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      The Potentate of Atlanta, Book 2

      

      Hadley is losing time, and her shadow refuses to shed light on the gaps in her memory. How can she protect her city if she can't remember where she goes or what she does when she ought to be asleep? Her grim history appears to be stuck on repeat, and the only way forward might be a scythe through her back.
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      A wisp of masculine laughter, the barbed tail of a fading nightmare, stung me awake. The pungent reek of garbage baked all day in the sun clogged my nose, and absolute darkness surrounded me in a cloying embrace that reminded me of cramped hours spent locked in the pantry when my brother misbehaved.

      No.

      Not my brother. Not anymore.

      I was Hadley, not Amelie. I had one sister, not two brothers.

      The familiar cadence of ants marching across my thighs on their way to dinner blasted a shiver down my spine, and I balled my fists to keep from slapping at them until my skin stung.

      Ants had found their way into the pantry with me during the hot summer months. Mother had given them simple directions, a trail of granulated sugar to follow that could be blamed on a spill while making sweet tea if Dad noticed, but he never did. Not the grit under his bare feet or the pants I wore in hundred-degree heat to hide the bites.

      To this day I hated tight spaces, ants…and my mother.

      Fingers trembling as much from the memory as my current predicament, I reached out to discover if the walls pressing in on me were real or imagined this time.

      “Cardboard?” I pushed again, the heavy paper bowing under my hand. “That can’t be right.”

      Ambrose slithered through the blackness, a snake preparing to strike, but he kept his findings to himself.

      “Well?” I yanked on his metaphysical chain. “Is it safe to remove it?”

      As best I could tell, I sat on damp concrete, probably in an alley, with a large box blocking out the stars.

      The shadow who was not a shadow seeped underneath the nearest flap, spreading like an oil slick.

      Seconds pulled like taffy into sticky minutes that clung to me the same as my sweaty shirt, but Ambrose took his sweet time on his scouting mission and offered no warning before honing himself into a bolt of sheer agony he aimed right for my brain.

      Jolting from the shock, I hissed through the swirling eddies of images, smells, tastes, and other sensory clues that made our wordless communication possible. Once the gentler waves ebbed, I could focus on the information he had gathered.

      A red exit sign glowed two doors down, its restaurant closed at this hour, and its dumpster shielding me from passersby. Aside from the ants dining on soured chicken alfredo and cockroaches swarming moldy breadsticks, I was alone in the alley with no one to see me lift the soggy cardboard over my head or toss it aside to land in a greasy puddle.

      Silky moonlight slanted across my shoulders, boosting my night vision enough for me to perform a quick inventory. Filth covered my palms, and I had skinned both knees. One ankle twanged when I shifted that leg, but otherwise I appeared to be in one piece.

      The starched cuff of a man’s dress shirt slid over my hand when I reached down to finger the crusty tear in a pair of black leggings I had never seen in my life. The shirt was unfamiliar too, except for the whisper of cologne I couldn’t put my finger on. The sneakers were mine, the bleach pattern on them familiar, but I had fallen asleep naked in my own bed after a hot shower. That was my last memory.

      Goddess, no. Not again. Please not again. I’ve been good. I’ll be better. Just not this.

      Nausea swept through me when I forced my legs to accept my weight, but I had to get moving. I couldn’t cower here in the dark and pray this was all a bad dream. I tried that the first time my eyes opened on a strange place, my body sore and clad in borrowed clothes, my sluggish mind a blank slate, and my cowardly denials had gotten people killed.

      Never again. Never. Again.

      Do you hear me, Ambrose?

      Never.

      Again.

      A smoky whirl encircled me, and the clarity of his mirth in my head spiked my skin with chills.

      Leggings meant no phone, no wallet, no ID. I couldn’t call for help, and I couldn’t find HQ without texting with Bishop. Swyft, the city’s paranormal rideshare app, required a smartphone to book passage. So that was out too. Left with one truly sucky option, I went in search of an open store to call a plain ol’ taxi.

      A limp developed in my right leg as I reached the mouth of the alley, but I pushed through the weakness.

      The nearest beacon of hope turned out to be a grungy package store. The clerk didn’t spare me a second glance, just kept thumbing through a faded Southern Living magazine older than both of us. The roadside tree farm on its cover reminded me of Christmas, and a pang of sadness added its weight to my other pains.

      Two years in a row there would be no tree, no presents, no family for me.

      Joy to the frakking world.

      Aware I smelled like I had slept behind a dumpster, I offered him a bright smile. “Can I use your phone?”

      With a grunt, the man handed me a cordless landline phone that might have begun its life white but had yellowed with age and the grime of unwashed hands until touching it made me long for a heaping squirt of antibac.

      Thanking its annoyingly catchy jingle, I dialed the number of a local cab company from memory then arranged for a pickup on the corner.

      “Thanks.” I passed the phone back. “I appreciate it.”

      “Next time buy a wine cooler or something.” Setting down his magazine, careful to mark his page with a spread palm, he replaced the phone in its cradle. Between his fingers, I spotted the full-page spread of three naked women doing things I doubted were anatomically possible to one another. He noted my shock and grinned wide. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Yeah.” I backed away from the counter, feeling dirtier than ever. “You too.”

      Outside in the balmy air, I waited ten minutes for my ride. The driver was an old woman wearing glasses that made me doubt the legality of the license displayed for my convenience, but her resemblance to Estelle Getty was enough to have me reaching for the handle.

      “Wait.” She lifted a papery hand in a stop gesture. “Lula.”

      “Hadley,” I corrected her, not pausing to see if the cab company had its wires crossed before climbing in.

      “Hold that thought. I got a fare.” Watery eyes met mine in the rearview mirror. “Where to, hon?”

      “The Faraday.”

      “Sure thing.” With her GPS engaged, she tapped the earpiece I had mistaken for a hearing aid due to its fleshy coloring and resumed what I now realized was a phone conversation. “Kenny did what?”

      The lively chatter between her and her best friend, part of a ring of granny cabbies, kept me entertained during the short trip to the Faraday.

      “Cash or charge?”

      For a second, I didn’t grasp that she was finally speaking to me. “Charge.”

      “Let me get my chip reader.” She parked in front of the building. “Must have slid under the seat again.”

      When she bent down, I made a break for it. I threw the door open and wobble-ran to the new doorman.

      “Hank, can you pay my fare?” I didn’t have to work hard to look pitiful. “I forgot my phone and wallet.”

      “Stay put,” he warned me, eyes hard when they registered my injuries. “I’ll be right back.”

      I let the building prop me upright while he paid off the raging granny with a fat tip that left her grinning from ear to ear. Or maybe it was the cooing and cheek-pinching he let her get away with that brightened her mood.

      “We will never speak of this again,” he said when he resumed his post. “That didn’t happen.”

      “That woman fit her thumbs in your dimples and squished.” I shook my head. “Two-handed, Hank.”

      “What part of we will never speak of this again did you not understand?”

      “Oh, I understood.” I flashed him a toothy smile. “I just didn’t agree to your terms.”

      “I paid your fare,” he grumbled. “You owe me.”

      “I would rather pay you back plus interest than never revisit the man gwyllgi call The Edible Hulk behind his back letting a little old lady have her way with him.”

      “That sounds…”

      “Inspired?” I shoved off the building. “That’s exactly how I plan on retelling the story, FYI.”

      The glass door swung open behind me, and a flash of blond hair shot my pulse—and temper—through the stratosphere.

      “Sir.” Hank kept his gaze no higher than Midas’s chin. “I apologize for interrupting your evening.”

      “You little snitch.” I punched Hank in the shoulder, my abraded knuckles twinging, and I hissed as the scabs pulled taut over healing skin. “You big snitch.”

      “Hadley.”

      The soft command in Midas’s voice didn’t compel me to obey the way gwyllgi responded to their beta, but I recognized power when I heard it, even if I hadn’t heard it since we closed the Bonnie Diaz case together. As in no calls, no texts, no casual waves as we crossed paths in the lobby. Nada. For weeks. “What?”

      The slip in my control sent ripples of sudden interest through the shadow pooling beneath me.

      Flinching at my gall more than my volume, Hank dipped his gaze to Midas’s shoulder and stuck there.

      “Your apartment door was found open,” Midas informed me. “No one appears to have entered while you were out, but I’d like you to confirm nothing was stolen.”

      This was business then. Of course. What had I expected? A reason for him avoiding me? A lame excuse?

      Until he assigned Ford to consult on what was being called (by me) the Snowball Situation, I had gone a year without bumping into him. Now I was pouting because I hadn’t seen him since the night he scrawled a message in pizza grease on the sheet pan I used to heat my leftovers for him.

      “Okay.” I shoved Hank hard enough to rock him back. “I’m going to tell Roe and Giada about your granny crush. And I’m not paying you back.”

      Actually, telling Roe and Giada was payback. Just not the monetary kind.

      They were a lovely couple, two beautiful older women, and boy howdy did they love to scoop the pack on the gossip circuit. Mostly, I think they enjoyed the game. A different kind of hunt for a different phase in their lives.

      “Hadley.” Midas rasped my name, and gooseflesh pimpled down my arms. “Leave Hank alone.”

      From the angle of his head, it was hard to tell if Hank was grinning at the reprimand, but I could feel him smiling because Midas had taken his side.

      “This isn’t over,” I promised Hank then turned with all the dignity I could muster and entered the lobby.

      Midas’s toes brushed my heels on the way in, and his warm breath rustled my hair. “Where did you get my shirt?”

      “Your…?” Hand rising to my collar, I crushed it in my fist. “This is your shirt?”

      “Yes.”

      A teasing whiff of amber and cedar on the fabric tickled my nose, mocking me, but the faint scent was nothing compared to standing in close proximity to Midas, who oozed manly smell-good pheromones that made me lean in to fill my lungs when he wasn’t paying attention.

      “I’m sorry.” I clutched the two halves together like he might rip the shirt off my back. “The truth is, I don’t know.”

      Midas didn’t press for answers, just led me to the elevator and rode up to my floor beside me in silence.

      Ares stood guard outside my door, a yawn stretching her jaw until she spotted Midas and straightened.

      “That’s an interesting look for you, Hadley.” Her gaze tagged the shirt. “Very interesting.”

      “Go in.” Midas herded me into the apartment using my reluctance to touch him. One step forward for him, two steps back for me. “Check if anything is missing.”

      The gwyllgi security team had upped their presence since the last time my place was broken into, but it’s not like you can plan for enemies who can change their faces, voices, heights—their entire selves—with powerful magic.

      The witchborn fae coven had gone radio silent after Bonnie/Snowball/Iliana’s death. I somehow doubted that was a good sign.

      In an apartment this size, it didn’t take me long to perform a quick visual sweep to reassure myself nothing was missing. “Everything is where I left it.”

      “Good.” Midas turned on his heel to go. “I’m glad.”

      The impulse to call after him was too strong to ignore. “Don’t you want your shirt back?”

      The challenge didn’t slow him down or pry an answer from him as he left the way he came.

      “I’m not going to ask how you ended up wearing his shirt,” Ares informed me. “However, should you feel the need to retrace the events leading up to that moment out loud, I would keep anything I overheard to myself.”

      “I would dish, but there’s nothing on my plate.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” She tapped the side of her nose. “I got you.”

      After she left, I entered my apartment and gave it a more thorough examination. I came up empty. For all the world, it appeared as if I had left in a rush and forgotten to lock up behind myself. With the Faraday security being what it was, it shouldn’t have been an issue. Just an oopsie easily forgotten.

      But this displacement had happened to me before.

      “Are you toying with me, Ambrose?”

      The shadow pulled up short, feigning shock, and crossed fingers over his black heart, but his acting chops had fooled me once upon a time.

      Goddess, I thought this chapter in my story was over.

      “This is me, totally believing you.”

      The slow shake of his head chastised me, but then he resumed his leisurely search, acting the part of my dutiful shadow while I had no doubt that if he was cooperating without coercion, he was up to something.

      As much as I hated flinging out a lifeline, I had no choice when it came to my darker half.

      I located my cell on the nightstand where I kept it during the day and dialed Linus.

      Linus Andreas Lawson III was the reigning Potentate of Atlanta. Unlucky for me, he was also currently in Savannah with his fiancée, leaving me to muddle through this final year of apprenticeship solo to prove I had what it took to assume his mantle. Lucky for me, the man never slept. He was always only ever a call away when I needed advice.

      “Hadley,” he said with warmth that nonetheless gave me chills.

      Despite his generous mentorship, our past encounters had scarred me too deeply to heal where he was concerned. All I had to do was close my eyes to recall the moth-eaten black cloak that hung from his shoulders when he hunted, or the threadbare cowl that hid his face, making him impossible to read. Worse was his scythe…the way moonlight glinted off its blade when he raised it to strike a killing blow…

      Massaging the skin at my nape, I was surprised when my hand came away clean and not bloody. “Hey.”

      “Is something the matter?”

      I paced my apartment from end to end, all twenty or so steps. “Maybe?”

      He shut a door on his end, giving himself privacy. “Explain.”

      “I woke up in an alley, wearing clothes that aren’t mine, with no memory of how I got there.”

      The thing about Ambrose was he got one shot at impersonating the figure of his choice each time he bonded to a fresh, power-hungry sucker. That was it. One form, and he was stuck in it until the ties between him and his host were severed upon the host’s eventual death.

      The person Ambrose had chosen to emulate after our pact was sealed? Well, I was talking to him now.

      More than once, I had woken in strange places wearing Linus’s clothes with no memories to clue me in.

      Yet another reason why he was invested in rehabilitating me.

      “I’ll be there in three hours.” His tone inspired fresh chills. “Lock yourself in and don’t fall asleep.”

      Ambrose was stronger when I slept, when my ironclad control eased, and I dreamed of his crimes.

      No.

      Our crimes.

      There was no such thing as a free pass. Even if there was, I didn’t deserve one.

      “Okay,” I whispered, a chastised student expecting her teacher to rap her knuckles for failing.

      He ended the call, and I stood there with the phone pressed to my ear, wishing I had someone else to dial, someone else to share this fear, but there was no one to smooth my hair and tell me it would be okay. Besides, anyone who tried would be lying.

      A knock on the door startled me into dropping my cell, spoiling my plan to stew alone in the dark.

