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      Lying to the cops wasn’t generally something I advised, but it’s a woman’s prerogative to change her mind.

      The man in the photo possessed that specific shade of forgettable light brown hair generic to many a white boy and his facial features were unremarkable, but he was saved from obscurity by a purple birthmark shaped like a comet under one eye.

      “I’ve never seen him before.” I handed the photo back to Sergeant Margery Tremblay of the Mundane Police Force and the closest thing I had to a friend among cops. “Who is he?”

      “Can you confirm your whereabouts two nights ago between the hours of midnight and 3AM?” Despite her flawless makeup and cute silver pixie cut, her eyes were steely, and she asked the question with no trace of familiarity.

      I leaned back in the plastic chair. “I was asleep.”

      “Alone?”

      “Shocking, I know. My roommate was home.”

      “There’s no one to confirm you didn’t leave your place?” she said.

      “No.” I crossed my arms. “What’s this about, Sergeant?”

      She tapped the photo. “Yevgeny Petrov was shot dead.”

      My questions were legion, but I hurriedly crossed off the ones it would seem odd for me, a total stranger and supposed Mundane, to ask. Questions such as: “Why are Mundane cops investigating this when Yevgeny is Nefesh?” Or, “How was he shot when he can turn his skin to rubber? A fact I knew because that’s the form he’d been in when he attacked me, and I accidentally tried to rip his magic from his body. A girl never forgets her first time, don’tcha know.”

      “My condolences,” I said. “I’m sure his mother loved him. What does this have to do with me?”

      Margery massaged her temples. “He’s the one you allegedly attacked in that anonymous assault charge. When you were undercover as that old woman.”

      Yevgeny had never seen the real me, just the Lillian persona who I’d been illusioned to look like. However, when I went for his magic he’d recognized I was a Jezebel, enemy to the shadowy religious organization that he worked for called Chariot. Jezebels were a special breed.

      “You think I found out and shot him? Bit of a leap, no? The assault complaint was bullshit. I don’t have magic, so what’s my motive in taking him out, Sergeant?” I said coldly.

      Continuing to be listed as Mundane on public record had its uses.

      Margery made a sound of disgust. “All right. Quit it with the ‘Sergeant.’ I’m just doing due diligence. I don’t think you’re involved and you’re not being charged with anything, but you might know something. You’re sure his name doesn’t ring any bells?”

      I shook my head. “Where was he found?”

      “One of our squads took down a dogfighting ring. They found his body and called in the Nefesh homicide unit.”

      Last time I’d seen him, Yevgeny was laying on the floor, a whimpering wreck believing that ants were swarming him, an illusion courtesy of my partner in crime that night. Guess Yevgeny’d gotten over the trauma enough to continue being a productive member of the criminal fringe.

      “Yevgeny has magic?” I put the right amount of curiosity into my voice. “Is House Pacifica involved?”

      “No. He’s registered with House Ontario. He was just here visiting his sister. She’s been notified already as next of kin.”

      What a load of crap. Even if the sibling part was true, my investigations had revealed that he’d been in Vancouver working for Chariot, kidnapping marginalized teens in order to sever their magic. It was then sold at an auction where he’d also provided security.

      “Are we done?” I said.

      As I didn’t have anything more to add, Margery cut me loose with a sigh and instructions not to get in any more trouble until she went on vacation in the fall.

      “I light up your life,” I called and left.

      I legged it back to my car, Moriarty, and logged into the House Pacifica database. Look at that, Yevgeny did have a sister. Tatiana Petrov, a level five Weaver. Yikes. There weren’t a lot of people with level five magic in any specialty. What were the chances that she’d been the Weaver hired to set the security ward on House HQ, only to later null it and enable a German Chariot assassin to take out a person-of-interest?

      There was one way to find out.

      Getting her address was a piece of sleuthing cake. Starting my damn car was not. It had sprung a leak in the radiator hose. I went into my trunk and retrieved the relevant supplies from what I’d dubbed my “evil nemesis” kit.

      Wearing rubber gloves and sunglasses, because safety first when dealing with coolant, I dried the hose, then wrapped the leak securely in several layers of duct tape. Ah, duct tape, was there anything it couldn’t do? Lastly, I refilled the coolant reservoir. Add in bonus fun points for doing it all in the piss-pouring rain.

      I got behind the wheel, wet hair plastered to my forehead. “I don’t have time to take you to a mechanic right now and get the hose changed, so you’re going to be grateful for my MacGyvered fix and work properly, or I’ll drive us straight to a scrap metal yard. Got it, car?”

      With my day off to a grand start, I cranked the heat and drove to Tatiana’s place, situated in a rural area of Langley, about an hour away from Vancouver. I made one brief stop, a much-needed Starbucks drive-through jaunt for a mocha latte with extra whipped cream and a chicken wrap, both of which I consumed long before I arrived at my destination.

      Parking on the side of the road next to a neighbor’s driveway, I engaged in some gold-medal skulking around Tatiana’s good-sized acreage. There were no buildings other than the ranch house with its sweeping maple tree in the front yard. An SUV with a cold engine was parked on the square of dead grass to the side of the dirt lane that served as a driveway. Her property wasn’t within walking distance of anything interesting, and as only Brits and masochists appreciated a ramble about the woods in the soaking rain, unless she had another car, she was at home.

      The house was far enough removed from the country road that the only sound was the wind in the trees, so the squeak of the back door easily carried to my position. Keeping lower than window height, I snuck around the side in time to see a car with muddy plates peeling away—not the SUV—the tires kicking up tiny whirlwinds of dust. The driver wore a baseball cap, obscuring them from identification.

      I made my way up the stairs of the back porch, my Sherlock senses on high alert and a sharp red dagger made from my blood magic gripped tightly in one hand. Ready with a cover story about my car needing a jumpstart, I knocked on the kitchen door, but no one answered. There were no signs of a struggle visible through the glass, but her brother was dead and her visitor had been in an awful hurry to leave.

      A few minutes later, I once more approached the kitchen door, slipping on the thin gloves and toque that I’d retrieved from my car. I carefully tucked my dark wavy hair inside the knit cap and pressed my fingertip to the doorframe. No magic. I frowned. Wards weren’t as common on private residences as they were on major public buildings, but Tatiana was a high-level Weaver and at the very least, her brother, who had been crashing here before he died, was involved with some dangerous people. There should have been a ward to sense hostile intent and then hold potential attackers. It would freeze them in place and neutralize their magic, if they had any.

