning.” 


	Hex, that couldn’t be good. But at least, after studying him for another interminable moment, the magical law enforcer sheathed the gun at her belt. Phew, he wasn’t about to be stunned. For now. The witch might have put the weapon away, but her glare hadn’t softened at all.


	“Am I under arrest?” His pulse sped up.


	“Not currently. But we have a search warrant.” She snapped her fingers, and a roll of parchment materialized in her hand. She thrust it at him brusquely. 


	The thick vellum creaked as Lorcan unrolled it. The elaborate calligraphy of the document shimmered, the jet-black ink still glistening with remnants of the conjuring spell. It was legit, stamped with the official seal of the Department of Magical Justice. 


	“Gargoyles,” Lorcan muttered under his breath.


	He listened in the quiet and, sure enough, muffled footsteps were audible upstairs. Armed witches really were swarming his house looking for… what?


	As if on cue, the radio clipped to the witch’s stunner-proof jacket crackled to life, a distorted male voice reporting in. “Ramirez here. We completed the sweep of the ground floor. No sign of the suspect.” 


	“Same for the second floor,” a female agent confirmed. “All clear.”


	Lorcan held up a hand, his head spinning. “Hold on. Suspect? What in the name of Merlin’s saggy left—”


	“Mr. Black,” the cop witch interjected. “I suggest we continue this conversation downtown before you say something you might regret.” Next, the witch pressed a button on her radio. “This is Detective Callidora. I have the suspect in custody. Proceed with a thorough search of the residence.”


	At the mention of her last name, Lorcan did a double take. A Callidora. The missing pieces fell into place, explaining the ill-concealed animosity radiating off her. She met his gaze defiantly, as if expecting a snide remark about her coven.


	But Lorcan shrugged, unfazed. Century-old grudges held little interest for him. He had distanced himself from the drama and politics of the wizarding world, opting for the uncomplicated life of a human job.


	But the tension in the air was palpable, the weight of their families’ tumultuous history bearing down on them. Lorcan, to lessen the mood, quirked an eyebrow. “So, Detective Callidora, I don’t suppose a quick shower is on the table before we head out?”


	She narrowed her eyes, then made a show of sniffing the air, wrinkling her nose in apparent disgust at his post-workout musk. Without warning, she snapped her fingers again. A miniature whirlwind engulfed Lorcan, stripping away the sweat and grime. By the time the mini-cyclone dispersed, he smelled of roses and, as he ran a hand through his hair, Lorcan found it standing on end—like he’d stuck his fingers into a light socket.


	“Much obliged,” Lorcan drawled, the polite words dripping with sarcasm. “Can I at least put some clothes on before we go?”


	The detective’s gaze dipped to his bare chest, lingering a fraction longer than necessary. Was that a hint of a blush coloring her cheeks? Interesting reaction. 


	Clearing her throat, she fixed him with a steely glare. “Make it quick. And don’t try anything clever, or I’ll have to restrain you with iron shackles. Or worse, stun you.”


	Lorcan flipped his hand in a mock salute. “Scout’s honor. I’ll be on my best behavior.”


	She shot him one last inscrutable look before spinning on her heel and marching out of the basement, leaving him to trail behind. Lorcan changed into a pair of sweatpants and pulled a hoodie over his bare upper body. He had no T-shirts hanging around, and the witch probably wouldn’t let him raid his closet for more appropriate clothes. As he climbed the stairs, Lorcan wondered if he should call his lawyer, but discarded the idea. He’d put his trust in the system.


	***


	Two hours later, after sitting in a gray interrogation room alone with no water, no food, and mounting frustration, Lorcan was rethinking his decision to trust the system. The metal chair was unforgiving—it bit into his back whenever he shifted, the table in front of him was scratched, scuffed, and depressing, and the flickering fluorescent light overhead was giving him a headache. He’d been left to stew, no doubt a classic grilling tactic to soften him up before the real questioning began.


	Especially effective tonight, since he was still parched from the fluids lost during his workout and would sell his soul for a glass of water, let alone his secrets. He’d tried summoning one, but his magic was blocked in here.


	Just as Lorcan was contemplating whether to pound on the door and demand his phone call, it swung open, revealing the witch who technically hadn’t arrested him but who was still holding him prisoner. She strode in, clutching a thick folder, the heels of her boots clicking against the concrete floor. 


	“Nice of you to show up,” he grunted.


	The detective smiled coolly, sliding into the chair across from him and ignoring his remark.


	Lorcan leaned back, the metal backrest digging uncomfortably just under his shoulder blades. “May I have a glass of water?”


	As if she hadn’t heard him, the witch flipped open the folder, spreading out several glossy photographs. “Do you recognize this man?”


	He pointedly refused to stare at the pictures. “No refreshments, then? Not even a stale donut?”