      “I brought food,” Ford said through the door. “Heard you had a rough day.”

      Ford wasn’t the last person I wanted to see, but I didn’t feel up to socializing.

      “I did.” I held my ground. “I’m going to shower it off.”

      “Can we not talk through the door?”

      Rubbing grimy eyes with dirty fingertips, I caved for the single reason entertaining a guest would force me to stay awake. I wasn’t drowsy, but sleep was sneaky. When a person told you not to doze, that was the instant your body would decide a nap was a great idea, the best one ever.

      Trudging over, I flung open the door then sagged against it. “Fine.”

      Lips kicking up in a smile, he didn’t dawdle in the hall. “With an invitation like that, how can I refuse?”

      “I got home maybe a half hour ago.” I goggled at the plastic bags strung down his arms. “When did you have time to order all this?”

      “Confession.” He aimed straight for the dining table built for two. “Security had a staff meeting scheduled for tonight.”

      I prompted him when he got distracted during his search for condiments in my fridge. “Okay?”

      “This was my week to provide refreshments, so I picked up a few things on my way in.” The hot sauce in his hand earned me a frown, too mild for his palate, but I preferred not to blister my taste buds while eating. “The meeting got cancelled after Midas stomped off in a snit.” He slanted me a pointed glance. “I heard about the possible break-in from Hank, so I thought I would come see how you’re doing.”

      The drop in my gut upon learning Hank, not Midas, had prompted this visit made me scowl. “What did he tell you?”

      “That you left sometime during the day without locking up behind yourself, which isn’t like you, and that you came home wearing one of the shirts Midas left out in the hall for the twins’ laundry service.”

      The twins, sons of one of the pack enforcers, had absconded with the rolling laundry cart Bishop acquired for us to smuggle Snowball, in gwyllgi form, into the Faraday. They used it to launch their own laundry service for single, busy, or just plain lazy gwyllgi in the building.

      That explained how Ambrose got ahold of Midas’s shirt when Midas still lived at the den with the alpha. Linus informed me early on that Midas kept a suite at the Faraday, the warning meant to help me avoid him, but as far as I could tell, it was used for showers and changes of clothes. That was about it. The odds of bumping into Midas in the elevator were slim to none, though he often hung out in the lobby with the other enforcers.

      “Linus is on the way.” I might as well tell Ford since everyone would note his arrival. “He’ll sort it out.”

      “Okay.”

      “That’s it?” I followed him into my microkitchen. “You’re not going to ask more questions?”

      “I’m not going to bully you when you obviously have no answers for me or yourself, no.”

      Unlike Midas, Ford plotted a collision course with me daily. A quick hello, a wink, a smile, a movie date. Or, like now, showing up on my doorstep with food, which was a gwyllgi love language that spoke to every degree of friendship right on up to matehood.

      I hoped he understood I wanted to rank at the lower end of that scale.

      “I have tea downstairs, about six gallons in jugs. You interested?” He spread out the food. “I couldn’t carry it all, but I can pop down and grab one if you’re feeling sweet.”

      A reluctant smile touched my lips, his easygoing nature too hard to resist. “Stop cheering me up.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He gathered plates, cups, and utensils, totally at home in my kitchen. “I’ll just sit here and let you scowl at me.” He whipped his head toward me, caught my slip, and grinned even wider. “You almost laughed. I saw it. You’re not holding up your end of the deal.”

      “You’re obnoxious.”

      “Momma says the same.” He pulled out my chair and waited for me to plop down in it. “Guess I’ll have to find a girl who loves me, warts and all.”

      “You won’t have to look hard.” I sat and let him play the gentleman. “You’re a good guy.”

      “I’m going to pretend I didn’t hear you friend zone me with good guy.”

      After investigating the mountain of boxed foods, I stabbed a riblet with my fork. “I have no zones.”

      “And yet, here I am.” He hung his head, black hair sliding over his cheekbones. “Sidelined.”

      A quiet knock flooded my palms with sweat, and I lost my grip on the silverware. The fork went sailing, taking the meat with it, and both hit the floor with a saucy clatter. “He can’t be here yet.”

      Mouth tight as he studied the spatter, Ford ripped his attention away from the carnage. “Linus?”

      “On the way.” I wiped damp hands on the leggings. “He’s got a three-hour drive ahead of him.”

      Scraping his chair back, Ford came halfway out of his seat. “Want me to handle it?”

      If only. “I got it.”

      The next Potentate of Atlanta couldn’t afford to lean on anyone or any one faction.

      Aware I was prolonging the inevitable, I rolled up my sleeves as I shuffled across the room, gathering my courage before checking the peephole. Hard aquamarine eyes stared back, and I gritted my teeth before opening the door. “Back again?”

      Midas stood in the hall, a frown pinching his forehead. “Ford here?”

      More business. Of course. Nothing to do with me.

      “Yeah.” I deflated on the spot. “Come on in.”

      “What’s up?” Ford crammed a square of cornbread in his mouth. “I would invite you to join us, but it’s Lee’s place.”

      “You’re welcome to stay if you want.” I plopped back down in the only other chair at the table, making it plain I didn’t care if Midas stayed or left. “There’s plenty.”

      “That’s why I’m here. The others smelled food and wondered where it went.”

      “I bought it.” Ford bit into a hand-cut French fry. “No meeting, no food.”

      Midas lowered his brows but said nothing.

      “All right, all right.” Ford shoved a few items he had already sampled into bags then thrust it at him. “I’ll share.”

      “You’re not coming?” Midas accepted the food, his fingers crinkling the plastic. “I’m about to assign posts.”

      “I’ll be down soon.” Ford kept his seat, his posture loose, but he shared a meaningful glance with Midas. “It’s not like we don’t both know what’s on my agenda.”

      “I don’t need a babysitter,” I cut in, “if that’s what you’re discussing over my head.”

      Midas slanted his gaze toward me then snarled when I didn’t glance away. “This is pack business.”

      “This is my apartment.”

      Pointing a damning finger at me, he snapped, “That’s my shirt.”

      “You want it?” I yanked it over my head, fighting with my sports bra, and hurled it at his face. “Take it.”

      The ceiling became the most interesting thing in the room, maybe even the world, to Ford.

      Midas, growl pumping through his chest, kept his eyes locked with mine.

      “What?” I threw up my hands. “Haven’t you ever seen a bra?” I popped the strap. “I run dressed exactly like this.” Sports bra, leggings, and sneakers. “I’m totally decent.”

      Midas stomped over to my armoire, which was hidden behind a fabric curtain, and crushed an innocent tee from the top drawer in his fist. He pitched it at me with an aim that would leave Braves scouts salivating, and I let it hit me in the face and fall to the floor.

      “Put it on,” he barked. “Now.”

      “My house.” I folded my arms over my chest, not covering my breasts, plumping them. “My rules.”

      A low snarl worked free of his throat as he closed the distance between us. He set the food down with a thump and scooped up the shirt. Without breaking eye contact with me, he yanked it over my head and down to my hips, leaving the armholes empty.

      “Where have you been?” I bit the inside of my cheek until it stung. “Forget I asked.” I stormed off to the bathroom, the only space in the whole apartment with a door I could slam in his face, but the stupid shirt made the knob slick when I reached for it, and he caught me before I finished my dramatic exit. “Go away.”

      The heat from Midas’s body radiated from his chest into my back, and given how I had spent my day, I would have given anything to lean into his strength and take whatever comfort he would give. But that was the fear talking.

      I was a danger to him, to his pack, and to myself. He would kill me if I slipped, the same as Linus, and they would be right to do it. When the time came, I only hoped they made it quick.

      “I’m out, Lee,” Ford called, his chair legs scraping across the tile. “See you down there, Midas.”

      The door closed, shutting us in together, but Midas didn’t budge and neither did I.

      “I have duties that require me to stay at the den for long stretches of time.”

      Wrestling with my shirt, I shoved my arms through the holes. “You don’t owe me an explanation.”

      “Why did you ask?”

      I’m scared. No, I’m terrified. The monster in me slipped his leash. Or not? I don’t know. The last time, he killed people. I killed people. I can’t go there again. I won’t. I’ll beg Linus to put me down before that happens and I undo all the good I’ve done. Assuming I get a say. He hunted me once before, and it was close, so close. And I have no idea why I think you’re the guy with enough superglue to hold me together when you’re as broken as me.

      “No reason.” I pressed my palm against the door in front of me. “I haven’t seen you around is all.”

      “I haven’t been around to be seen.” He placed his hand beside mine, his chest all but touching my back. Cedar and amber filled my nose, my head, and dizzied me. “You’ve got my number if you needed me.”

      “Need is a strong word.”

      “Yes.” His warm breath hit my nape. “It is.”

      “Midas?”

      “I have to go.” He withdrew, taking his heat with him. “The others are expecting me.”

      “Okay.” I twitched my pinky over enough to touch the spot where his hand had been. “Bye.”

      Heavy footsteps beat a path to the door, and he left without saying another word. Drained, I returned to the table, slumped into my chair, and picked up an apple cinnamon cruller, prepared to eat my feelings while I waited for Linus.
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      The door slammed on Midas’s heels with the force of a hammer driving nails through the soles of his boots. It came as no surprise that Ford hadn’t gone any-damn-where, but when confronted with his friend, Midas required all his self-control not to bare his teeth.

      “Well?” Ford kept cramming fries in his mouth. “Better or worse?”

      Jaw clenched to hold in a growl, Midas ground out the words. “What do you think?”

      For three weeks he had avoided the Faraday, and for three weeks he hadn’t stopped thinking about her.

      “That you’re in trouble.” Ford jerked his chin at the door over Midas’s shoulder. “I almost feel sorry for you.”

      Avoiding Hadley kept him from touching her, which kept him from marking her, which kept him from murdering packmates who noticed she was a fierce beauty with a fire raging in her that drew him like an idiot moth destined to let her burn it to ashes.

      “Don’t…” Midas unclenched his jaw. “Don’t look at her.”

      “It’s not like I have X-ray vision. There are two inches of oak between us and her.” He plucked out a rib and started gnawing. “I don’t see anything but wood.” Sauce smeared his mouth like coagulating blood. “Girl works out, though. Did you see her abs?”

      Midas wasn’t sure how he ended up with his hands wrapped around Ford’s throat, but that wasn’t half as troubling as the fact his fingers seized up, tightening instead of loosening.

      “Fair is fair,” Ford wheezed. “You don’t want her.”

      Want? No. Want meant you might like to have something. It was a casual desire, an impulse beaten with self-control. He didn’t want her. He barely knew her. But the red-hot sizzle of his temper warned him he might need her, and that was more dangerous. Better for them all if Ford won her over with his easy charm.

      If Midas didn’t kill him for trying first.

      And she didn’t kill them both for Midas’s role in fostering their friendship.

      “I’m sorry.” Digit by digit, finger by finger, he forced his hand to relax and stepped back. “I should go.”

      Tuck tail and run.

      Back to the den, to the woods, to his thinking place. That’s what he meant but would never say, not even to the closest thing he had to a best friend since Lethe relocated. Betas didn’t flee, they gave chase.

      “It’s hormonal.” Ford massaged his reddened throat. “In high school, I got territorial over a scrunchie my cheerleader girlfriend dropped on the field during a game. This asshole football star picked it up to hand it back, and I tackled him so hard the coach offered me a place on the team on the spot.”

      “The other parents were okay with that?”

      “Football is king in Texas.” He shrugged. “They don’t much care which player wears the crown as long as their team isn’t dethroned from the number one ranking.”

      Midas hated asking, but there was nothing for it. “You got over it?”

      “Oh yeah.” He lifted the rib back to his mouth. “She moved west for college, and I came east. A couple thousand miles of breathing room helped sand off the rough edges of the breakup.”

      Midas considered his options but came up empty. “I don’t have a couple thousand miles.”

      “I know.” Lips greasy, Ford grinned. “Sucks to be you.”

      “Take the food down to the break room,” he said, turning to go, “if there’s any left.”

      After gathering the remaining bags, Ford met him at the elevator. “Where you headed?”

      “I’m going for a run.” Fresh air cleansed his thoughts, dirt beneath his paws anchored his soul, and right now, he could use all the help he could get. “I’ll be back in a few hours.”

      Ford kept his expression bland, but his eyes—they glittered like diamonds. “What about the break-in?”

      “There was no break-in.” Midas clipped his words short. “She forgot to close her door.”

      The rest she hadn’t trusted him with, not that he had given her a chance to fill him in on what spiked her scent with fear. The urge to comfort her forced him to escape before he marked her again like a teenager with his first crush.

      “Mmm-hmm.” Ford kept staring ahead, which made defying his beta easier. “Potentates, right? They’re not security conscious at all. I bet she posts shots of her credit cards on social media too. Poor thing. All beauty and no—”

      “Ford,” Midas said lightly. “Do you want to die?”

      Friend he might be, and loyal to a fault, but Ford was also half the reason Midas struggled against the urge to stamp his mark on Hadley at every opportunity.

      “Momma would kill me.” He beat Midas out of the car when it hit bottom. “She figures I have the best chance of bringing home a mate and giving her grandkids.”

      The air punched from Midas’s lungs, a direct hit without Ford laying a finger on him. The lack of oxygen dimmed his higher reasoning and saved Ford’s mouth from tasting Midas’s knuckles, but his fists clenched until his hands went numb.

      “Blonde ones.” Ford cackled, breaking into a jog. “With the prettiest hazel eyes I ever did see.”

      White crowded Midas’s vision, his temper crackling hotter than a live wire, but he kept his head this time and didn’t wrap his hands around Ford’s throat, even if they itched to resume strangling him. His friend’s antics had earned them too much attention for Midas to react. Control was key for gwyllgi, for any predatory species, and until he figured out what was wrong with him, he had to keep a cool head. As precarious as his position was within the pack, he couldn’t afford to topple himself off the platform he was building brick by brick to earn his people’s trust.

      Eager to be on his way, he entered the break room, called out assignments, then made his escape.

      “Midas?”

      A sigh threatened to hiss through his teeth, but he reined in the impulse and kept walking. “Liesl.”

      “I wanted to let you know you’re off the hook for Saturday.”

      “What?” His punishing stride ground to a halt, and he turned to face her. “You’re cancelling?”