      Since wards didn’t deactivate when the Weaver who’d cast them died, an active ward would have effectively gift-wrapped the visitor for the cops to apprehend.

      Cautiously, I tested the knob, which was unlocked. No siren blared when I opened the door. There was no keypad inside, so a silent alarm seemed unlikely. All of this made sense if Tatiana had been relying on a ward to guard her, but she wasn’t. I’d met a lot of recklessly trusting people and they didn’t tend to be the ones with mad magic. Maybe Tatiana thought that living in such a rural area meant that her only visitors would be well-intentioned neighbors.

      Somehow I doubted it.

      If the person in the car had been an innocent visitor, then why had they raced off?

      “Hello?” I called out loudly. When there was no answer, I slid off my motorcycle boots, leaving them on the outside mat so as not to leave tracks, and tiptoed inside, eyes darting around for anything obviously out of place.

      I crept into the hallway and gasped.

      Tatiana Petrov lay face down, limbs splayed crookedly in a puddle of still-congealing blood from the hole blown through the back of her skull. Probably instantaneous death, so that was a mercy. Had she known what was going to happen to her or had it caught her by surprise? The naked violence of the scene didn’t yield answers, but my mind kept circling back to gunshot angles, and the image of a woman smiling to meet a guest and then faltering for a second as she realized what was about to happen.

      I gulped down air, bent over double with one hand splayed on my tight ribcage. Suddenly, that Starbucks run’s added trip time made me incredibly grateful. I was a professional, sure, but the reality of how close I’d come to having a front row seat to a murder prickled along the back of my neck. Had the person I’d seen race off been Chariot, or connected to them?

      Was this a preview of my own fate?

      Trembling, I stuffed my haywire emotions into a very deep box until I was able to regard this situation with a cool head. The smart thing to do would be to call the crime in anonymously to the Nefesh cops. On the other hand, if Chariot was behind this, a golden opportunity had just dropped into my lap. As a Jezebel, I’d take any edge on my enemies that I could get.

      I called Miles Berenbaum, Head of Security for House Pacifica.

      “What?” he growled. Wow. Grumpy really needed to perfect his phone manner with me, especially since we were going to be working together for a good long time.

      “I have good news and bad news. The good news is that I’m 99 percent certain how the German hitman got past House wards to kill Yitzak.” I gnawed on my thumbnail. How many more times would the price for answers be death?

      Standard procedure dictated that I couldn’t touch the body, but something in me needed to see Tatiana’s face. Why? I’d seen death before. But this was different. Like Yitzak’s empty stare, it would remind me exactly what was waiting if I didn’t keep my wits about me.

      “What’s the bad news?” Miles said.

      “You’re gonna need a new Weaver if you want to set up any more wards.”

      I appreciated a good old-fashioned bout of “fucks.”

      “Where are you?” he demanded. I gave him the address. “Where’s the body?”

      “In the hallway.”

      Miles made a pained noise. “You broke in?”

      “No.” The truth was so freeing. As were lies of omission.

      “Uh-huh. Why must you always ruin my day?” Miles said.

      I methodically searched the kitchen for any evidence tying Tatiana or her brother to Chariot. “Think of it as broadening your horizons.”

      “Get out of there and call it in.”

      “Give me an hour.”

      “It’s a crime scene,” Miles growled. “You’ll contaminate it.”

      “Who do you think you’re talking to? Gloves on, hair covered, shoes off, no touching the body. No grasping any handles or knobs directly so as not to smudge any prints.” The kitchen yielded nothing more than kitchenware. Even the ancient address book tossed in the junk drawer was blank. I shoved the drawer shut. “You might have Chariot informants on the Nefesh force and if they get their hands on anything of note before we do, I guarantee it won’t make it to the evidence locker.”

      “If Chariot did this, they would have swept the place already.”

      “I don’t know, they didn’t seem too keen on lingering.” I shivered.

      “You saw the murderer?” Miles sounded like he wanted to reach through the phone and strangle me. “Did they see you?”

      “No.” I was confident about that fact, though it had been way too close for comfort. “I couldn’t identify them, either. The plates on the car were muddy and the person wore a baseball cap, which I only glimpsed from behind.”

      “Levi is going to freak the fuck out.”

      “Then be creative with your report so that he doesn’t,” I snapped. Like this was my fault. Chariot was bent on acquiring immortality; they weren’t playing by a rule book, and they definitely weren’t playing it safe. Neither could I.

      “If it weren’t for the known Chariot connection to Tatiana’s brother, who was killed a couple nights ago, I wouldn’t have come in the first place.” I searched the freezer in a last-ditch hope that the kitchen would yield something useful, but it, too, was a bust. “My Jezebel duties take precedence. I accepted the Mantle and I don’t get to run away because it’s scary. I’m checking the place out.” I hung up on him, ignoring the persistent buzzing in my back pocket for the next ten minutes.

      Tatiana was an interesting woman. She didn’t own a TV, but she did have a CD tower full of classical music. While she had Weaver magic, she also enjoyed the good old-fashioned kind of weaving, as evidenced by the large loom with the unfinished tapestry that dominated the living room. Her house brimmed with artistic expression and no sign of religious conviction, so what had drawn her to Chariot? Had she been promised immortality or did it come down to cold, hard cash?

      And why wasn’t there a damn ward?

      Her unprotected laptop on the coffee table failed to yield much beyond the bookkeeping records for her ward business and emails from clients.

      Unlocking a phone with a dead woman’s thumb wasn’t my finest hour, but I kept my promise to Miles and managed to do it without touching the body. I airdropped her contacts list to my phone to go through later, so that was something. The texts were mostly social plans with friends. I left her phone where I found it.

      Miles must have run every red light because he got here in a scant forty minutes. He and Arkady Choi, my friend, fighting mentor, and new neighbor, piled out of a pickup truck.

      I met them at the back door.

      Arkady not only worked for the House on hush-hush jobs, but he was part of the Nefesh Mixed Martial Arts League and was a thrill junkie. Their high-speed race here should have elated him, but his face was grim.

      “What’s wrong?” I said.

      “Go fast, go hard, pedal to the metal. Would it have killed him to stop for a coffee?” Arkady’s dark eyes flashed. “Make conversation?”