	Detective Callidora didn’t look like she was in the mood for jokes. So, with a huff of defeat, Lorcan leaned forward, squinting at the images. His heart seized in his chest as he recognized the lifeless face staring back at him. The man’s glassy eyes were frozen in surprise, his mouth slack. A trickle of dried blood snaked from the corner of his lips. It was Elijah, Lorcan’s business partner and best friend. 


	Lorcan’s heart lurched back to life, suddenly beating at double its normal speed. Elijah was dead? Murdered, if the blood and interrogation room were an inkling. 


	Lorcan swallowed around his dry tongue, expecting to burst into tears. But for now, the shock overwhelmed the pain that would surely bite him later. 


	He stared at the detective, speechless, aghast.


	She studied him back, assessing his reaction. “Elijah Preston was found dead earlier tonight in his office at Cornerstone Constructions. The medical examiner confirmed the cause of death to be a lethal stab wound at the base of the neck, inflicted sometime between nine and ten p.m.”


	Lorcan’s mind reeled. A stabbing? Who would want to murder Elijah and why?


	“Where were you tonight, Mr. Black?”


	“I… I was at home,” he said, the words so dry they practically flaked off his tongue.


	“Can anyone confirm your whereabouts?”


	“No.” The thumping of his heart worsened. “I was alone.”


	The detective shuffled another picture forward. This time he had no hesitations in looking. It was a photo of a familiar golden dagger with intricate carvings and a bejeweled pommel. “Is this yours?”


	“Yes, that’s mine. A family heirloom.”


	“Where do you keep this blade?”


	“In my office.”


	The detective pouted at that, and if the circumstances had been any different, Lorcan might’ve been fascinated by the curve of that pout. He might’ve even wanted to kiss it right off her lips. But the gravity of the situation quickly squashed away any flirtatious notions. 


	Detective Callidora tapped a manicured nail against the photograph. “A strange place to keep such a precious weapon, no?”


	“The blade is magical.”


	She raised an eyebrow at that as if to say, no shit.


	He hastened to explain. “It tells the beholder whenever someone is lying.”


	“How?”


	“By growing hot, the bigger the lie, the harsher the heat.”


	“So, you kept it in your office as a makeshift polygraph to…” she trailed off.


	Lorcan worked his jaw. “Construction is a delicate business. I prefer to know when I’m being deceived,” Lorcan finished, meeting her gaze steadily. “Especially when dealing with potential new contractors.”


	Her expression remained impassive, except for a flicker of doubt, perhaps, that flashed in her eyes. “When was the last time you used the blade, Mr. Black?”


	Lorcan scratched his temple. “Earlier today. We had a meeting this afternoon.”


	“Do you lock it away when you’re not using it?”


	“No. I just leave it on my desk. It doubles as a paper knife.” He was aware he was sounding more idiotic with every new answer he gave.


	“So that’s where you left it earlier?”


	Lorcan frowned, trying to recall the details. “I’m not sure. The meeting was in Elijah’s office. I remember taking it in, but not out.” Sweat trickled down his spine. “I honestly can’t tell you. I could have left it on his desk.”—for someone to murder him with, Lorcan finished in his head.


	“The blade was buried to the hilt into Mr. Preston’s skull,” the detective confirmed his worst fear.


	Lorcan blanched, the blood draining from his face. “I certainly didn’t put it there.”


	“Your prints are all over it.”


	“Obviously.” He ground his teeth. “It’s my dagger.”


	The witch opened her pretty mouth, undoubtedly to ask him another senseless question, but was stopped by a knock on the door.


	A junior officer entered the room. He leaned in, whispering something in her ear. Her scowl deepened as she listened, and then she gave a curt nod.


	“Thank you, Smith.” 


	The detective stood up, her face inscrutable as she turned back to Lorcan. “Stay put,” she ordered before leaving the room.


	And where the hex would he go?




Chapter Four


	Bursting the Bubble


	SARAH MICHELLE


	She was fuming as she exited the interrogation room. Sarah Michelle was about to direct all her misplaced anger at the young officer who had pulled her out, but found a better target: her boss.


	Riley King, Salem MPD Chief Inquisitor, was out in the corridor, leaning against one of the dull gray walls, his shoulder pressed against a bulletin board. Even under the unflattering neon lights, Riley’s sharp features held an undeniable, if not severe, allure. But the signature scowl that had marked his face ever since Sarah Michelle had joined the magical police force at twenty-two had softened lately. After getting married, he was more relaxed—dare she say constantly happy… annoyingly cheerful.


	But that wasn’t her concern now. She was more preoccupied with what his presence in this drab hall at three a.m. meant. That he had been dragged here at this hour was significant enough and only added to her irritation.


	She approached him. “Chief, what a pleasure to see you,” she greeted him. “Shouldn’t you be at home spooning your wife?”