      Liesl was short, lean, and straightforward. He liked the last part best.

      “Jacob asked me out.” Pink flushed her cheeks. “Finally.” She twirled in place. “It took him six months to notice me and another four to work up the nerve to invite me to a play at the Fox.” Coming down off her high, she gave him a lopsided smile. “You’re good at hiding your relief, but you’re not that good. You didn’t want to go out with me any more than I wanted to go out with you.”

      Manners prevented him from confirming or denying what they both knew to be true.

      “I just wanted to give you a heads-up.” Her joyful vibration dimmed. “I can cancel, right?”

      “You’re not required to date me.”

      “I didn’t mean…” She bit her bottom lip. “The alpha—”

      “Go on your date.” Midas suppressed a groan at his mother’s matchmaking attempts. “I’ll take the blame.”

      It was the least he could do for Liesl sparing him hours of strained silence and disappointed hopes.

      “You’re the best.” The spring in her step returned. “Thank you.”

      A weight lifted from his shoulders as he resumed his walk. He was free Saturday night. He didn’t have to dress up, didn’t have to go out, didn’t have to pretend interest. Best of all, he didn’t have to hurt anyone to earn the guilt-free reprieve.

      He just wished the thought right behind thank God wasn’t I wonder if Hadley has weekend plans.
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        * * *

      

      Sweat rolled into Midas’s eyes, and he mopped his face dry with the hem of his shirt. The run had done him good, but others had scented him and come to investigate. Females. Two of them in heat. He couldn’t shift fast enough to escape their interest. It meant a longer walk back to the den, but he would rather walk it as a man than risk a female cornering him. Most let him be, except when their number got called for date night, but a few pursued him with the hunger of a wolf stalking a deer.

      Thanks to the magic particular to his species, he found his phone in his pocket when he reached for it.

      Ford had left him two text messages.

      >>Linus arrived ten minutes ago.

      >>It sounds like a hive of bees is swarming Hadley’s apartment.

      Hadley feared and respected Linus in the same way the pack feared and respected his mother.

      Wait for me in the lobby.

      >>Are you sure? They’re just getting to the good stuff.

      Leave before you get caught.

      Linus wore many hats, all shapes and sizes, and one of them was tattoo artist. The buzzing noise might be his tattoo gun, though Midas couldn’t puzzle out why Linus would drive three hours to give Hadley a new tattoo.

      After grabbing a shower and pulling on fresh clothes at the den, he caught a lift back to the Faraday.

      Hank greeted him, but whatever he read on Midas’s face kept him from attempting conversation.

      A new hire for the position of nightshift doorman, he had worked security at the den for years, and he was good at reading people.

      Ford was not in the lobby, and if he wouldn’t come down to Midas, Midas had to go up to him.

      The ride to Hadley’s floor was quick, and spotting Ford was easy, but he couldn’t shake a sense of wrongness.

      “I told you to wait in the lobby.” Midas crossed to him, clamped a hand on his shoulder. “Ford?”

      Ford didn’t budge, and he didn’t blink. He remained in a half crouch, his eye level with the keyhole.

      “I warned you.” Midas rapped his knuckles on the door. “Hadley, I need to speak to Linus.”

      When she didn’t answer and Linus failed to materialize, Midas settled in to wait. There was no breaking the seal on a warded room from the hall. Even if he possessed that kind of magic, he would be no match for Linus. Any help he offered Ford was guaranteed to make his situation worse.

      Unwilling to leave his friend vulnerable, Midas positioned himself across from the door and waited.
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      The endless droning of the tattoo gun forced me to switch to closed captioning on the TV. The sting of the needles puncturing my skin was familiar, but I sat best when distracted by the big screen, and Linus worked best when his subject wasn’t squirming to escape.

      The constant buzz, buzz, buzzing had annoyed me for so long, I didn’t notice when it quit at first.

      “That ought to do the trick.” Bent over my foot, his cold fingers giving me chills, Linus examined his work for a moment longer, leaning in so close I could count the freckles on his nose. “I’ve reinforced the binding on Ambrose.”

      “Do you ever get the feeling we’re slapping a Band-Aid over a gunshot wound?”

      “I found no evidence Ambrose has snapped his tether.” Navy eyes met mine, darkness lurking in their corners. “This is only a precautionary measure since I’m here.”

      “How did I end up on the street then?”

      “I’m not sure.” He began cleaning his improvised station. “Bishop is reviewing the security footage.” He rose and carried his mess to the trash. A hank of dark-auburn hair had escaped the elastic at his nape while he worked, so he scooped the errant strands back and secured them again before washing his hands and putting on fresh gloves. “He has orders to send his notes to both of us.” He glanced up, met my gaze. “We’ll figure it out.”

      Twisting my foot side to side, I had to admit, “The new design is beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      What had begun as a simple triquetra on my ankle, the first tether between Ambrose and me, was rapidly expanding across my foot. Getting tattooed there hurt like a mother, but it allowed me to hide my ink without draining the charm I commissioned to smudge my appearance from Amelie to Hadley.

      “What’s the verdict?” I grimaced when he knelt to clean the tender skin and smooth a Saniderm patch over the newest link in the ever-increasing chain designed to hold Ambrose captive.

      “Bishop will keep an eye out whenever you leave the building and report any unusual daytime activities. He’ll intercept you and restrain you if he has reason to believe you’re under Ambrose’s influence.”

      “I don’t…” I leaned into the physical pain, the lesser of two evils. “I don’t want to hurt anyone else.”

      Linus rose and carried the last of his trash to the can. “We won’t let it come to that.”

      Promise and threat rolled into one chilling vow that made me glad he wouldn’t have to touch me again.

      Wards etched into the foundation of the Faraday prevented his wraith, Cletus, from manifesting, but the way he cocked his head told me he would have dispatched him to investigate the hall had he been able.

      Twisting on the couch, I scanned for what put him on edge. “What’s wrong?”

      “There’s a shadow beneath the door.” He prowled across the room and yanked it open to reveal Ford frozen like a statue while Midas lounged in the hall behind him. Linus glanced over his shoulder at me. “You have guests.”

      Teeth gritted, I hobbled toward them to find out what they wanted this time. “Oh, no.”

      “The ward trapped him.” Linus touched two fingers to the side of Ford’s throat but turned his attention to Midas. “Care to explain?”

      “He came to check on Hadley.” He rose to his feet. “I came looking for him, and this is what I found.”

      “He’ll thaw in a few minutes now that the seal is broken.” Linus shoved his hands into his pockets. “Hadley, call if you have any other questions or concerns.”

      Relief and panic melded and zinged through me. “You’re leaving?”

      “For now,” he said, and I heard the regret, the warning, in his voice.

      “Have a safe trip home.” I bit my tongue until I tasted blood, but Midas must have thought I was talking about Linus going to his new home in Savannah, not admitting I used to live there too, because he didn’t appear to have caught the slip. “I’ll check in with Bishop if there are any further developments.”

      “Trust yourself.” Linus rested a hand lightly on my shoulder. “I do.”

      His endorsement, given in front of a powerful ally, meant the world to me. It also made me want to dig a hole to climb in then fill the dirt over my head.

      No one had expected great things from me. I was Low Society, destined for a human life with a human job and maybe a human spouse. Ordinary, that was my fate. Or it had been, until Ambrose. I was the one who pushed myself to excel in school, who obsessed over my performances via reviews based on my ghost tours, who kept the spotlight shining where I wanted so it didn’t catch the shadows. And when that wasn’t enough for me, I pushed further. I tapped into forbidden magic and damned myself to harness power beyond my control.

      None of it mattered. My parents hadn’t noticed. Dad was too busy not noticing anything that happened at home, and Mom flat-out did not care what I did so long as I did it well.

      But, as easy as it was to blame my mother for my predicament, I made the choices that landed me here. I had no one to blame except myself. Plenty of other kids grew up in houses just like mine or worse and turned out fine. Or they got that way, over time, no thanks to their upbringing.

      Cold slithered through my midsection. “You’re sure you have to go?”

      “I can stay,” Linus offered, “if you need me.”

      Between the lines, I read what he meant: If I needed him to take over for me.

      I might as well strip naked and streak through the city yelling, I quit.

      “It’s late is all,” I bluffed to save face in front of Midas. “I didn’t want you to get tired driving back.”

      A faint crease at the corner of his mouth told me he wasn’t buying my excuse, but he played along to spare my pride. “Thank you for thinking of me, but I’ll manage.”

      “Bye,” I said in a scared-little-girl voice that made Linus hesitate and Midas bristle.

      Genuine concern pinched Linus’s expression. “Hadley—”

      “Sorry about that.” I coughed into my fist. “Allergies.” I cleared my throat loudly. “What can you do?”

      “Take a pill.” Midas glanced between us. “Linus, can I have a minute?”

      The weight of Linus’s stare pushed my head down until my chin hit my chest, and relief eluded me even after I shut the door behind them. I leaned my forehead against the smooth wood, telling myself I wasn’t listening in hoping to catch whatever had brought Midas running, but that was a lie.

      A minute or two later, a heavy thump jarred me, and I jerked the door open to find Ford in a sprawl across my threshold with Linus and Midas nowhere in sight. They must have left him behind in the hopes he would learn his lesson.

      “So.” I folded my arms across my chest. “Eavesdrop much?”

      The weak curl of his fingers beckoned me onto my knees beside him, and he smoothed his thumb across my forehead, where I must have earned a red mark for the same crime.

      “Oh, shut up.” It didn’t matter that he hadn’t said anything, he didn’t have to. “Come on. Sugar helps. I’ll pour you a glass of tea.” His eyes swiveled to search the hall, his head too heavy to lift. “Midas will come looking for you eventually.”

      Borrowing strength from Ambrose, which was never a great idea, especially now, I managed to heft Ford to his feet. After kicking the door shut, I helped him wobble the four or five steps to my futon, where I dropped him like a ton of bricks before my shadow started pouting about his magic being depleted and whined to go on a hunt that wasn’t happening.

      When Linus checked me, I was full to the brim with magic. Too bad that didn’t prove guilt or innocence on Ambrose’s part, since I fed him two days ago and had done nothing to deplete those stores.

      Blergh.

      It was almost like you shouldn’t sell your soul for power or something.

      The trip to the kitchen was so short I could almost lean forward and reach the cabinets and the fridge without leaving Ford’s side. “Extra ice?”

      He grunted confirmation.

      “Why do you bother drinking tea if you’re really just sucking on ice cubes?”

      He grunted again, and he had a point. I was the one forcing it down him this time.

      Once I splashed a few drops of tea onto his ice cubes, I rooted around in a drawer until I found a takeout straw from my stash then carried it back to him. “Drink.”

      The petulance in his third grunt, as if my tea was inferior, made me question the amount of time I spent with him that I understood him in the first place.

      “I don’t add too much sugar.” I stabbed the glass with the plastic and bent it to his lips. “Now suck it.”

      That earned me a chuckle and a pesky twinkle in his lively blue eyes, but he did as I ordered for once.

      We didn’t have to wait long for Midas to return. We didn’t even have to wait for him to knock. He let himself into my apartment, zeroed in on Ford, and went to stand over him.

      “Come on in,” I said cheerfully. “Mi casa es su casa.” I pursed my lips. “I think.” I shrugged. “It’s been a long time since I flunked Spanish I.”

      “The door wasn’t closed,” he said, keeping his distance, “so I let myself in.”

      Pretty sure the door had been shut, if not latched, I didn’t split hairs. He was here, he could take his nosy bestie with him, and I could finally shower.

      “On the topic of locked doors, I need to hit the bathroom.” I gestured down at my grungy attire. “I need to wash off my day before I go to work.”

      Midas studied me until the force of his attention rocked me back on my heels, but he didn’t say anything.

      “Take your buddy and go.” I flicked my wrists at them. “Shoo, shoo.”

      Head cocked, he took one step closer. “Why did Linus drive all the way up here to see you?”

      “It’s only like three hours.” I caught my mistake too late. “Who said he came here just for me?”

      “He did.”

      Well, frak.

      Hard to contradict a firsthand account from the boss.

      That didn’t mean I would give in so easily. “I am his apprentice. He has a right to check up on me.”

      “You called him.” He took another step. “Why?”

      “Why is it any of your business?” I snapped my fingers. “Oh, that’s right. It’s not.”

      “You’re living in—”

      “The pack doesn’t own the Faraday.” The building was a Society holding. “You’re contracted as security, that’s all.”

      “You’re living with—”

      “Vampires, necromancers, gwyllgi, and goddess only knows what else.”

      “Will you let me finish a thought?”

      All cooperation and courtesy, I mimed zipping my lips.

      “How is it you always do this to me?”

      Mouth shut, I shrugged hugely to drive home the whole mute thing.

      “You wind me up so tight I forget my own name.”

      I raised my hand like a kid in school.

      “Go on.” His lips twitched until he flattened them. “Tell me what I was going to say.”

      “You were going to threaten me, maybe hint at kicking me to the curb, and attempt to shove Ford further up my butt than he’s already wedged thanks to you.” I dropped my gaze to him. “Sorry, Ford, but we all know it’s true.”

      Midas rubbed his face. “I can’t help it that Ford likes spending time with you.”

      “You could order him to stop.” The same way I was certain he’d ordered him to start.

      Expression hidden behind his hands, he asked softly, “Do you want me to?”

      “No.” I remembered how Midas felt about using his coercive magic on his packmates. Besides, Ford was stuck like a burr now. A direct order was the only way to unstick him. “I don’t mind him hanging around.”

      Arms lowering slowly, Midas stared down at Ford with a mixture of emotion I couldn’t parse without knowing Midas better, and he was ensuring that didn’t happen. “You would tell me if there was an immediate threat to my people.”

      “The first sign of danger, when it’s relevant to you or the pack, I’ll let you know.”

      From this point on, I promised. Linus had given me two thumbs-up, and I had to trust he knew best.

      “Are you in trouble?” Midas closed the gap between us. “How did you end up wearing my shirt?”

      “I waited until you set out your laundry, and then I stole it.” Tired of being stalked, I prowled into his personal space, what little remained anyway. “See, I have a flaming crush on you, and I wanted to know how it felt to sleep with your scent against my skin.”