      “It was a drive to get from point A to point B.” Miles, a six-foot-four mountain of a man with muscles that begat muscles, slipped off his black shoes and left them next to mine on the doormat. “You knew that getting into the car.”

      “I guess my understanding of a ride is different than yours,” Arkady said.

      “That bad, huh?” I said, dying to call Priya about how these two had totally slept together.

      They turned to me with identical expressions of surprise, like they’d forgotten I was there.

      Arkady flung an arm theatrically across his forehead. “My life flashed before my eyes.”

      “Scale of one to ten, how well did you live your best self?” I said.

      “Pickle, please,” he said, slipping off his shoes. “It was an eleven. ”

      “Did you find anything?” Miles said.

      “Not yet,” I said. “There’s still the bathroom, two bedrooms, and what I presume is an office, though it’s locked.”

      The three of us exchanged smirks—as if that would be a problem.

      Miles pulled out latex gloves and paper hats befitting a food services worker for himself and Arkady. It was kind of overkill for Miles, given his blond hair was buzz cut, but his attention to detail served him well as Head of Security.

      Arkady shuddered as he slipped the paper hat over his black, chin-length hair.

      “It doesn’t have cooties,” I said.

      “It’s a fashion blight.” He brightened. “At least it won’t detract from my stellar good looks.” He wasn’t wrong. Dude had cheekbones for days, pouty lips, and overall supermodel hotness.

      I clapped him on the shoulder. “That’s the spirit. Think positively.”

      We entered the kitchen and I led them to the victim, motioning to the body with a flourish. “Meet Tatiana Petrov.”

      “How can you be certain that’s her?” Arkady circled the body. “We can’t see her face. If she even still has a face.”

      I pointed to a thick white streak in her dark hair. “She’s registered in the House Pacifica database and there’s a photo. Her brother has a purple birthmark under his eye. That streak of white is her birthmark.”

      “I’ve met her before,” Miles said softly. “She was there when Levi first took over House Pacifica and keyed the new wards to his blood. I didn’t suspect her at all.” He clenched his jaw.

      Arkady reached out to pat his back, then jammed his hand in his pocket instead.

      “Don’t beat yourself up over it,” I said. “We had no idea how far-reaching Chariot was.”

      We still didn’t. Sure, we had a general understanding of how they operated, but we didn’t know the players or the precise scope of their range. To all appearances, Tatiana had been a leader in her field with a trustworthy reputation. Literally anyone could be one of them. How did I protect myself and watch my friends’ backs when I didn’t even know where to look?

      “Tell me about the brother,” Miles said.

      “Yevgeny Petrov.” I filled them in on my first meeting with Birthmark Man, up to and including my visit with Sergeant Tremblay. When I finished, I frowned at the body.

      “What?” Miles said.

      “I can’t get past the fact that there weren’t any wards on this place,” I said. “Whoever shot her just waltzed in and judging from the angle of the body, caught her coming out of either one of the bedrooms or the office. She’s a Weaver. Her brother worked for Chariot and she likely did too. Did she really trust them so unconditionally?”

      “Not everyone has honed your levels of suspicion,” Arkady said.

      “It’s common sense when you work for the bad guys,” I said. “Villains aren’t known for their undying loyalty.”

      “You work for the bad guys, too,” Miles said. “From her perspective. Hell, you are the bad guy. Yet, you’ve taken on a team. How do you know one of them won’t stab you in the back?”

      “As if I need a knife,” Arkady sniffed.

      “Could you not make a joke, just once?” Miles said.

      Arkady rolled his eyes. “Ooh, right. The commandment according to Berenbaum. Thou shalt not make light of anything lest anyone mistake it for thee not taking thine job seriously enough.”

      Their bickering had been an interesting glimpse into their current dynamic for the first minute. Now I was over it. “Back to Chariot.”

      “Chariot believes in the rightness of their actions every bit as much as you do,” Miles said. “Forget that for a second and it’ll be your body we find.”

      “Please. Mansplain the dangers to me. My point that Tatiana should have kept her guard up stands. Her brother Yevgeny was murdered. She should have been on high alert.”

      “So let’s find out why she wasn’t,” Arkady said.

      After a half-hearted search of the small bathroom, Miles and Arkady opted for the guest bedroom where Yevgeny had been staying, while I searched Tatiana’s room.

      “It’s a bust in here,” I said.

      A deafening clang rang out.

      I sprinted into the guest room. Arkady stood half in the closet, bashing in a safe door with heavy swings of his now-stone fists. I stayed behind Miles who was a very handy shield until the door crumpled entirely, allowing Arkady access.

      “And you were worried about me contaminating the scene?” I shoved Miles.

      He started as the safe’s metal keypad fell onto the ground. “The homicide cops will either think robbery was the motive or that this was a red herring.”

      “Not the point, dude. I’m a trained professional and this is just… not. At least concede I was right to search.”

      “Depends on what we find.” Man, this guy wouldn’t give me an inch.

      Arkady’s magic fists returned to normal. He reached into the safe and pulled out a camera. “Yevgeny, you perv,” he said, scrolling through frames.

      Miles and I crowded around him and I gasped. They were photos of my Jezebel predecessor, Gavriella Behar, and her former workplace, the Star Lounge, including the placement of security cameras and the back door from various angles of the parking lot.

      “Gavriella was kidnapped at work,” I said. I’d suspected as much, but confirmations were always valuable. “Yevgeny stalked her and cased the joint to figure out how best to snatch her without being seen.”

      Arkady handed the camera to Miles and leaned into the safe. “There are a couple more things in here.”

      The Android phone he removed was password protected so I said I’d take it to Priya Khatri, my best friend, part-time employee, and hacker extraordinaire. The other item was a thin metal lockbox. The lid had been busted open and there was dust in the crevice of the hinges.

      I ran a fingertip over a hinge and rubbed the dust between my fingers. “Wood. An under-the-floor safe?”

      I pulled out a handful of photos, but it took me a moment to recognize the girl. “It’s Gavriella again.” Her childhood through to early adulthood was captured in dozens and dozens of photos. “Given the lid was broken open, the contents, and the fact that Gavriella liked her hiding spots, this lockbox could have been taken from her apartment.”

      “Did Gavriella have a ward on her apartment door?” Miles said.

      “Yes, and it was active when Levi and I went there,” I said. “Oh, fuck. Level five Weaver. If anyone could disable it and then rearm it, it would have been Tatiana. They must have searched Gavriella’s home after she’d been kidnapped. I wonder what they were hoping to find?”