	“Ah.” Riley turned to her. “Just the witch I was looking for.”


	She squared her feet, ready to receive bad news. “What are you doing here, boss?”


	“I’ve been called in for an emergency hearing.”


	“So, it’s true.” When the junior officer had told her to bring Black to the courtroom, she almost hadn’t believed him.


	“It appears so.”


	“Let me guess, the Preston case.”


	Riley nodded, his expression grim. “The one and only.”


	Sarah Michelle scoffed, shaking her head in disbelief. “Of course. How did they even know we had a member of the Black coven in custody? The suspect didn’t make any calls.”


	“If the department has a family lawyer on record, they have to be notified whenever a warrant is issued for their clients. Their attorney must’ve gotten a ping.”


	“I know that. But was he lying awake in the middle of the night just in case?”


	Riley shrugged. “Maybe they have people round the clock for these kinds of things.”


	“Of course, and which judge did the illustrious Black coven drag out of bed?”


	“Judge Irving,” Chief King replied, his tone even.


	“Irving? That prick? Hex, they pulled out all the stops, didn’t they?”


	Riley pushed off the wall, straightening his civilian jacket. “It’s the Blacks. You should have expected nothing less.”


	Sarah Michelle let out a humorless laugh. “Right, how could I forget? The rules don’t apply to them.”


	“Look, I know you’re not thrilled about this.” Riley placed a hand on her shoulder. “And the Blacks and the Callidoras have a history. If you want off the case—”


	“No way.” She shrugged off his hand.


	“Then you have to play by their rules. Let’s just get through this hearing and see where it lands us.”


	“Fine,” Sarah Michelle grumbled. “But I don’t have to like it.”


	As they made their way toward the courtroom, she gestured to the junior officer to bring the suspect along, doing her best to ignore Lorcan’s presence behind her as they switched buildings. 


	***


	Sarah Michelle strode into the dimly lit courtroom, enchanted candles flickering their shadows across the scarce furniture. Beside her, Riley’s dark eyes gleamed with weariness as they approached the right-hand desk—for the prosecution. On the opposite side, the junior officer led Lorcan Black to his place, the suspect’s broad shoulders taut with tension.


	An elderly otter in glasses scurried in after them, leaving a damp trail of salty water in his wake. Sarah Michelle raised both eyebrows at Riley, who shrugged, clearly as perplexed as she was.


	A disembodied voice boomed, “All rise for His Honor, Judge Irving!” 


	The judge emerged, his weathered face pinched with fatigue as he settled onto the bench. “What is the matter, then?” he demanded, his gaze landing on the sludgy mustelid now flanking Lorcan. “Osric, you dragged me here at this unwizardly hour. Explain what’s going on.”


	Sarah Michelle suppressed a snort. So, the otter must be the infamous Black family’s lawyer—one of their familiars, for sure. 


	The geriatric furball squished self-importantly to the center of the room.


	“Your Honor,” Osric began, his whiskers quivering, “I request that my client, Mr. Black, be released at once.”


	The judge pulled on spectacles and reviewed the case files on his bench. “Mr. Black is not listed as being in custody.” He cleared his throat and stared expectantly at the prosecution side.


	Sarah Michelle met Lorcan’s attentive eyes briefly before addressing the judge. “Mr. Black is a person of interest in the Preston case. He has not been arrested and is here of his own free will to answer questions.”


	A scoff escaped Lorcan’s lips. “I wasn’t aware my participation was voluntary,” he muttered through gritted teeth, his jaw clenched.


	Judge Irving’s bushy eyebrows shot up. “What was that, Mr. Black?”


	Lorcan flashed a disarming smile. “Nothing, Your Honor.”


	The judge’s piercing gaze shifted to Sarah Michelle. “Detective Callidora, is Mr. Black a suspect? Do you intend to make an arrest, and if so, on what evidence?”


	Sarah Michelle clamped down the impulse to roll her eyes, her annoyance threatening to boil over. She had been so close to cracking Lorcan during questioning, and now this circus act had derailed everything. Taking a steadying breath, she prepared to present her case, acutely aware of Lorcan’s magnetic presence across the room. “Your Honor, I was attempting to make that determination before being pulled out of interrogation for this hearing.”


	She stepped forward, her sleek bob swaying with the motion. “The victim was Mr. Black’s business partner, killed with a weapon belonging to the suspect in an office building with no signs of infraction, to which Mr. Black had a key. The security cameras were disabled by someone who had the codes. Moreover, Mr. Black’s prints were on the dagger, and he has no alibi for the time of the murder.”

OEBPS/image.jpg
éAMiLLA

A TOH
MZ\DE TN

O\/N
Yo,







OEBPS/cover.jpeg
CAMILLA
+ |SUTE