      Crimson flickered in his eyes, banked coals catching fire, and it occurred to me too late that I shouldn’t keep playing chicken with a beta who held the power to ruin me.

      “She’s lying,” Ford mumbled, thawing by degrees. “I’m the one with a flaming man-crush on you. I dared her to steal the shirt so I could add it to the Midas shrine I built in my closet.”

      A snort escaped me, and I almost laughed. “Take him away. He’s clearly delusional.”

      “You’re trying to move in on my man.” Ford cracked his eyes open. “I thought we were friends.”

      Midas swung his head between us. “This is what you two get up to when you’re alone?”

      Even though I knew better, I couldn’t stop myself. “Wouldn’t you like to know?”

      A predator gazed out at me from behind Midas’s eyes, and I all but heard it smacking its lips.

      “Midas,” Ford said, warning heavy in his tone.

      Still locked on me, Midas didn’t advance, but he didn’t retreat either. “I’m leaving.”

      “Let me show you to the door.” I rested a hand on his shoulder, and he jumped back. An actual, physical hop to get away from me. “I didn’t realize cooties were real or that I had them. Sorry about that.” I held the door open as wide as it would go. “I’ll be sure to have the apartment fumigated before the next time you invite yourself in.”

      “We’ll get out of your hair.” Ford grunted when he stood. “Thanks for reviving me.”

      “You’re welcome.” I patted his shoulder to see if cooties were a universal gwyllgi fear. “I have a few prime movies coming in the mail this week. I’m talking black-and-white, VHS, the whole shebang.”

      “Lee, darlin’.” He had to walk past me to exit. “Are you asking me out?”

      “No.” I wasn’t much on leaving my nest these days. “I’m asking you in.”

      “Consider it a date. Let me know when and what to bring.”

      “Will do.”

      Busy making plans with Ford, I didn’t notice when Midas left, just heard the ding of the elevator and knew better than to check the hall.

      “He doesn’t mean any harm.” Ford braced a hand on the wall to keep steady, but the more he moved, the quicker he shrugged off the magic. “He’s going through a rough patch right now.”

      “I don’t get it,” I admitted. “He’s like a coin with two sides, and they never stop flipping.”

      “I want to make a joke along the lines of head over tails, but I’m coming up empty.”

      “Can you make it down alone?” I wrapped an arm around his waist and helped him to the elevator. “I can’t believe Midas ditched you.”

      “Rough patch, remember?”

      Most of my life was one big rough patch, but I still used my manners. When I remembered them.

      “Take your shower.” He dropped a kiss on top of my head. “You’ve earned it.”

      “Are you sure?” Eager as I had been a minute ago, I lingered. “I don’t want you to get hurt.”

      “He left.” Ford leaned against the back wall, the dull metal casting him in reflection. “You might as well stay.”

      Like I would help him limp across the lobby for one more glance of the pack’s golden boy. I wasn’t that pathetic, and it dented my pride Ford thought so.

      “I didn’t say a word about Midas.”

      “Midas?” Ford grinned, sly as a fox. “I was talking about Linus.”

      Heat swamped my face, leaving my cheeks tingling.

      “Liar.” I didn’t wait for the doors to trigger before ditching him for the comfort of my apartment, but my good mood was banished when I found Ambrose sitting in my chair. “I’m taking a shower. You can have the leftovers on the table, but that’s it.”

      Ambrose picked up a half-eaten riblet by its shadow and began gnawing on the bone.

      With him preoccupied, I enjoyed a long shower while searching for other signs of what had happened to me. It was dumb to hope history wasn’t repeating. What did history ever do but replay itself over and over?

      Still, I really didn’t want to die.
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      No sooner had I finished toweling my hair dry and flopping face-first onto the futon than my phone rang. As usual, I couldn’t afford to ignore it. I was tempted, though. Very tempted. One truffle or two kind of tempted. Boxes I mean. No one can eat just one.

      I wriggled until I could reach my cell and answered without lifting my face off my pillow, which now smelled like Ford. Not a bad scent as far as smells go. “Hadley.”

      “Are you coming in tonight or what?”

      Bishop.

      “Depends.” I groaned and shifted onto my side. “Can I call in sick?”

      “Not unless you’re actually sick.”

      I coughed onto the receiver and made my voice nasally. “I don’t feel so good.”

      “Cut the crap and get over here.” Rapid-fire clicks told me he was hard at work while I loafed. “I have the security footage. I’m piecing it together now. Gimme ten, and I’ll be able to recreate your episode.”

      Exhaustion forgotten, I sat up in a rush that left me dizzy. “I’ll be right there.”

      “I thought you might say that.”

      “Any chance you’ll just tell me where to go?”

      HQ, the Office of the Potentate, or OPA for short, was fluid. Its location, I mean. Ask anyone on the POA’s team, and they would tell you we have several bases numbered one through twelve scattered across the city. They would also admit they had never stepped inside one.

      The identities of the team, aside from the POA, Bishop, and me, were kept anonymous. Linus and I knew Bishop, but only Bishop knew the others’ real identities, and he functioned as the go-between.

      He also acted like a fairytale troll guarding a bridge, forcing me to exchange strings of code with him via text message until he led me to the night’s active location. Active being the keyword.

      Once I missed a number thanks to the flu giving me brain fog and ended up at the wrong spot.

      There was nothing there, and I mean nothing.

      No door, no handle, no cracks in the cement. Just smooth surface and echoing footsteps in the otherwise mundane parking garage.

      “No can do.” He didn’t have to sound so happy about it. “You know the rules.”

      Given I had been the one to invite Snowball into one of our bases, which had since been deactivated, I didn’t have a leg to stand on. Protocol was there for a reason, so that when mistakes got made, we had layers of protection between us and the wolf (or witchborn fae) at the door.

      He ended the call, and I started pulling on clothes. Nothing fancy, another sports bra and comfy undies, yoga pants and a baggy racerback top since I felt a twinge of remorse over the spat with Midas. After we plotted out my daytime wanderings, I could run the Active Oval at Piedmont park and burn off some of this frustration. As I wrestled with the stretchy elastic armband I used to hold my phone when I exercised, an epiphany struck.

      I ought to wear this sucker to bed so the next alley I woke in, if there was a next time, I would have a way home.

      Dressed and as ready as I would ever be, I hit the lobby, pausing to pull up Swyft and gamble on a ride.

      The uptick in the cost of a trip downtown made me wonder if rates had jumped again, but it’s not like the drivers didn’t earn their money. Paranormals, me especially, were hazard-duty pay waiting to happen.

      Not five minutes later, a sporty two-seater painted lime green with black racing stripes squealed up to the curb.

      Forget gambling. This was Russian roulette, and I had just lost.

      The driver lowered her window and grinned at me, her needlelike teeth flashing, her skin so pale it was translucent.

      I had pegged her for a vampire the first time we met, but she still didn’t send a warning tingle up my spine. Her wide blue eyes, the color of her pronounced veins, locked on me like a tractor beam, as if her will alone could haul me into the passenger seat. Her spiked pixie cut highlighted the roundness in her cheeks, and the elastics on her braces matched her hair and her wheels.

      “Long time, no see.” She smacked her palm against her door. “Hop in.”

      With the number of odd jobs she worked across the city, I figured our paths would cross again. Though I had hoped it would be over a takeout box in the food court and not in a zooming death trap with her behind the wheel.

      “Hey.” I tried for upbeat, but I broke out in a cold sweat as I strapped in. “How have you been?”

      “Busy.” She drummed her fingers, giving me a beat to shut the door before she peeled out. “Where to?”

      “14th and Peachtree.” HQ might drift around the city, but there was a central hub that put you equidistant to all its locations. “That’s close enough.”

      “To what?”

      “The place I’m going.”

      Excitement rounded her eyes. “Did someone else bite it?”

      “What?” I paused in initiating a sequence with Bishop. “No.”

      The first time the app assigned her as my driver, she had taken me to the scene of Shonda Randall’s death. That was when she let slip her keen interest in Midas, which I was no closer to understanding.

      “Sheesh.” She stomped the accelerator. “Don’t have kittens. I was only asking.”

      Please, goddess, let me get there in one piece.

      “Rumor has it the pack’s golden boy has a crush on you.”

      “No.” I sank lower in my seat. “He doesn’t.”

      “I heard you two had a lovers’ quarrel at Joelle’s.”

      Joelle’s. Ugh. The uber-fancy restaurant where Tisdale booked her son for his dates.

      “Why are you so interested in Midas?” I fought with my seat belt to prevent decapitation when she inevitably stomped on the brakes. “Last time I mentioned him, you bit my head off.”

      The food service industry was not for her. Actually, no service industry was for her.

      “I was having a bad day at work.” She twitched her shoulders. “You ever have those?”

      “Plenty of them.”

      “Look, I’m sorry I was a bitch, all right?” She glared out at the night. “You didn’t call me for a lift home that day I gave you my number, and it got my panties in a twist. The way I see it, you’re using Swyft to get around town. Why not use me instead? That way we help each other out. I get steady business, and you get a dependable driver.” Her lips thinned. “I mean, I work for them. I’ve been vetted.” She pointed to her windshield. “See? I’ve got the sticker and everything.”

      Thankfully the trip was short, and she parked before I had to burst her bubble.

      “You’ve got issues with Midas.” I opened the door in case I made her mad enough to burn rubber before I got clear. “The Office of the Potentate works closely with the Atlanta gwyllgi pack. I can’t risk hiring a regular driver who might be offering her services in order to spy on Midas. That would get me in trouble with the alpha, and my boss, and I’m not willing to go there.”

      “Don’t let his good looks fool you,” she said quietly. “He’s a monster.”

      “He’s gwyllgi. I’ve seen them shift. It doesn’t bother me.”

      “That’s not what I mean.” Temper crept into her expression. “He. Is. A. Monster.”

      “He’s never given me any reason to think so.” I tread carefully. “Why do you?”

      “He killed my sister, okay?” She torqued her upper body toward me. “Is that what you want to hear?”

      In his role as beta, as chief enforcer, I had no doubt he had killed. Many times. To protect the pack, his alpha, and himself. But where had her sister fit on that list? “How…?”

      “Forget it,” she snarled, slamming her palms against the steering wheel. “Get out.”

      Grateful for the open door, I scrambled onto the sidewalk. “I’m sorry for your—”

      “She wasn’t lost.” Red-rimmed eyes, puffy and diamond hard, glared daggers at me. “She was taken from me.”

      Lifting my hands, I backed away. “I really am sorry.”

      “No, you’re not.” Tears left glittery trails over her cheeks. Actual glitter. It made her grief sparkle under the streetlamps. “But he will be.”

      This time I managed to shut the door before she peeled out into traffic.

      How many kids had I left behind in this shape? How many of them stalked me on my periphery, waiting for a shot at avenging a loved one I had cost them? How many had I met without noticing how bright their hatred burned?

      Given I had twice the identities as Midas, I hazarded a guess that I left twice the misery in my wake. At least his kills would be justified. Always. Amelie hadn’t cared that much about right and wrong when Ambrose took the wheel. Now, as Hadley, I had to care enough for the both of us—past and present me.

      The shadow fanning out beneath me formed an inquiring pose, as if he had overheard my thoughts and the mention of him snared his interest.

      That couldn’t be good. He wasn’t supposed to have access to my head. He could make deposits when requested, sure, but any attempts at withdrawals ought to get denied before he made off with a single, stray thought.

      Linus said you’re okay, so you’re okay. Ambrose is a trickster, remember?

      The noise in my head kept me distracted on my way to Base Three, but not so distracted I missed a flash of black fur out of the corner of my eye. Great. I had a gwyllgi on my tail. The black fur brought to mind a certain Texan, since there were minor correlations between hair and coat color.

      But was he sniffing around on his own, or had Midas sent him?

      The official line didn’t matter, not when they amounted to pretty much the same thing.

      Ignoring the final strand of directional text, I sent Bishop a warning.

      I’ve got a tail.

      >>I wondered when you were going to notice.

      Forgive me and my measly two eyeballs. I don’t have fifty thousand like some people.

      With HQ plugged into cameras all over the city, he had eyes everywhere.

      >>You’re making me sound like a fly, and flies creep me out with the buzzing and the—never mind.

      How they feasted on dead flesh as if they were guests at a feast and tucked their eggs into open wounds with the lullaby droning of their wings. The tickle of their spindly legs on skin… Yeah. He hated flies. Almost as much as I hated ants. Pity it was hard to avoid either when you lived in the South and had jobs like ours, and don’t get me started on the idioms, colloquialisms, and idiomatic colloquialisms that made both Southern conversational staples.

      Want me to shake him?

      >>Too risky. They’re familiar with your scent now.

      Yet another thing I had the Snowball Situation to thank for, the total loss of my anonymity with the pack.

      In that case, I’m going for a run. After that, I’ll hit the mall for a few hours.

      What had started out as a quick-and-easy cover idea, a simple way to flesh out Hadley on paper, was fast becoming a drain on my resources as I juggled my various roles. The Peachy Keen Sheets franchise was the ball I kept dropping, not that it made a lick of difference when it came to paying rent on my kiosk.

      >>Sounds good. We’ll catch up after.

      Hoping to make amends, I dialed up the pixie. I hadn’t eaten breakfast, and I hadn’t bothered with my nightly café mocha either, so it’s not like I had anything in my stomach to spill across the floorboard if I risked a longer trip with her.

      Oh well. I tried. I really did. This was me, trying. Just not very hard since I barely let it ring three times before ending the call with a fist pump.

      Figuring it was safe to use the Swyft app, I got prompted to leave the pixie a tip and then I booked a ride.

      The app misread my location, forcing me to cross the street and wait under a particular sign. I was alone in a quiet part of town well after dark, so it’s not like the driver would have trouble identifying me, but I was a stickler for details these days.

      The click, click, click of claws on asphalt raised my short hairs, and I pivoted to find a gwyllgi trotting over to me. Silky black fur, onyx scales, and a face only a mother could love. All in all, he—or she—wasn’t unattractive for a gwyllgi, who resembled a bullmastiff’s one-night stand with a Komodo dragon.

      Tongue lolling, it gave the impression of being friendly and happy to see me, but I made it a rule not to trust supernaturals in their natural form unless I knew them very, very well.