      “You think the cell is hers?” Arkady said.

      “Possibly,” I said. “Levi and I couldn’t find it when we searched her place.” I quickly sifted through the rest of the photos, hitting something hard at the bottom of the lockbox. A book with a reddish brown spine, it was Sir Arthur Conan Doyle’s A Study in Scarlet, his first novel featuring my beloved Sherlock Holmes.

      “Props to her fine taste in literature, but why lock this puppy up?” I flipped the front cover open and frowned. “What’s this?”

      Under the title on the first page was a message printed in block letters—perfect for someone who didn’t want their handwriting recognized.

      On the first line was a “3.”

      On the second was a “1.”

      And on the third line was another “1” paired with a question mark.

      Underneath that said, “Thursday. Steam clock. 8PM.”

      “The steam clock could be the one here in Gastown.” I rifled through the pages but there was no way to determine how old the message was and there was nothing else of interest.

      Well, not until I got to the back page.

      The men peered over my shoulder at the shaky drawing of a giant sunflower.

      Miles made a disgusted noise. “Kids defacing books. Little brats.”

      “Dandelion,” I said.

      “Wrong. It’s a sunflower,” he said.

      I stroked a finger over the flower as if I could draw warmth from it. “The Crayola color on the petals. Dandelion yellow. My favorite.”

      It was a happy color, like my home. Talia had joked about me going through my “monochromatic phase” which was much preferred to “the sassy sixes” of my peers. Dad had praised my prodigious artistic output, and my finished drawings crowded the front of our fridge.

      “I don’t understand,” Arkady said.

      “This was my dad’s copy.” Buzzing filled my ears. I felt like I was spinning in place, a hollow shell in a reality comprised of a thousand shards of glass, flaying me alive.

      “Are you sure?” Miles said. “Lots of kids draw flowers.”

      I tapped the happy face in the middle of the flower with a small “A” for a nose. “I’m sure.”

      I dragged in a breath. I wasn’t that child anymore, helplessly riding out the shockwaves of other people’s actions on my life.

      “Pickle,” Arkady said, concern in his eyes, “there’s blood crawling over your skin.”

      Fire laced my veins and snaked up my spine. I stoked that bonfire with a dark rage that blazed behind my eyes, threatening to ignite everything.

      Sherlock Holmes famously said, “…when you have excluded the impossible whatever remains, however improbable, must be the truth.”

      This was mine: My father had taken away my magic. He’d then reached out to a Jezebel with some kind of coded message, making him more deeply entwined with this mystery than I’d ever imagined. Had he somehow always known what I was? Was this book part of some long con?

      Was I?

      “Hey, breathe.” Miles kept his breathing slow and measured until I had matched it. “What do you want to do?”

      I bundled up all my complicated emotions around my dad and shut them down along with my sputtering blood armor. I’d spent the past fifteen years in a state of uncertainty around him and I’d had enough of the past hanging over me. It was time for answers—and for closure. “Find out Adam Cohen’s game once and for all.”

      And hope it didn’t cost me everything.
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      I tossed the cell into the lockbox and carried everything to the kitchen to bring home with me when we left. “Let’s finish up already.”

      After a round of rock, paper, scissors to see who’d pick the lock, which I was too distracted to play and Miles flat-out refused, Arkady broke in.

      It wasn’t an office, but a darkened stairwell leading into a basement. Arkady flicked the light switch but when nothing happened, he pushed Miles in front. “Get going.”

      “Scared?” Miles smirked.

      “Hardly, but exploring creepy basements is a stupid white-person move. People of color are infinitely smarter than that.” He waved us goodbye. “Call me if you survive.”

      Miles pulled a coin out of his pocket and tossed it into the darkness. “No motion-activated traps.”

      “Ooh, brains and a pretty face.” Arkady prodded Miles. “Move along, Mr. Badass.”

      Miles called up a ball of flame and he and I peered into the gloom. The way seemed clear. My patience was frayed and I wanted to go home and brood, so I manifested my full-body blood armor and shoved past Miles. The top step creaked ominously but nothing happened.

      “Stick close,” I said.

      We crept down the stairs.

      I stepped into the large unfinished room. “There’s nothing—”

      A length of orange yarn about the thickness of my thigh shot down from the ceiling and knotted around my ankle, yanking me upside down and into the air. Red-hot stabbing pain flared through the old injury on my right thigh. I did an ab curl to grab for the knot, but more yarn—purple this time—wrapped around my wrist, flinging me sideways toward the wall. My curses turned to shrieks.

      Was my armor impact-proof or was I about to hit like a crash test dummy, my skull splatting like a cantaloupe? I tried to protect my head with my free hand, only to have another knot wrap around it and jerk my arm straight. I flailed my left leg and, in response, a blue strand snagged and bound it, flipping me.

      Could this get more undignified? I was splayed spread eagle on my back in mid-air, my limbs tightly imprisoned, but at least I’d come to a dead stop without colliding into the wall. And people accused me of being a pessimist.

      Miles hadn’t fared any better except he lay on his side. “A fucking spiderweb. Are you kidding me?”

      I wrenched on the yarn but it defied my low-level enhanced strength. “It’s kind of poetic if you think about it. A Weaver, knotting her prey.”

      “That armor of yours fireproof?” Miles said. “I could burn us out.”

      “Go for it.”

      Fire burst forth from his forearms and the yarn knotted against his flesh glowed red. Yeah, show that string who was boss.

      The fire crackled higher; the room grew hotter.

      Sweat ran down the side of my face inside my armor, both dank and ticklish. I was boiling in my own protective suit. “Fought bravely. Died sous-vide.” was not going to be my epitaph.

      “Hurry up,” I growled.

      His magic flared so bright and high that it almost licked the ceiling. The yarn crackled.

      “Gotcha,” he said.

      Uh-huh.

      The yarn sizzled, the room filling with a noxious black smoke that sent us into paroxysms of coughing. His magic abruptly shut down, with no real harm done to the yarn.

      Never send a man to do a woman’s job.

      “My turn.” A sharp blood dagger, my weapon of choice, did zip against the heavy fibers. Huh.

      “Much better,” Miles bitched.

      “That was just step one.” Dropping my magic armor only bought me the slightest wiggle room, but it allowed me to send a silky red ribbon into the green yarn manacling my left arm. My powers hooked into it and I flinched. “Fuck. Fuck. Fuck.”

      My magic snapped back into me.

      “What?” Miles said.

      “I swear something just reached out and tried to touch my mind.” Defense-system yarn was one thing, sentience was quite a different and unwelcome ballgame. A creepy crawly sensation scuttled over my skin. Only an idiot would go in for round two, but being trussed up like a turkey didn’t leave a lot of options. “Okay, I know what to expect. Trying again.” I shot my magic into the yarn once more and pulled as hard as I could.

      The magic tasted like silk. I closed my eyes with a smile, a sharp buzz zipping through me. The most expensive whiskey was a cheap burn of moonshine in comparison to this honeyed smoothness. I drank deep, then pulled it out in a smudgy shadow, trapping it in my red forked branches.

      The ropes quivered. One edge rose up in a funnel, the thick strands forming a multi-colored face with an open gaping maw.

      I yelped. The section where I was shackled tore free of my magic branches, spinning to wrap me in coils. Blinded and barely able to breathe, I fought to catch hold of the yarn’s magic again, but it kept slipping away. I couldn’t tell which way was up, plunged into a relentless chaos that I couldn’t harness, despite how hard I fought.

      A loud grinding noise vibrated along the yarn. No, a muted gnashing. Exactly how a mouth full of teeth made of giant knots would sound.

      I thrashed pointlessly against my prison. There were a lot of things that might kill me, including the truth about my father, so some dead woman with a string fetish and Weaver magic did not get that honor.

      Even if I wanted my armor back to protect me from those teeth, I was too tightly wrapped. Adding it would crush me faster. In one jerky motion after another, I was drawn closer to the mouth. Or so I assumed, since I was completely encased in yarn that abraded the skin on my face and my eyes were screwed tight.

      The more I tried to hook into the yarn’s magic, the more it neatly evaded me. I had to catch it off guard.

      “Miles!” I hoped he could hear my muffled words. “Burn it again!”

      Knotted teeth clamped down on my right ankle and pain blazed up my leg. A change from the pain that generally shot downward from the poor femur held together by rods, courtesy of a car accident in my wild youth. The teeth ground down harder, trying to tear through the protection of my motorcycle boots’ leather.

      Limp with exhaustion, I braced myself for my ankle bone to snap, but the grinding stopped.

      I sniffed. Smoke. I slammed my magic into the yarn’s. Miles had provided enough of a distraction for me to once more hook into it. I could have kissed him. I ripped the magic free, snagged it into my red forked branches, and let those gorgeous white clusters bloom.

      The rope disappeared, dumping Miles and me onto the ground. I swore as my ankle jostled against the concrete.

      A thunderous crash boomed from the top of the stairs and I flinched, but it was just Arkady, who’d smashed the door open.

      I blinked against the brightness of the lights switching on, and then Arkady jumped the stairs two at a time, his face wild. “I was kidding,” he babbled. “I wouldn’t have sent you down alone—I couldn’t break the door down.”

      Miles lay on his back, winded, with a sooty streak on one cheek, but at Arkady’s agitated manner, he sat up. “Nothing we couldn’t handle. Right?”

      “Right.” I flexed my ankle, getting a sharp twinge, and hissed. “Badly bruised, but not broken.”

      Arkady nodded tightly, but he placed both hands on Miles’ shoulder as if to assure himself of his well-being. Miles leaned into his touch, which apparently triggered their recollection that they were pissed off at each other, because they jerked apart.

      Miles laughed, a deep belly guffaw.

      “Don’t snap on us now, Berenbaum,” I said.

      “You still worried about a lack of a ward?” he said.

      I laughed, then winced because somehow even that hurt my ankle. “Yes, because Knotface only was rigged for down here.”

      “That sounds interesting.” Arkady slid an arm underneath mine to help me up.

      “It was something, all right.” I leaned on him, shaking my head when he tried to steer us upstairs. “There’s one more door down here and after a welcome like that, I want to know what’s behind it.”

      Miles pushed to his feet and carefully opened the door, only to be hit with a chorus of howls and the stench of urine.

      “What the—” His hand flew up to cover his nose and mouth.

      A quick glance to the walls revealed the room was covered in soundproofing. The sole object in it was a crate intended to house a large dog, but instead of one animal, five puppies of various breeds were crammed inside, crying piteously.

      To be clear: I don’t like dogs. However, one sliver of my cold, dead heart was apparently susceptible to puppies in distress. I’d been too late to save Tatiana from the murderer and too young to save my thirteen-year-old self’s magic from my father’s schemes, but dammit, I could do something now.

      Arkady helped me kneel down beside the crate. This close to the small ocean of pee, I prayed I’d go nose-blind. The cage was padlocked, but I made short work of it.

      The dogs had been locked inside away from their empty bowls, so I opened the crate door as wide as it would go. “Okay, little guys, come on out.”

      The animals crowded farther back.

      “Miles? Could you?” I gestured to the dry dog food in the corner.

      He filled them and three of us stood in the doorway, giving the animals a chance to leave the crate. The first one to do so was a tiny, sandy-colored pug. The puppies were so jammed up close that it kind of flopped forward in a half-somersault.

      “Mazel tov,” I said. “It’s a girl.”

      She cautiously waddled over to a bowl, glancing at us every few seconds to make sure we didn’t move. Once she’d ascertained that it was safe to eat and drink, she took her share and then coaxed the others out with a combination of nips and encouraging licks.

      I sent Arkady for three warm wet towels. Each of us crept—or hobbled—toward one of the puppies to try and clean it off. No go. As soon as we got close, they yipped and bolted. It was like herding cats.

      “What did that bitch do to them?” Arkady said.

      I crouched down, cooing softly at the pug. For every step she took toward me, she took two back, but eventually she got close. I held out the towel for her to sniff, and when she didn’t run, gently wiped off her ears.

      The pug gave a satisfied huff and some of the tension left her body.

      “Why lock dogs up in a soundproofed room?” I said.

      The pug sniffled, as if wondering that herself, then she got this constipated expression on her face and her skin rippled.

      Even as a non-dog person, I knew that wasn’t standard behavior.

      I scrambled back, wincing, as fleshy, wet tentacles exploded from her head, inset with teeth. So many teeth.

      “That’s why,” Arkady said.

      “Make it go away,” Miles said.

      “I refuse to Cruella de Vil this puppy.” I skittered out of the way of a tentacle, flicking out at me like a wet towel.