      “Ford?”

      A throaty bark seemed to confirm his identity, but I couldn’t shake a feeling of wrongness about him.

      “Give me a second.” I held up my phone. “I’ll cancel my ride and walk back to the Faraday with you.”

      He wagged his tail and planted his butt, waiting on me to wrap up my texts.

      Ford, old buddy, old pal. Where are you?

      >>Miss me already?

      You texted me back, so I’m guessing the gwyllgi with me isn’t you.

      >>No thumbs in that form, so not me.

      >>Where are you?

      The address beneath a well-lit street sign wasn’t as comforting as it had been a moment ago, but I gave it to him.

      >>I’ll be there in ten minutes. It’s probably nothing, but I don’t like that it hasn’t shifted to identify itself.

      Pretty sure it’s a boy.

      >>Just try not to grind a packmate into hamburger for being stupid until I can interrogate him, please?

      >>You won’t hear from me again. I have to shift to get across town that fast.

      See you soon.

      As promised, Ford went silent. Knowing he was on the way ought to have taken the edge off, but the hulking black beast doing its best to appear harmless was waiting on an update. The bump of his cold nose against my hand gave me chills, but I forced myself to pat him on the head.

      “All done.” I slipped the phone in my pocket. “Let’s go.”

      The gwyllgi walked at my side for a block or two, and I started regretting the text to Ford. He would have a good laugh at my expense if this was another enforcer sent to babysit me after the not-a-break-in. Tone was hard to parse in text, but he hadn’t seemed overly worried a strange gwyllgi had sought me out.

      Ambrose, however, had started circling it like black water swirling down a drain.

      He didn’t much care for gwyllgi, or shifters in general. Their magic was innate, enough to allow them to slide between skins, but hardly a mouthful for him. Therefore, they were of little interest. That this one had earned a second glance worried me. The last gwyllgi to spark his curiosity had been…Snowball.

      “Frak.” I made a production of checking the next cross street. “We missed our turn.”

      The gwyllgi nudged me forward, tail swishing, assuring me he knew the way.

      Cold sweat glazed my skin when we missed the next turn, and the next. He was herding me, and I was letting him to buy time for Ford to arrive, but I had no idea of our final destination. I had to start pushing back, throwing him off track, forcing him to work for it.

      Against a lone gwyllgi, I could defend myself. It would get ugly, though, and I didn’t want to drag the alpha, or the beta, into a homicide investigation starring yours truly.

      “You know a shortcut?” I made sure I kept it light. “You probably grew up here, huh? I’m still learning my way around the city.”

      The gwyllgi rumbled agreement, but Ford was from Texas, not Georgia.

      Deeper and deeper into the dark, he led me through a vacant warren of streets, and I let him.

      The promised ten minutes lapsed with no sign of Ford. Granted, we had veered off the beaten path, but come on. Just how bad was his nose, exactly?

      “I hate to sound like a wuss.” I laughed at myself for the gwyllgi’s benefit. “I’m totally lost.” I dug in my pocket for my phone. “Looks like I’ll need that Swyft after all.”

      Firmly but gently, he closed his mouth around my wrist.

      “What’s wrong?” I faked wariness at the location rather than him. “Do you smell trouble?”

      Bonus points for me. I resisted the urge to add a line about Timmy and falling down a well.

      Nodding, he released my hand but nipped my phone from my fingers.

      “Okay, I was willing to play along, but you had to take it too far.” I held out my hand. “I just bought that phone.” A year ago. “It’s still got the plastic screen protector on it.” I waited for him to comply. “You’re going to have to give it back.”

      Proving what I had suspected all along, that gwyllgi would eat anything, he swallowed it. Gulped it down whole. And then he licked his lips.

      Frakking bastard. Frakking gwyllgi. Frakking gwyllgi bastard.

      Ambrose slithered back where he belonged when I yanked on his tether, but he kept an eager eye on the gwyllgi.

      Reaching for him, into him, I groped with my right hand until the hilt of my kopis blade hit my palm. I was training with two, but usually one short sword was enough to tell a potential opponent you meant business. Most folks didn’t carry them around for the aesthetic.

      Well, unless it was convention time. Then all bets were off, and all us geeks let our geek flags fly.

      The gwyllgi hung his head, a whine in his throat, as if I had betrayed him down to his very soul.

      I didn’t trust the act, having fallen for one identical to it recently. “Who are you?”

      Flexing his claws on the pavement, he made a nails-on-chalkboard sound that hurt my ears.

      “You’re one of them, aren’t you?” I settled into a comfortable stance. “A member of Iliana’s coven.”

      The bubble of tension I had lived in for weeks burst, and the relief was oh so sweet.

      Finally, the witchborn fae had made their move. Now I had the right to counter. I could do something.

      The gwyllgi jerked up his head, but his attention fixed somewhere behind me.

      “Back away slowly.”

      Midas.

      Angling my head toward his voice, I could just make him out in my periphery while keeping the gwyllgi in my sights. “I was expecting Ford.”

      “He’ll be here soon.” Quiet as a mouse in house slippers, he padded next to me. “You didn’t back away.”

      He sounded more annoyed I hadn’t obeyed than worried I might get hurt, which earned him a reminder instead of an elbow to the gut.

      “This is my job.” I adjusted my grip on the sword in my right hand. “This is what I do.”

      The air vibrated with tension between us, but I didn’t back down, and Midas reined in his alpha tendencies inch by growly inch.

      “Shift,” he ordered the gwyllgi, inflicting his bad temper on the interloper. “Or I will.”

      The beast made no attempt to comply, and the growl in Midas’s chest vibrated in my back teeth.

      Stare gone ruby-red, Midas dared me to keep our pissing match going. “Now will you stand back?”

      The gwyllgi, if it was a gwyllgi, had sparked a dominance fight with Midas, making this a pack problem.

      Yeah, I was aware it was a loophole. A tiny one. Clever Midas had provoked the beast just to exploit it.

      “For now,” I allowed, and gave him several feet to work. “I don’t think this fella’s one of you, though.”

      Pack handled pack matters. The second Midas proved this gwyllgi wasn’t gwyllgi, he was mine again.

      Crimson magic splashed up Midas’s body, dousing his thighs, spraying his chest, then dunking him. As it drained, Midas was revealed, a butterfly freed of its chrysalis and ready to stretch its wings. Except with more teeth, more claws, and— Fine. He was nothing like a butterfly. Except being as pretty as one.

      Midas circled the strange gwyllgi, who obviously wasn’t pack since Midas knew each member by sight and scent.

      “I would tell the man what he wants to know.”

      The gwyllgi chuffed, its snorting a soft laughter no animal would make.

      “You might want to ease on back, darlin’.” Ford jogged up to me. “This could get ugly.”

      “I’m good.” I had a job to do, and I couldn’t let Ford shield me. It was a bad habit to fall into when you were a slight woman surrounded by burly men. “You can stand behind me if you want. I’ll protect you.”

      “Be still my heart.” He slapped a palm over his chest. “This might go down as the best night of my life.”

      “You set a low bar, Ford.” Any lower, and it posed a tripping hazard. “I like that in a man.”

      Midas revved up his growl, but it was stupid to think it had anything to do with the fact his friend stood close enough for his elbow to brush mine. Though I had to admit, stupid was my default around Midas.

      “Kick his butt already,” I called to Midas. “I’ve got places to go.”

      The gwyllgi, clearly not liking his odds, turned to run.

      Midas gave chase.

      Ford did not.

      I yelped when Ford jerked me back, and I wrenched free of him. “You’re just going to let him go?”

      “He’s the beta for a reason, and I don’t mean because his mom is the alpha.”

      “This is one of those dumb pack rules where helping him diminishes his manliness or some crap, isn’t it?”

      “Lee, we’re predators. Those dumb pack rules are what holds our society together.”

      Within seconds, they were out of sight, and I couldn’t hold still. “I’ve got a bad feeling about this.”

      The cramp in my gut worsened when Ambrose began clawing the pavement, dragging me inch by inch.

      Ford’s brow furrowed into heavy rows. “You’re jittery as a kid with ants in their pants.”

      Ugh.

      I overcame myrmecophobia young. I learned early I had to cope with my fears unless I wanted to explain why ants, and closed spaces for that matter, bothered me. But having woken in an alley covered in them recently, I couldn’t suppress the shudder that rippled through me.

      Ford must have thought I was shrugging him off if the generous step back he took was any sign.

      About to apologize, I froze as a pained yelp rang out. I had no reason to believe Midas was the one hurt, but I knew in my bones the cry had belonged to him, and I couldn’t have held back if my life depended on it, not when his might. I broke into a punishing run, Ambrose tracking the strange gwyllgi with ease.

      A red haze shone on my periphery as Ford slid into his other form, and then a black gwyllgi with sharp blue eyes raced alongside me. Those eyes screamed Ford. How had I ever mistaken the other gwyllgi for him? Even in this shape, he retained an air of steadfastness about him.

      A strangled bay echoed through the empty streets ahead, and I didn’t need Ambrose to find Midas now.

      Midas was locked in battle with the other gwyllgi, but he was losing. Fast. Its flesh sloughed off in his mouth, and a hard carapace gleamed reddish black along its spine. Insectoid legs, delicate and sharp, pierced its stomach as I gawked, giving it a total of six.

      Ford shook off his surprise quicker than me and rushed the creature, gwyllgi etiquette be damned.

      “What is that thing?” I pitched my voice low for Ambrose. “A mutant space roach pod person?”

      The shadow crept across the asphalt, his hunger a void in my gut, his thirst parching my throat.

      Not good, very not good, terribly not good.

      “Can you drain him?”

      The shadow bounced his shoulders in mocking laughter, as if I had real balls to doubt him.

      Seeing as how I didn’t have balls, real or otherwise, I wasn’t too offended to be honest.

      “Take a sip.” I yanked on his metaphysical leash. “That’s it. Hear me?”

      Rubbing his hands together, Ambrose gave me a mocking bow then zipped into action.

      Ford’s and Midas’s feints and parries were practiced from hunting together, their movements beautiful as any dance, but it left me no room to get a cut in edgewise.

      As a matter of fact, I was starting to suspect it was intentional.

      Gah.

      They would rather die manfully than accept help from a girl.

      Oh well.

      Incoming!

      The gwyllgi-roach bit Ford’s left rear leg and slung him, leaving Midas alone on its front end.

      The path was as clear as it was going to get. I ran toward it, leapt onto its back, and dug my ankles into its ribs. I held on to its shedding fur one-handed like a bull rider while I stabbed it through the skull over and over.

      A bone-jarring tackle knocked me backward, and I hit the asphalt on my hip hard enough for tears to spring to my eyes. “Ouch.”

      Before I convinced my legs to cooperate, a golden gwyllgi with radiant crimson eyes walked over me, his body a shield between me and the gwyllgi-roach.

      “Get off.” I shoved Midas, smearing blood from my scraped palms over his fur. “I’m here to save you, not the other way around.”

      Male gwyllgi came standard with selective hearing as best I could tell, and he left his factory settings on.

      “Are you serious?” I leveraged onto my elbows. “Ford is going to get himself killed going it alone.”

      The creature began using its multijointed front arms as pincers, reaching behind its mostly bald head to snap at Ford where he clung to the spot I had unceremoniously vacated seconds earlier.

      “Thanks for the save,” I grumbled to Midas, and received a snort in return. “You’ve still got to move.”

      When asking nicely failed, I drew on my bond with Ambrose for the strength to knock Midas right while I rolled left. I shot to my feet before he pinned me again, collected my fallen sword, and drew my second blade.

      A low growl rose behind me, but two could fake selective hearing, and I charged the creature.

      Ford hung on by his teeth from a ridge hiding leathery sheaves that rustled like giant wings, leaving him exposed to the pincer move.

      Rushing in from the side, I jumped up behind Ford and severed one of the gwyllgi-roach’s legs. Ford, who I flung the opposite way, tumbled across the pavement as the creature screamed. Then I was the one screaming when its remaining front leg pierced my shoulder beneath my collarbone, punching through my back.

      The fingers on my dominant hand spasmed open, and I dropped that sword, leaving me down to one blade and one functional arm.

      Holding on with limp fingers as best I could, I waited for it to strike again and whacked off its scabby leg. The ruined stump punched me in the face with enough force to bruise, and I saw it in triplicate for a few seconds until my vision refocused from its dizzy blur.

      What passed for its blood smeared my cheek and forehead, mingled with my sweat, and dripped into my eyes. It burned. Like using bleach for eyedrops. Too bad I couldn’t press pause while I dunked my head under the nearest faucet.

      Back in action, Ford slammed his shoulder into the beast and knocked it flat on its back. Midas was there in a heartbeat, ripping at its throat and clawing at its exoskeleton until he hooked a segment and ripped it free, allowing Ford to go to town on its vital organs.

      “You guys finish up,” I panted, woozy from the blood loss. “I’ll supervise from here.”

      A familiar message notification chimed, and I spotted my phone in a puddle of…really gross stuff.

      I limped over, fished it out of a clot of viscera, and wiped it off on my pants. What can I say? I’m cheap, and it still worked. As long as those two remained true, I saw no reason to invoke the insurance policy.

      Once the creature was a twitchy pile of meat and shell, I took photos and video to send direct to Bishop. The cleaners would process the scene and autopsy the creature, then upload their findings to DORA, an all-species, all-crimes database meant to make life easier for the rest of us, but I was here, so why not?

      Midas shifted in a blaze of crimson and stalked over to me. “You’re bleeding.”

      “Hmm?” I zoomed in for extra detail on the disintegrating gwyllgi hide. “Hazards of the job.”

      “You need to see a healer.”

      Brain gone fuzzy, I made mmm-hmm noises.

      “Hadley.”

      “I heard you the first time.” I squatted for a closer look, and my already tender ankle buckled. “Sheesh. How much blood do we really need to function anyway?”

      “More than you’ve got left.”

      Ford, who had shifted while I was playing photog, caught me around the waist in a gentle hold and lifted me back onto my feet. “There you go, darlin’.”

      “Thanks.” I threw out a hand before face-planting and got a fistful of his tee. “What was that thing, anyway?”

      “No clue,” he admitted, tucking me against him. “Never seen anything like it. Midas?”