      “Did I say to skin and wear them?” Miles sidestepped a freaked-out poodle with a balletic elegance someone that massive should not have possessed. “The dog’s been infused with magic somehow.”

      “You think?”

      The poodle ran around in manic circles before breaking out in red eyes all over its body. This set off a Frankenstein chain reaction with one puppy bursting into flame, a black-and-white mutt sprouting a hammer head, and a black lab with electric magic exploding out of it, bumping on its ass around the room.

      Favoring my good ankle, I lunged for one of the pug’s tentacles. It snapped back and hit my hand with a wet, meaty splat, the teeth almost breaking skin. I shuddered, lost my grip, and had to try again.

      Arkady dove for the hammer-headed mutt before its flailing broke someone’s foot. With both of his fists once more stone, he pinned the thrashing animal in place. “That is not behavior agreed on by the Geneva Accords, Colonel Puppy.”

      Miles had cornered the one that was flaming like a tiki torch. Cupping two large balls of flame in his palms, he stared it down until the dog acknowledged his alpha and rolled over, presenting his fiery belly.

      Arkady nudged the pug away from the hammer-headed mutt before it could smash one of her tentacles. “Aw. The pug looks like my great-aunt Hyun-Mi. She had dental issues, too.”

      “Not funny.” I glared at him.

      “Gallows humor, pickle. You got this.”

      With a silent wish that I didn’t hurt the poor thing, I hooked into the magic swimming through her tiny, panting body, shuddering at the sensation of pointy enamel embedded in wet flesh.

      The magic in the pug didn’t feel like third-party smudges, which smelled like feces and felt like maggots. First of all, it was nowhere near as strong, and second of all, there were too many scents and tastes mixed up here. I tasted four: mint, fish, salt, and chalk. But I couldn’t discern the type of magic they represented.

      I probed deeper, my brow furrowing. When the smudges had jumped into new hosts or someone was attacked with magic, like when a Medusa had turned my right side to stone, that invasive magic floated free inside a person.

      “How is this even possible?” I said.

      “What?” Arkady caught the hammer head mutt as he slipped loose, readjusting his grip on the puppy.

      “The magic is knotted to them.”

      “Like with a magic artifact?” Miles said. “Tell me you’re kidding.”

      “I’m not. Tatiana got multiple Nefesh to infuse their magic into this pug and then knotted the powers together to bake them in. Like with an inanimate object.” I raised stricken eyes to the men. “Except these are living creatures with organs and hearts.”

      Tiki torch puppy gave a heart-wrenching little wail. Miles stroked its tiny body, murmuring soothing words, before nailing me with a scowl. “Fix this, Cohen.”

      “You think I don’t want to? This is uncharted territory,” I said, grabbing hold of the pug on her least toothy side. “What if I pull it out and yank a kidney with it? I could kill them.”

      Tentacle pug whimpered. If Tatiana wasn’t dead, I’d have rained hell on her ass. The magic was so unstable that it was ripping these poor dogs apart.

      I used my scary “don’t die” voice that I used on Moriarty and hoped the puppy responded better than the car did.

      “Wait.” Miles pulled out his phone and began recording. “We’ll document it for Levi.”

      “Or in case we have to answer for our actions later,” Arkady said.

      “Oh good, if I mess up this gets to be puppy snuff theater.” Holding the pug in place, I sent my magic along the snare of knots inside her, searching for a weak point. A loose end that wasn’t fused to the puppy herself.

      I found the end of the tangle, like a tied-off thread, near her left front paw. Closing my eyes, I visualized my magic as a needle piercing the center of that thread. Instead of pulling the invasive magic out to tangle in my branches, I fed a single hair-thin red branch into the first knot and made my white clusters bloom on it, dissolving the knot.

      I cracked one eye. The dog panted shallowly, but she wasn’t fighting me, so I continued along the spiderweb to the next knot and the next set of white clusters. By the time I’d dissolved all the knots and pronounced her magic-free, I was crashed on my ass, with my throbbing injured leg stretched out, and my shirt clinging sweatily to my back.

      “One down, four to go,” Miles said, tapping the button on his camera app to end the video and start another. “Let’s see it, Cohen.”

      I bit my lip, my stomach churning. Flawlessly perform high-stakes magic surgery four more times?

      The pug weakly licked my hand before growling at the eye-laden poodle who’d snuck closer, while the lab shot past, bumping along the ground in a propulsion of electricity.

      I exhaled sharply and shook out my hands. I was all these puppies had. “Can you hold the fireball down?”

      “Yes.” Miles passed his phone to Arkady.

      “Bring it here.”

      One by one, I wrangled the puppies and removed their magic. The lab almost fried me and the mutt tried to take a chunk out of my arm with its hammer head, but all of us survived.

      Arkady placed his hand on the back of my neck, then snatched it back with a grimace, making a big show of wiping it on his jeans. “Wow, sweat monster. You okay?”

      “Peachy.”

      “What kind of magic was on the yarn?” Miles took his phone back and stuffed it in his pocket.

      “Good job, Ash,” I said. “Thank you so much for your valuable service and for being super careful not to kill any of these poor dogs with magic you yourself barely understand.”

      “The yarn?”

      “You are literally the worst. If I had to guess, it was level five Animator magic.” I held out a hand and Arkady helped me up once more, supporting my weight.

      The puppies had gotten their second wind, running around the space and tumbling on top of each other.

      “Yevgeny was killed at a dogfighting ring, right?” Arkady said.

      “Right.”

      “Having animals with magic opens up gambling opportunities,” he said, “since it’s no longer down to mass and muscle. But to do this to animals is totally unethical and cruel. They do not and should not have magic.”

      “Was this something that Tatiana and her brother did on their own or was it part of a bigger Chariot plot?” Miles said.

      “I’m going to pay a visit to the men we apprehended from Chariot’s lab,” Arkady said. “Get some answers out of them.”

      “By way of…?” I mimed throwing punches.

      “Miles doesn’t let me beat people up. He’s a stickler for doing things by the book.” Arkady pouted.

      “We don’t want any reason for the courts to toss the case. It’s bad enough that the only charge we could get them on was kidnapping,” Miles said. “Most of the evidence was in the lab that they’d set up in Hedon. The facility here was barely more than a holding cell for those kids. Nor do we want to pour fuel on the fire with allegations of Nefesh brutality.” Miles’ brown eyes turned flinty. “Though I doubt you’ll get far. Some high-powered lawyers got involved and transferred the suspects to a maximum security facility.”

      “So?” I said.

      “The men are Mundane. They’re out of our jurisdiction now.”

      “There are still legal ways to gain access to question them,” Arkady said, disengaging the black-and-white mutt’s teeth from the hem of his jeans. The puppy took it as a cue that this was their new game and dug into the cloth with renewed vigor.

      I raised my voice to be heard over all the barking. “I think I have my answer to the lack of a ward on this house. You saw how the dogs reacted when the magic burst out of them. They were a danger to themselves and anyone around them.”

      Wards worked differently than artifacts. The magic was overlaid onto an object instead of directly injected into it and then permanently fused together.

      “Right. Wards sense hostile intent,” Miles said. “Tatiana had to disable the ward whenever she worked on the puppies because they’d attack and subsequently be frozen with their magic neutralized, which would make it impossible for Tatiana to carry out these freakish experiments.”

      “Chances are she usually did have a ward in place,” Arkady said, “she just hadn’t reactivated it.”

      Miles eyed the crate with distaste. “I’m not putting them back in there. The cops can speculate about what went on in this room. Ark, help me gather up the puppies. We have to get them to the animal rescue shelter. We can phone the murder in on the way.”

      “Ark? Whatever could have earned him name-shortening privileges?” I said.

      “Absolutely nothing.” Arkady tossed the crate into the corner, where it hit the wall with a jarring clang.

      “Arkady,” Miles warned.

      Arkady snapped off a sarcastic salute, and picked up the mutt.

      “Jesus.” Miles bent down to grab the pug, but she dashed between his large hands and beelined for me.

      “Oh no, dog.” I backed up, favoring my left leg. “I have a fifteen-year-old mystery involving my father to solve. I don’t have time for you.”

      She thumped her tail imperiously twice.

      “I’m allergic?”

      She growled at me.

      “Fine.” I crossed my arms. “I’ll come to the animal rescue, but that’s it. We will not play with slobbery toys.”

      The tentacles and teeth had vanished, only to be replaced with something much worse: big, chocolatey puppy-dog eyes.

      I tsked. This was basic, level-one con techniques: don’t let yourself get suckered. “Nice try, dog. Save it for someone who likes your kind.”
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      Three hours later, the pug had been given a clean bill of health, a bunch of shots, and a ride to my house.

      Arkady lugged all the dog supplies I’d hobbled around a pet store to buy up the stairs, along with Gavriella’s lockbox. Meanwhile, I guarded with my life the bottle of wine I’d also picked up.

      The dog pranced ahead of us, her new leash trailing on the ground.

      “Are you freaking serious?” Priya pulled the front door open, her hands on her hips. “You stuck around some dead woman’s home?” she fumed. “Were you hoping the murderer came back and upped their body count?”

      “Arkady, you rat.” I bent down for the leash. “When did you have time to even phone her?”

      “Ash got a dog,” he said, and dumped all the purchases into Priya’s arms. Then he fled for the safety of his apartment.

      Priya’s eyebrows shot into her hairline at the sight of the pug.

      “Arkady slept with Miles,” I called out.

      “Reeaaallly?” Priya stepped forward, “interrogation” written all over her face.

      Arkady got his door unlocked and practically flung himself into his apartment. “Girl questions are strictly verboten,” he said, his left eyebrow spasming, and slammed the door.

      Ooh. Arkady had a tell. I’d seen him pull off undercover work, cool as a cucumber, but lean on him about his personal life and he got twitchy. No. That wasn’t exactly it either. He was very comfortable deflecting with over-the-top sexual innuendo, but he was really upset about whatever had gone wrong between them. Vulnerable. That’s where he got twitchy. Interesting.

      Priya wrinkled her nose at the shut door, set the pet store purchases in the foyer, then crouched down and held out her hand. “Is this supposed to be a guard dog?”

      “She’s a temporary visitor. I wouldn’t get a pet without speaking to you first.”

      The pug sniffed the outstretched hand, then warily nuzzled her nose into Priya’s palm. “Does she have a name?” Priya said.

      “Mrs. Hudson.” I waved my hands, hoping to avoid further questions. “Look, it was the only thing I could think of on the spot and the vet needed something quick.”

      Priya’s donkey-like braying laugh filled the foyer. “You Sherlock-named her?” She scratched the puppy’s head, making kissing noises. “Who’s a pretty girl who’s living here forever? You are.”

      “Okay, no.” I smacked her hand away. “This weird baby shit is exactly why I am not a puppy person and will not be keeping her. I just wasn’t about to call her ‘dog’ all the time like a preschooler. The rescue shelter was full, and I was too tired to drive to the one on the other side of town, but as soon as I can find her a good home, she goes away.”

      My work wasn’t conducive to having a dog. Mrs. Hudson deserved stability and a loving family.

      “Uh-huh.” Pri’s green eyes narrowed doubtfully at me. “Come eat. There’s Chinese take-out if you want some.”

      I was running low and scraped raw and I needed solitude to recharge, but Priya had never counted as company. She was just my Pri, and I could de-stress around her as easily as by myself in my bedroom. But something niggled at me. I squinted, calling up my mental calendar. “Hold on, isn’t it Arianna’s birthday dinner tonight?”

      “Wasn’t feeling it.” She grabbed the leash from me. “More fun to hang out with you and Mrs. Hudson.”

      “Obviously.” Because staying in with your injured friend and a dog you’d never met trumped dinner at the Thai restaurant you’d looked forward to eating at for the past month. Worse, tonight she wore a cream cashmere sweater with jeans.

      After Priya’s engagement had spectacularly blown up a few years ago, she had embraced pink the way a chocoholic embraced anything to satisfy their sweet tooth, even if it was stale chocolate chips in the back of a cupboard, poured directly into their mouth until the momentary bliss turned to shame and the detritus of an empty bag.

      Anyhow, she’d worn a lot of pink. Sure, it was some kind of ruthless happy shield, but it also fit her warm and outgoing personality. Since her abduction last week, her clothing had become as muted as her life.

      “Tamarind prawns and planning that spa getaway with your book club,” I said. “You know you’d have fun.”

      “Some other time,” she said. Her smiles used to light up her entire face with joy; now the ones I received were tinged with warning. “You need help walking?”

      “I can hobble. But if you’d help with my boots and an ice pack, I’d be forever grateful.”