      The beta kept his back to us, which meant turning his back on the corpse, a very non-predator thing to do.

      Leaning around Ford, I demanded, “Are you pissed because I didn’t let it kill you?”

      “I had it under control.”

      “You did not.” I made a rude noise. “You were dog chow, and you know it.”

      Angling his head toward Ford, Midas repeated himself. “I had it under control.”

      Tension pulled the muscular body behind me taut. “Are you saying you’ve lost control?”

      “Are we not talking about the dead bug?” I hung limp from Ford’s arms. “I’m confused, and I can’t tell if it’s blood loss or just the fact two men are talking over me.”

      Midas heaved a sigh heard ’round the world and forced himself to turn as if mired in a pit of molasses. “Give her to me.”

      “Ford is a better walking stick than you.” I latched onto him. “Your eyes are red, and you’re growling at me.”

      “He’s growling at me,” Ford said gently. “Can you go to him, or do you want him to come to you?”

      “Neither.”

      Each step Midas made toward me carried the weight of his entire world, clear in the curve of his shoulders.

      Tenderly, he pushed my sleeves up with his thumbs and made full skin contact.

      A slow breath gusted past his lips, hitting me in the face, and the tension drained right out of him.

      “We okay?” Ford asked as if from a great distance. “You steady?”

      “I’m fine,” I called back, annoyed they kept talking over me. “Rock steady.”

      “Hadley Whitaker,” Midas said, mouth tight, eyes wary, “you are an equal in my eyes. You may look upon me without fear. You may hold my gaze and not be punished for the offense. You are absolved, here and now, for any prior trespass, and no insult can henceforth be taken.”

      “We did this already.” I frowned at Midas. “Did you get hit in the head? Is this amnesia talking?”

      Maybe I shouldn’t have been snippy with Ford if Midas’s brain was leaking out his ears. He might require medical attention.

      Wait.

      I thought I needed medical attention? I was bleeding or something, wasn’t I? My arm. Something about my arm. Or was it my shoulder? I couldn’t feel either anymore. That was probably not good. Definitely not good. That was not good, right?

      Goddess, my head hurt. The room was spinning. Except, there was no room. The world was spinning?

      Didn’t it do that anyway?

      Yes?

      Oh good. That was a relief. I must not be as bad off as I thought.

      “Midas…” Ford choked out his name. “Don’t—”

      “You are the marrow in my bones, the beat of my heart, the air in my lungs. You may touch me without fear. You may come to me wherever I am, whenever you wish, and I may do the same. Neither of us will be punished for the offense. We are both absolved, here and now, for any prior trespass, and no insult can henceforth be taken.” Midas’s palms were damp against my skin, slippery. “Do you consent?”

      “This is like last time, right?” I had already done this once. I wanted it over. I wanted to nap. I wanted chocolate. I wondered if Ambrose would pitch a hissy if I ate one of his. Emergency rations or whatever. “Sure. I consent. Whatever.”

      A mournful bay rose behind us, lifting the hairs down my nape in a prickling wave. I forced my head to turn, convinced my eyes to focus on Ford, but he was back on four legs, his broken heart in his voice.

      Sweat pooled at the small of my back, and I swayed on my feet. “This wasn’t like last time, was it?”

      “No.”

      That’s what I get for nodding off there in the middle.

      Afraid to ask, I wet my lips. “What, exactly, did I agree to?”

      “Me,” he said wearily, “courting you.”

      “Courting me.” I broke free of his grip, the only thing keeping me standing. “I have to pass, but thanks.”

      The more time I spent around Midas, the closer he would come to unraveling the mystery of me. Not the feminine kind that unspooled as couples learned one another. The other kind. The fact I wasn’t who I said I was, that I had built my castle on sand, the grains one lie after another.

      “You agreed.”

      “Yeah, well, now I’m disagreeing.”

      Ford shot off into the night, and I felt like I had held a puppy while someone else kicked it.

      “You don’t know me,” I protested, too weak to do more than slump against him. “You don’t want me.”

      Darkness closed in on me, and my eyes refused to remain open, even though my throat burned to fight.

      “What I want doesn’t matter,” he said under his breath, but I heard. “It hasn’t in a long time.”
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      With Hadley cradled against him, her fingers tangled in his hair, Midas stepped out of their ride onto the sidewalk in front of the Faraday. Pack magic wafted from his skin, distorting the balmy air around them.

      Hank hit his knees, chin digging into his chest. “Sir.”

      “Call the healer.” Midas scaled back his power. “Then locate Ford and bring him in.”

      Young and midlevel dominant, Hank didn’t budge. Probably couldn’t have if he wanted to. “Yes, sir.”

      “Now.” A growl revved up his throat. “Before she bleeds to death.”

      Standing slowly, head down, Hank opened the door one-handed while retrieving his phone.

      Reining in his temper, Midas managed a brisk, “Thank you.”

      Crossing the threshold cast him into the spotlight of a crowded lobby populated with curious gwyllgi and other residents.

      The slight weight of Hadley curled against him as he carried her into the Faraday alleviated the gnawing ache from the past few weeks, and that was a bad sign. Worse, he had betrayed an old friend over a woman who had made it clear she didn’t want this, or him. Parading around the lobby with Hadley in his arms—that was the cherry on top of his poor-decision sundae, and he didn’t even like ice cream.

      A hush fell over the gwyllgi present when they noticed him, bloody and half feral, carrying an equally bloody and soon to be fully feral future potentate. Hadley would tear into him when she woke. Of that he had no doubt. He would deserve it too. Leveraging his moment of weakness against her when she was too dazed to fully comprehend the ramifications of their bargain shamed him, but that didn’t mean he wouldn’t do it all over again under the same circumstances.

      Ares stepped off the elevator, her arm slung around a curvy brunette’s shoulders who she kept tucked against her side. Humans weren’t allowed in the Faraday, but Liz had been granted an exception. She was a gifted surgeon, a prized commodity in any pack, and Ares, her mate, provided her with personal security when she was called in to lighten the healer’s burden.

      He could have conscripted Liz, but he wanted the best for Hadley, and the pack healer, who had treated her once before, was already en route.

      Angling toward them, Midas intercepted Ares. “I need your help.”

      Dominant as Ares was, she had no trouble staring at his chin, but she was too smart to look higher than his chest when she could smell the damning evidence of what he had done.

      “Of course.” Ares kissed her mate, a quick peck on the lips. “Sorry, baby.”

      “I know who I mated.” Liz held out her hand. “Card, please.”

      “Enjoy breakfast, okay?” Ares passed her a credit card. “Tell Wren and Kyle raincheck.”

      Proving Ares had chosen well, her wife kept her gaze low and didn’t fuss over the cancelled plans. Not to say she wouldn’t under normal circumstances, or when she got Ares alone, but she had been among gwyllgi long enough to know when to push and when to take the out she was given.

      Ares escorted Liz to a couple by the door who pushed out onto the street to meld with the crowd.

      “You cost me a few hundred bucks,” Ares groused on her way to join him in the elevator. “I hope you’re happy.”

      Willing to be distracted, Midas growled, “How?”

      “Liz is on call at the hospital as much as me, so we came up with a system. The canceller foots the bill for the missed plans, and the cancellee gets to spend up to an additional one hundred dollars on an item or items of their choice on the canceller’s dime. We call them apology presents. We keep lists so we’re always prepared.”

      With Liz being a surgeon, he had no trouble imagining their struggle to carve out time for one another. It heaped on more guilt to learn he was responsible for costing Ares a date with her wife and their friends.

      “I’m sorry,” he said, and he meant it, but it did little to brighten her sour mood. “I need a woman’s help, and Hadley trusts you.” He tightened his grip. “She needs to bathe and change before Abbott arrives.”

      Ares would have to cut Hadley out of her ruined clothes to spare her shoulder more damage, and her wounds must be flushed in case the creature they battled had any other nasty surprises in store for them. Venom was his chief concern, but so far, he didn’t feel any ill effects. Except over what he had done.

      “Yeah. I get that. You don’t want to start your courtship off explaining how you’ve already seen her naked, but she doesn’t remember.” She studied Hadley, her brow pinching when she got to the wound on her shoulder. “That sends the wrong message. She’ll think you’re a perv or a creeper or a pervy creeper, and your suit will be doomed from the get-go.”

      “Thank you.” He took a breath fragranced with Hadley’s blood, pushed it out. “I’ll make it up to Liz.”

      “Leave that to me.” She got a faraway look in her eyes. “The best part of fighting is making up.”

      “You didn’t fight.”

      “Once you’re mated, you’ll understand that any slight counts. The only way to maintain a happy relationship is to smooth out the bumps as you go. You can’t wait until you fall into a hole you dug for yourself to decide maybe you ought to devote more time to your relationship. Usually, by that point, you might as well stay in the hole. There won’t be anyone above you ready to give you a hand up. They’ll already be gone.”

      Fingers curling into the fabric of Hadley’s shirt, into her soft skin, he admitted, “This isn’t a relationship.”

      “You’re a beta, a future alpha.” She held the elevator door for him when it opened. “The more dominant the gwyllgi, the less choice they have over the urge to mate.” Once they were both out in the hall, she produced a master key and let them into Hadley’s apartment. “I met Liz at a club, walked right up to her, and kissed her. She slapped me, but it was worth it.” She made a happy sound. “She came home with me that night, and I moved her in two weeks later.”

      “Hadley wants out,” he found himself admitting. “I can’t let her go until I understand this…”

      “Need?” Ares stripped the futon to the mattress then covered it in a dark comforter. “That’s what it is, if you haven’t put a name to it.” She waved him into the cramped bathroom. “I’ll take over from here.”

      The urge to snarl and snap had quieted in him. Ares was a woman, and she was mated, so maybe it was that simple? Or was it knowing, however unfairly, he had secured Hadley for himself? Even if for a little while? He passed her warm weight over to Ares then searched until he located the only pair of pajamas he had ever seen Hadley wear. Star Trek. He bet she didn’t know he knew, but some jokes transcended the geek culture she lived submersed in, and red shirts dying first was one of them.

      Mentally, he made a note of the brand so he could upgrade her to blue shirt or gold shirt.

      Then he made another note that perhaps he had done too much research if he knew that on a whim.

      With energy to burn, he left the front door cracked and began pacing from one end of the hall to the other. The elevator’s chime pulled him up short on his fifth or sixth turn, and he rushed to meet the healer.

      “I came as soon as Hank called,” Abbott said as he stepped out with his requisite guards in tow, his abilities and lineage too valuable to allow him unescorted out of the den. “Your necromancer has a nasty habit of getting herself almost killed.”

      “She’s the future POA.” Midas fell in step with him. “Ask her, and she’ll tell you this is how she enjoys spending her Thursday nights.” He gripped the doorknob before Abbott swept in. “Let me see if she’s out of the bathroom yet. Ares was helping her get clean.”

      The way he said it sounded like Hadley was mobile, wishful thinking, but he strangled on the truth.

      One of the guards passed him a repurposed tackle box, and Abbott checked his supplies. “By all means.”

      Ducking into the room, he found Ares standing watch over an unconscious Hadley. “How is she?”

      “The same.” She backed up to give him space. “Want me to let them in?”

      Now that he was here, he couldn’t find it in himself to leave. “Yes.”

      Abbott swept into the apartment, and Ares joined the others in the hall to chat and give them privacy.

      Careful of her injuries, Abbott inspected Hadley’s raw shoulder. “Are congratulations in order?”

      “I’m not sure.”

      The healer set about sterilizing the wound and giving her a shot of local anesthesia before preparing a kit for the necessary sutures. “About which part? The congratulations or the courtship?”

      “Both.” He lingered until watching the needle pierce her skin made him taste bile. “I have to call Linus.”

      “Tell him I said hello and that she’ll make it, barring infection.” He paused at that. “New species have a tendency to bring the unexpected with them.”

      First the witchborn fae, now this. Another unknown.

      Unwilling to leave the room, he crossed to the window and dialed. “Linus.”

      “Midas, it’s good to hear from you.”

      “Yeah, about that.” He cut through the niceties. “Hadley got hurt tonight.”

      The welcome in Linus’s voice drained to cold calculation. “How bad is it?”

      “Abbott says she’ll make it, barring infection. He also says hello.” He rested his forehead on the cool glass near the latch where Hadley’s scent had begun to fade. “We fought a creature tonight. I’ve never seen or smelled anything like it, but I can’t help wondering if it’s connected to the coven.”

      What Hadley dubbed the Snowball Situation. Not that he had heard anyone else call it that.

      “The cleaners are working the scene?”

      Minus Hadley, it was a gwyllgi problem start to finish in his mind. The creature ensured that when it borrowed their form to deceive her. The line blurred from there. She was the POA’s assistant, and she had been targeted. Any new predator in the city meant the OPA had a stake in the outcome too.

      “Yes.” He wasn’t sure he would have alerted them, but Hadley had taken that choice out of his hands. “She called them after the creature was down, but we left before they arrived.”

      “I’ll keep an eye on DORA then.”

      “Does she have anyone?” That he had to ask Linus drove home the point Midas knew next to nothing about her. “Should I call her sister? Her father?”

      “She won’t want to concern them. Let her touch base with them when she’s feeling better.”

      That sounded like she didn’t expect them to care, not that she didn’t want them to worry. But again, he knew so little about her, about her home life, he was forced to rely on Linus’s advice.

      “All right.”

      “You sound distracted,” Linus noted. “Is there more?”

      I extended an offer of courtship to your apprentice, and she accepted. Heaven help us both.

      But he didn’t say that, for both their sakes.

      A relationship with him might cost her points in the eyes of paranormal Atlantans who worried about an association with him, with the pack. She wasn’t the POA yet. He was endangering a dream she had bled and fought for, and she would be right to hate him for it.

      As for himself, Linus kept nothing from Grier, and once Lethe caught a whiff of a secret, she ran her prey to ground. Grier wouldn’t stand a chance. And once Lethe knew, her mate would know. After that, it was only a matter of time before his mother found out, and he felt her teeth at his throat.

      “Just thinking about the creature,” he lied. “Hadley took photos and some video we can examine later.”

      “Can you spare someone to sit with her? I would circle back, but I’m pulling into the driveway at Woolworth House. Let her know I’ll come tomorrow if she needs me.”

      “I’ll stay.” He couldn’t leave her alone. “I’ll make sure she updates you at dusk.”

      “Are you sure it’s not an imposition? I could call Mary Alice and have her send someone over.”

      Mary Alice owned the Mad Tatter tattoo parlor where Linus moonlighted when the mood struck him. That’s also where he took Hadley when she wanted fresh ink. Except Linus had paid a house call in more ways than one, hadn’t he? What about this tattoo had they wanted kept secret? Its location on her body, or its purpose? Given the temper she would wake in, he wouldn’t push his luck in asking.

      “I don’t mind.” Midas turned from the window, unable to resist checking on her again. “I should go. Abbott is almost done with Hadley, and then it’s my turn.”

      Ford required medical attention too, but he hadn’t bothered to show up yet, not that Midas could blame him.

      “I’ll keep my phone on me if you need anything.”

      “Thanks.” Midas ended the call then sat in one of the small chairs at the compact table. “Well?”

      “No pus, weeping, or foreign objects.” Abbott hummed while he worked. “She won’t be using this arm for a few days. Good thing she’s ambidextrous. The injury won’t slow her down much.”

      Tapping his cell against his leg, Midas pondered the limits of necromantic magic. “Can Linus mend her faster?”

      “I don’t know about Linus, but Grier?” Abbott whistled. “She could do with her magic in minutes what it takes me days to accomplish.” He repeated the cleansing of Hadley’s wounds. “Ask Hadley first, though. I might be misremembering, but I think her paperwork stated no magic was to be used in the treating of her wounds without her consent.”

      Each resident at the Faraday filed paperwork as part of their application listing known allergies, medical conditions, and enemies. With so many factions under one roof, blood was bound to be spilled now and again, and it was critical to get residents medical help as fast as possible. That explained why Abbott would know, but it struck Midas as odd for a necromancer to be intolerant of her own species’ magic.

      “She had an episode,” he found himself saying. “She woke up in an alley with no memory of how she got there.”

      “Sleepwalking?”

      “No prior history.”

      Linus told him that much in a bid for the enforcers to keep an eye on her during the day while she slept.

      “That doesn’t mean it couldn’t develop.” He strode to the sink to wash his hands. “She’s under a lot of stress. The apprenticeship was one thing, but she’s running the show now. Linus isn’t here to kiss her boo-boos and tuck her in at night.”

      A harsh laugh burst out of Midas. “Have you actually met Linus?”

      “I consult with Grier often…” He dried his hands on a ratty towel. “I don’t know that I’ve ever met the man in person.”

      Healers tended to be nomads at heart. Most wandered from pack to pack, learning from one another, mentoring and being mentored, but others remained cloistered until only their alpha remembered them.

      Abbott was new to Atlanta. He moved down six months or so ago from Alpharetta, one of the satellite packs where Atlanta sent their overflow in order to circulate everyone through the city once every five years to feed the gwyllgi need for pack and closeness with their alpha.

      “You’re friends, right?” Abbott hung the rag over the faucet to dry. “He can’t be all bad.”

      “He’s the most loyal friend you could ask for,” Midas assured him, “but he embraces the tough love philosophy.”

      “He’s going to tough love you in the face when I tell him what you did,” Hadley murmured. “Jerk.”

      Abbott dried his hands then rushed to her side. “I didn’t expect you to be up yet.”

      “Small apartment.” She cracked her eyes open and unerringly found Midas. “Big mouths.”

      Abbott, used to verbal abuse that came with the job, ignored the acid in her tone and settled in to explain her injuries and limitations to her. She listened, but she kept her gaze locked with Midas’s.

      “The best thing for you now is sleep.” He checked his watch. “Dawn is an hour or so away, but the painkillers will put you under in thirty minutes.”

      “No.” She jackknifed on the mattress, forcing herself upright. “No painkillers.”

      The color drained out of her face, but Midas couldn’t tell if the injury was to blame or her sudden panic.

      “You need to rest,” Abbott said more firmly. “If you won’t take painkillers at least take ibuprofen.”

      “I have some in the medicine cabinet,” she blurted in a frantic rush. “I’m good.”

      Worried she might hurt herself worse to prove she was good with OTC meds, Midas ducked in the bathroom for her. There was barely room for him to turn around, so locating the pills was easy. On his way back to the futon, he grabbed a water bottle from the fridge and presented both offerings to her.

      Abbott watched her choke down the correct dosage then rose and gathered his things. “The pack knows how to get in touch with me if you start feeling worse.”

      Rolling the bottle between her palms, she picked at the label. “Thanks for patching me up, Doc.”

      “You can repay me by requiring my services less.”

      “Be sure to BCC all the bad guys in the city on that memo.”

      “I’ll do that.” Abbott raised his brow at Midas. “Am I examining you here or in the infirmary?”

      Hadley stopped fidgeting long enough to take another drink. “We have one of those?”

      “Pristine as the day construction finished.” Abbott shook his head. “No one ever seems to use it.”

      “Gwyllgi do have a tendency to require house calls to avoid bleeding to death.”

      “Potentates,” Abbott said dryly, “suffer the same predilections in my limited experience.”

      “Midas is a drama king,” she huffed. “He’s always making it out to be worse than it is.”

      “Hadley has seen Monty Python too many times,” Midas countered. “She thinks everything short of losing a limb is a scratch and even amputation is only a flesh wound.”

      “You’ve watched Monty Python?”

      The curiosity she sparked in him was to blame for the fact he had watched more movies in the last year than in the previous decade. He still didn’t understand what she saw in them, but he figured it was the equivalent to reading an instruction manual.

      “Yes.”

      Brow furrowed, she clarified, “Of your own free will?”

      The nature of obsession was it stole your free will where the subject of your fascination was involved. “Yes.”

      Funny, he wouldn’t have termed it obsession yesterday. Right up until the moment he asked her, when the words refused to be held back a heartbeat longer, he thought he had this…need…under control.

      “You know the drill.” Abbott stepped over to Midas. “Show me where it hurts.”

      A mischievous light entered Hadley’s eyes when Midas’s fingertips brushed the hem of his shirt.

      “Oh yeah. Take it off.” She stuck a hand in the crack of the futon. “I’ve got a dollar here somewhere.”

      “Let’s take this into the hall.” Abbott coughed up a laugh. “Too much excitement is bad for the patient.”

      “You’re no fun.” Hadley slumped against the futon after locating her remote. “He got to see me naked.”

      “You can thank Ares for tending you.” Midas bristled at the ding to his pride. “I waited in the hall.”

      “Scared you might glimpse more bra?” She wrapped herself in her comforter. “Goddess forbid you see me in athletic wear.”

      Abbott cleared his throat, and Midas followed him into the hall to avoid riling up Hadley even more.

      “I’ll go sit with her.” Ares shoved off the wall. “Does she know?”

      That they were courting. That she was his. That…he was hers. On a trial basis. “Yes.”

      Whistling through her teeth, Ares braved Hadley’s apartment, and Midas was glad to hear the door shut behind her.

      “You have an appointment in thirty minutes,” Bing reminded Abbott. “Do you want me to reschedule?”

      “Don’t cancel on my account.” Midas pulled his shirt over his head, ignoring the stares his scars always earned him from those who hadn’t seen them. “This won’t take long.”
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      Warm fingers brushed my knuckles where my palm cupped my opposite shoulder, and I jerked awake on a short cry I couldn’t swallow quick enough. Midas loomed over me, his expression tight, and I yawned in his face. He had the grace not to flinch at my morning breath, but I smacked the sour taste of blood and goddess only knows what still in my mouth, the one place Ares hadn’t cleaned for me.

      Skin taut and itching from the tidy row of stitches beneath my collarbone on the front and my shoulder blade on the back, I tested my mobility under his glare. Not too shabby. Then again, Ambrose had chowed down on a potent magical source only hours ago, and our bond siphoned his excess, spilling harvested energies into me that my body converted for healing.

      “Hold still.” Midas captured my wrist and lowered my arm to my lap. “You’ll pull your stitches.”

      Based on his soft inhale, the leap in my pulse must have registered beneath his touch.

      “So…” I didn’t budge for fear of startling him. “You’re in my apartment.”

      “Linus asked me to stay the day.”

      “Ah.”

      “I was…” He mashed his lips together. “I was worried about you.”

      “Did you swap lemons for oranges in your juice?” I poked him in the corner of his mouth, right where it twisted. “Or are you that pissed you got stuck playing nurse?” I sobered. “I, um, didn’t do anything weird while I was sleeping, did I?”

      Weird as in sneaking out and possibly murdering a vampire or two, Ambrose’s favorite food.

      As much as I thought of Ambrose as The Dybbuk, like it was a title, he wasn’t. We were. He was a shade. I was a necromancer. Our powers combined created the dybbuk, and he was former High Society. He had a lot of mojo for what was basically the ravenous soul of a necromancer who died without anyone performing the culmination over his body to send his soul to its eternal rest.

      When the culmination wasn’t performed, the soul was left to drift this world. Unlike ghosts, who were a product of human death and faded once they ran out of energy, shades absorbed magic. They devoured lesser spirits and energy nexuses, earning them the cutesy nickname devourers, until they grew strong enough to possess the living.

      Well, sort of.

      Humans could be possessed against their will, but necromancers were born resistant to hostile spiritual takeovers, Low and High Society alike. For a necromancer to be possessed, they had to welcome the spirit into themselves. That willful acceptance of a bargain—use of their body in exchange for power—was the reason why dybbuks were hunted and killed.

      Any crimes their darker half committed were also the fault of the necromancer for giving it the vehicle to enact its heinous fantasies. Guilt was shared equally between the two parties who had become one.

      The only reason I still drew breath was I had once been Linus’s fiancée’s best friend, and Grier had gone to the mat for me.

      I was lucky to be alive.

      Every day was a struggle for survival, but I was lucky.

      Lucky.

      Maybe if I kept repeating that to myself, I would believe it.

      Most dybbuk sustained themselves on a diet of minor supernatural energies. Old wards, old charms, old graveyards. The older and more broken down, the easier it was for them to digest.

      The undead, mostly, had nothing to fear from them. Usually, vampires were too powerful for dybbuk to devour, but necromantic magic animated vampires, and dybbuk were all about the magic. Given the chance, they would slurp down vampiric energies like a kid with a juice box.

      But mostly and usually didn’t cut it when it came to Ambrose. He was in a class all his own, and I couldn’t even whine about it. I lured the most powerful creature I could find, and he came to me. Now I was stuck with him.

      “You snored,” he confessed when I had drifted in my own thoughts for too long.

      “Are you sure?” I touched my nose. “No one has ever mentioned it.”

      And Mother would have noted one more flaw, one more imperfection, one more reason I disgusted her.

      “Hadley…” He read the tension in me and released me. “How much do you remember from last night?”

      “Do you mean the part where we got drunk, hopped a plane to Vegas, and mated in a chapel of love?” I considered that last part. “Mated sounds like we had wild monkey sex on the altar, which, don’t get me wrong, can and does happen during certain necromantic rites.”

      A slight dent appeared in one cheek. “Actually…”

      The crazy crap I had dismissed as dream or nightmare or pain distilled into a moment of perfect clarity.

      All at once, total recall hit me like a ton of bricks, and I wished I had one in hand to throw at him.

      “What did you do?” I shoved upright, kneeing him in the groin in the process. “What did you do?”

      “I was…” he gasped, cupping himself, “…avoiding you…for a reason.”

      “That does not answer my question.” He pressed a finger to my lips, and I bit him. “Don’t shush me.”

      “I kept my distance after Iliana because—”

      Without her charms, he wasn’t hyped up on fake emotion, and he stopped wanting me cold turkey. But I would bite off my tongue before I said any of that. It would show him my hand, and it was a losing one.

      “You wanted to foist me off on Ford.” I hurled the next best thing at him. “I got it.”

      “He cares about you.”

      “And you don’t?”

      “I…”

      “That’s answer enough, thanks.” I shoved to my feet, grateful when I didn’t wobble. “Where is he?”

      “He didn’t come home.”

      “I’m getting dressed, and then we’re going to find him.” I grimaced when I moved faster than my shoulder would prefer. “He got hurt, the same as us. He needs medical treatment.”

      Lots of nasties in the city came standard with venom or bacteria in their saliva. He could be dying under an overpass for all we knew, and it made me want to punch Midas in his perfect face.

      Pain sharpened my tone as I hobbled around the room. “You had to pull that stunt in front of him?”

      “I had no choice.”

      He let that stand as his entire explanation, and my fingers curled into fists.

      “What does this mean to you?” I flung my clothes into the bathroom. “You and me? What are we?”

      “Courting.”

      “What happens after courting?”

      “Mating, unless a suit is refused.”

      Mad as a hornet for falling into the trap, for him baiting me, I bit out, “Consider your suit refused.”

      “There’s a mandatory courtship period,” he explained in a flat voice. “Six weeks.”

      Fisting handfuls of my hair, I tugged the strands straighter than my flatiron set on high. “Six weeks?”

      “You did agree.” A curious light entered his eyes, banishing their usual shadows. “The stipulation wouldn’t exist otherwise.”

      “Can it be undone?” An idea struck me. “To whom do I address my complaints?”

      “My mother.”

      “She would raise Cain.” I deflated like a balloon then shriveled into a knot. “Worse, she would tell Linus.”

      There were no restrictions on relationships while in office, obviously, since he got engaged during his tenure, but while in training it was frowned upon. Mix in the beta of our closest ally, and even Linus might suffer the vapors.

      “Your priorities are interesting. You think Linus knowing is worse than Mom finding out?”

      “The worst your mom can do is huff and puff at me. Linus can for real blow my career down.”

      A twinge of what I hoped was remorse so deep he had trouble seeing the bottom pinched his expression. “I’ll call downstairs and see if Ford has checked in yet.”

      “Thank you.” I stomped into the bathroom, slamming the door behind me. “This is a hot mess.”

      Ambrose, the pervert, sat perched on the closed toilet lid, chin in palm.

      “I thought I was a hot mess, but no.” I battled to get my shirt over my head. “This is hotter and messier.”

      Legs crossed, he twitched one foot, a sympathetic ear ready for me to pour out my heart.