      Priya led the pug into the living room, which was where we ate most of our meals.

      Our two-bedroom apartment wasn’t a dump, since it had original fir floors and moldings around the windows and doors, but it only got light on one side, and there was a dark water mark from our leaky roof in the corner of the living room that we’d christened Fred, the Demon God of Moisture.

      That said, it was a vaguely affordable rental unit in Vancouver which made it more precious than any water view or snazzy penthouse.

      The sleek modern furniture in our living room was well beyond our pay grade, as we’d inherited it in my mother’s last remodel, but we’d stamped our personality on it. Between all our books spilling off the large bookcase, the photographic prints of foreign locales we intended to travel to, and the pops of color from pillows made from sari fabric that Priya had picked up on one of her visits to her grandparents in India, it was cozy.

      It was also completely tidy.

      Priya didn’t tidy. Laundry and dishes, no problem, but light cleaning? My darling friend was a little tornado of chaos, scattering her belongings around her like seeds in need of planting. I wracked my brain as to how this could have happened. There were no guests to impress and I didn’t smell cumin or garam masala, so her mother hadn’t stopped by. That left a frenetic cleaning outburst because she was worried about something.

      I squeezed her hand. “I love you, too.”

      She stuck her nose in the air, flinging back her jet black bobbed hair. “Don’t make me hear these things from other people next time.”

      I flopped onto the couch. “I literally just got home and would have told you if Arkady hadn’t been in such a rush to spread the news.”

      “Yeah, he’s worse than all my aunties.” She carefully tugged off my boots and I sighed in relief. While the ankle was slightly swollen, thankfully, it wasn’t sprained.

      Pri had gone vegetarian for tonight’s order, which was fine by me, since our favorite Chinese place had a deep-fried salty spicy tofu that was to die for. Though you had to eat it when ordered, because it got soggy if reheated. In the interests of combatting food waste, I made sure there was never any left. She’d also gotten Szechuan green beans, veggie chow mein, and a couple orders of fried green onion pancakes.

      After she’d set out kibble and water for the dog, she elevated my ankle, draped an ice pack over it, and heaped my plate high.

      “You make an excellent nursemaid,” I said.

      “Don’t get used to it,” she said, filling my glass very full of Merlot. “So, what happened?”

      I filled my bestie in, starting with being summoned to the police station, the fact that Yevgeny had likely kidnapped Gavriella, and the magic inflicted on the dogs.

      When Priya heard that, she cuddled Mrs. Hudson close. The puppy lapped up the affection. Great. I was going to have to pry the dog out of Priya’s cold dead hands when it was time for her to go. Oh well, that would be an easy and almost eagerly anticipated problem, given what was on my plate right now.

      Licking my fingers clean of grease from the savory onion pancakes, I pulled A Study in Scarlet out of the lockbox. “Then I found this.”

      “That’s cool that Gavriella was into Sherlock,” Priya said, snagging the last of the chow mein with her chopsticks, “but beyond the nice edition of the book, I’m not really sure why we care.”

      “Coded message. Look inside.”

      “Ah.” She opened it. “Any idea what it means?”

      “Not even a little bit. That’s not the fun part. Flip to the last page.”

      She did and frowned. “A sunflower?”

      I took a rather large gulp of wine. Then another one. “I drew that in my dad’s book when I was six. This is Adam’s copy.”

      “Holy shit,” she breathed.

      I held my glass up in cheers. “Here’s to my father, still fucking up my life fifteen years after he abandoned me. L’chaim!” I drained the rest of the wine.

      “What if Chariot wanted you to think Adam had given the book to Gavriella and it’s their way of drawing you in? They know death triggers the next Jezebel.”

      “Yeah, but to all outward appearances, the first time Gavriella flatlined, there was no new Jezebel, and they may believe she ended the line. If they did manage to discover my identity in record time and bait that particular hook?” I ate a piece of tofu. “It’s even more imperative that I confront Adam.”

      Priya topped my glass up. “Where do you even begin on a trail that cold?”

      “Rafael.”

      “Your stuffy British Jezebel Attendant. He sounds like a delight.” Priya wasn’t overly fond of the man who’d snatched me away to a grove in an alternate reality and thrown magic tests at me to prove my Jezebel worthiness. To think most best friends only had to disapprove of exes.

      The fact that I’d nicknamed him Evil Wanker probably did little to endear him to her either. Still, Rafael had an impressive ability to acquire information and despite his prickly exterior, he was really useful. It was going to be interesting when she met him for the first time.

      “Attendants are the keepers of all Jezebel knowledge,” I said. “They’ve documented us down to the tiniest details. Hopefully, he knows whether Gavriella and Dad actually made contact or if this is a trap.”

      If it was the former, how did Dad find her? Why did he find her? And how was it connected to him warding up my magic? Even if he’d done all of it with the best of intentions to protect me, he’d denied me my magic heritage, making all these choices about my life without my consent. He’d also taken a Jezebel out of the fight. I would have had years of training and been better equipped to take on Chariot at full speed instead of playing catch-up. Had giving Chariot the edge been part of his intentions? Had he outed me now for the same reason?

      I ran a finger around the rim of my glass, eyes downcast. What a mess.

      The buzzer to the building’s front door sounded.

      “You expecting anyone?” Priya said.

      I shook my head at her. “I have to pee anyway. I’ll get it.” My ankle had numbed out some, bringing down the ache to a tolerable level, but I still half-shuffled into the foyer. I pushed the intercom button. “Yes?”

      “It’s Levi.”

      How had he even—I dropped my head against the wall. Miles. Of course. My body just wanted to sleep and I couldn’t handle an angry Levi reaming me out tonight. I pushed the button again. “It’s been a really long day, and—”

      “Miles told me about the book. I wanted to check if you were all right.”

      I briefly closed my eyes. Not that sex was on offer, but the two of us ended up there more often than not, and I wasn’t up to it tonight. I was up to a non-sexual form of comfort from Levi even less. The more our relationship developed, the more complicated it became.

      But he had come all this way. And as weird and new as it felt, we were friends now. You didn’t just send a friend away like that. “Come on up.”

      “You want me to leave?” Priya called from the kitchen, once I got out of the bathroom. She was washing dinner plates.

      I limped to the freezer and got a fresh ice pack. “No. I want you to crack into Gavriella’s phone. It’s in the lockbox.”
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