      “Nice try.” I glared at him. “Get out.” A thought occurred to me. “No, wait.” I flipped the exhaust fan switch then twisted the sink faucet hard for extra noise. Still I kept my voice pitched low. “Hang on a sec.”

      The shadow rose and mimed dusting his nonexistent clothing free of nonexistent dust.

      “I never got the chance to ask if you recognized the creature’s flavor.”

      Ambrose shook his head.

      “Are you sure?”

      Arms lifted palms up, he gave an exaggerated shrug.

      “Great.”

      He was giving that answer too often these days. Seasoned as his palate ought to be at his age, it bugged me that he might be holding out on me. Almost as much as maybe discovering yet another unknown creature hunting in my city.

      For now, I was going with Martian Roach for our recently exterminated friend. It had a nice B-movie ring to it. The Martian Roach who Infested Atlanta. Much less scary than the alternatives that came to mind. Say, The Flying Martian Roach who Infested Atlanta for instance.

      “Here.” I tossed Ambrose what I owed him, three dark chocolate toffee truffles. “Now scat.”

      The shadow gulped his treat and slithered under the door, giving me privacy.

      A gentle knock made me sigh. “Yes?”

      “Are you all right in there? I heard you talking, but your phone is out here.”

      “Oh, just cursing your name,” I sing-songed. “No big.”

      “Okay.”

      No, it wasn’t okay. Midas was smart, and he didn’t miss much. The magic insulating me, shoring up Hadley, wasn’t bulletproof. One drained charm, one conversational oops, and I was toast. What had he been thinking? Had he been thinking? Or acting on instinct? Clearly emotion hadn’t factored into his decision since he couldn’t even admit to liking me.

      Wargs did the mating-for-life thing. They also believed in fated mates. This must not be that.

      While doing homework assignments for Linus, I had read more than one sob-worthy account about a warg couple mating out of love only for one of them to find their cosmic other half down the road. Cue heartbreak. According to firsthand accounts, it was possible to fight the bond, but the afflicted could never be whole after that spark of connection had been ignited with the person meant for them.

      That was a biological fact for wargs. Not romance, not fantasy, not myth.

      Fact.

      Granted, there was an entire area of study at the local university dedicated to why it happened to some and not all wargs. Popular belief was the reaction was chemical, but purists claimed the connection was ordained by God before their souls entered their physical bodies.

      Necromancers tended to marry for money or politics, titles or to hush scandals. Trade was involved, not hearts. That didn’t mean I wanted to be plopped on a scale by Midas’s mother and told how little value I had. I was holding on to the potentate apprenticeship by my fingertips, thanks to Ambrose, and I couldn’t afford to fail.

      I had no backup plan, no safety net. Nothing. I had nothing without this.

      I was nothing without this. Just an ex-con with blood on her hands and a killer under her skin.

      Cranking on the water, I let it reach its boiling point before shucking the rest of my clothes and stepping under the pounding spray. The heat felt good. The Dial soap felt even better. The rushing noise wiping out all thought felt best.

      Once I was clean, I dried off and got dressed for work at the mall.

      Patrol wasn’t happening tonight. Injured to this degree, I was too much of a temptation for predators who would be drawn by my weakness. Bishop would have to ask for volunteers from the team to make the OPA’s presence felt on the streets until I recovered enough to fake it.

      Thinking over how to word my text, I recalled the footage I had taken and put some pep in my step. I wanted a chance to view it before I sent it to him, worried what else I might have captured.

      Like accepting a courting proposal from a frakking gwyllgi prince with a serious case of remorse.

      Bishop still owed me that update on my daytime wanderings, but had he found anything dire, he would have pressed the matter. That he hadn’t, or so I told myself, freed me up to give this matter precedence over mine.

      I opened the door onto Midas’s face, which, don’t get me wrong, was every bit as beautiful as the art prints I coveted in local museum gift shops. Both were out of my price range, and neither belonged in my apartment, but they were still worth a look.

      “Scoot.” I flicked my good wrist at him. “You’re crowding me.”

      Midas shifted aside but kept close as if he expected me to swoon, maybe fall right into his waiting arms.

      Okay, that was uncharitable. He was probably concerned that I hadn’t recovered enough to dash around on my own, not that his blond hair and chiseled jaw would tip me over into a fainting spell.

      Jaw tight, he gave me space. “How’s the wound?”

      “It’s definitely a wound.” Hearing the bite in my voice, I forced out a more pleasant tone. “Abbott has the steadiest hand to work on me since Linus. I won’t scar too badly, and I should be ready to hit the streets tomorrow.”

      Mashing his lips into a bloodless line, a common expression for him around me, he held in his opinion.

      “I wanted to watch the recording from last night before I send it to Bishop. Care to join me?”

      Clearly still worried what might escape his mouth should he open it, he nodded then joined me on the futon.

      “Wait for it.” I switched on my phone’s Bluetooth then used it to control the TV, but that wasn’t the best part of my new toy. No, that was the ability to stream video from my phone onto the screen. After locating the correct file, I mashed play. “Behold.”

      The picture clarity still held the power to melt my heart into a gooey puddle.

      This, friends, was true love.

      “It’s uglier than I remembered,” Midas admitted halfway through the clip, and I almost growled at the insult to my TV before common sense kicked in. “It was gwyllgi before it was—that thing.”

      “Are we sure? We thought Snowball was gwyllgi too.” I glanced at him, waited until I held his undivided attention, and reiterated, “All of us. We all thought she was the genuine article.”

      No one person carried all the blame for her infiltrating our ranks.

      “She tricked me—” He clamped his mouth shut before I railroaded him and tried again. “She tricked us. How can we trust what we saw last night wasn’t one of them?”

      “We don’t know their true form. That means we can’t rule out that ugly bug as their soft candy center.”

      The faint lines at the corners of his eyes creased, but he didn’t laugh out loud, which is not the same as not laughing at all.

      “Siemen retained his warg form after he died.” He directed his attention back to the screen. “This…bug…might be another shell.”

      “Martian Roach,” I informed him. “I almost went with body snatcher, but we don’t know for sure that’s what it does, and I prefer to err on the side of caution.”

      “Martian,” he repeated. “Roach.”

      “We both saw what the coven members are capable of, how their magic works. It was flawless, each transformation seamless and done in a snap. This was more like a nesting doll. The creature had to remove its outer skin, in a seriously disgusting way, to reveal the next layer.”

      “It died a—” he sighed at my nod of encouragement, “—Martian Roach, but that doesn’t prove that’s its natural form.”

      Therein lay the problem. Siemen was not a warg, but he died one. That was what the cleaners documented and buried. A warg. That’s how complete whatever skinwalker magic the witchborn fae coven used converted its practitioners.

      The creature onscreen was hideous in its insectoid glory. “Do you think it’s fae too?”

      I had read enough to know only high fae produced reasonable facsimiles of themselves with a partner. That is to say, their kids resembled them. They were humanoid in form. Lesser fae, not so much. They bred monsters. That’s not to say they weren’t perfectly nice monsters, or smart, or kind, but they were at best interesting to behold and at worst…what human children feared lurked under their beds.

      Granted, theories also abounded that what little we, as in necromancers, knew about the fae was entirely fabricated by the fae themselves to thumb their nose at the Society and its inclusiveness. Kind of funny if you thought about how elitist fae got when it came to their own bloodlines and their purity.

      “Hard to say.” He tore his attention from the screen. “We’ll need the cleaners’ report to know for sure.”

      “I’ll arrange a meeting with Bishop once the files hit DORA.” Pride, fleeting but there, filled me. “The OPA is the best team in the city. We’ll get to the bottom of this.”

      A wrinkle bisected his forehead. “You really do love your job.”

      “It means everything to me.” It wasn’t a lie, not even a little bit, but a stark truth. “Did you expect me to stay home, barefoot and pregnant, if this courtship thing went well for you?”

      The groove deepened, and he withdrew a few inches like pregnancy was catching and he was at risk. “I didn’t think that far in advance.”

      “Clearly.” I scoffed and hit play again. “Let’s get to the end.”

      Sure enough, the screen went dark, but the recording kept on rolling. The blackness was the result of me stuffing my phone in my pocket, which caused the sound quality to suck, but I got his proposal, such as it was, and thanked my lucky stars I hadn’t forwarded the clip last night while I was out of my mind.

      Bishop would have had a field day with it. He would have used it as his voicemail, since I was the only person who ever called him aside from Linus. He probably would have figured out how to hack my phone and set it as my voicemail too.

      “Are you sure you didn’t ask me at gunpoint?” I didn’t have the nerve to face Midas. I couldn’t tell what I wanted to see, and I was afraid he didn’t know either. “You sound like it was courtship or death.” I finally forced myself to look at him. “Blink once for yes, twice for no.”

      “I like being with you.”

      “Ford is with me all the time—” I thumped myself in the forehead with the phone. “Bad example.” I bit my tongue. “What I mean is he and I are friends. We eat together, watch movies together, go out together. You and I could have done the same things without this hanging over our heads.”

      The floor between his feet caught and held his attention. “It wasn’t enough.”

      “How do you know?” I flung out my arm, and the phone went sailing. “You didn’t give it a chance.”

      “I know.”

      “This is insane.” I was afraid to laugh again, worried it might not stop. “You are insane.”

      “You didn’t say no,” he pointed out, and the fragile thread of hope strung taut between us kept me from reminding him I had been in no shape to make life-altering decisions when I gave him the go-ahead.

      “We know nothing about each other.”

      “We’ll learn.” He raked his fingers through his hair. “There are things I can’t tell you. About me. My past.”

      “Same,” I was quick to agree. “For this to work, we’ll need to start fresh with who we are now, how we are now.”

      For this to work?

      I didn’t want this to work. Hear me, brain? This was not going to work. Two people couldn’t take vows of silence about their pasts and expect anything good to come of a future together.

      Future together?

      Brain, you are falling down on the job. The only thing I saw when I looked ahead was my name on the plaque over the door at the OPA. That’s it. That’s all. The job.

      Midas smoothed his palms down his jeans, and I wondered if they were damp again. Did I make him that nervous? Or was he secreting excessive amounts of the oils or pheromones he used to mark me in response to this courtship nonsense? “You’ll try?”

      “Will you?”

      “Yes.” He drew it out into a sibilant hiss. “I will.”

      “Hmm.” I leaned in, scanning him top to bottom. “I don’t see any wires, but are you sure you’re Midas and not a marionette with his abs?”

      “No one is forcing me to do this.” He looked like he wanted to smile. “I’m acting of my own free will.”

      “That’s exactly what a Midas marionette would say.”

      “How can I convince you?”

      “Prove you mean it. Any of it.”

      Midas appeared to consider this. “How do I do that?”

      “I wish I could help, but I well and truly suck in the relationship department, romantic and otherwise.”

      “You’ve never been in love?”

      “Have you?” I shot back before my brain caught up with my mouth. “I shouldn’t have asked that.”

      This was proof you couldn’t get to know someone without the past getting involved. It was sneaky like that, how it shaped us, just as the present was molding us for some tomorrow version of ourselves.

      “No.”

      The answer was unexpected, in all ways, not that I had much room to talk. I had never been in love. I barely made it through first dates before mentally moving on. It’s not like I had a great example of how love should look or act or feel. I wasn’t sure, with the exception of sibling love, I had ever experienced it in any form. But romantic love? The kind that gave men power over you for the rest of your life? No. I had never let myself trust that far. I wasn’t sure it was in me.

      “Me neither,” I admitted, because I owed him that much. “So this should be fun.”

      Two people with intact hearts, poor people skills, a buttload of secrets, and a promise to try. For what, neither of us really knew. We were definitely off to a promising start.

      A quick rap on the door brought me to my feet, and I retrieved my phone along the way. “I’ll get it.”

      I wasn’t trying to escape the miasma of emotion swirling over the futon, honest. Fresh air was good for you. I read that on the internet, so it must be true.

      “Hey.” Ares gave a quick wave. “Midas still here?”

      “Sure.” I stepped aside. “Welcome to our love nest. Enter if you dare.” Midas scrubbed a hand down his face, and I was evil for snickering, but he was the one who wanted to get to know me. “Too soon?”

      Face a blank mask suitable for framing, Ares gave no indication she found me amusing. Minus the whistle of air through her nose that wanted to be a laugh. “I found Ford.”

      “How is he?” I forgot about tormenting Midas. “Where is he? Has the healer seen him yet?”

      Avoiding my eyes, thanks to the courtship dealio, she dipped her chin. “You ought to see for yourself.”

      Midas rose slowly, the weight of his decisions from the night before pressing down on him. “Let’s go.”

      Ares didn’t give us a chance to change our minds. She darted out the door and down the hall.

      “Shall we?” I showed Midas out then locked up behind us. “I am really not looking forward to this.”

      The way they left things last night made my stomach flip and flop with guilt over being the cause.

      “Don’t worry about Ford,” he said grimly. “I’ll handle him.”

      “Hey.” I rested my hand on his chest to stop him. “You’re not going to hurt him, are you?”

      The thud of his heart under my palm grew stronger, and his breaths drew shorter. “No.”

      Accepting him at his word, we walked to the elevator together. “He’s not going to hurt you, is he?”

      Midas didn’t have an answer for that.
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      The smell hit me first. As soon as the elevator doors cracked open, I tasted acid in the back of my throat. “What is that ungoddessly stench?”

      “That would be me.” Ford stood in the center of the lobby, away from the furnishings, and dripped ichor onto the otherwise glossy tile. “We’ve got a problem.”

      His black hair was slicked against his skull as if he had gone swimming in a vat of hair gel, and his thick eyebrows stood on end from where he had wiped his face with his shirt. Black, brown, and green smeared his cheeks like camo face paint. His tee hung in tatters, damp with goo, and his pants had been sheared off above the knees, exposing very nice calves and light burns down to his sock-clad ankles.

      “Okay, I’ll bite.” I inched closer, caught a fresh whiff, and stepped back. “What’s the problem?”

      “That thing we killed last night?” He looked like the lone survivor of a post-apocalyptic movie. “There are more. A nest of them.”

      Midas had yet to find his voice, so I kept the ball rolling. “You know that how?”

      “I followed it home.” He laughed at the lovely shade of green I felt myself turning the longer I breathed him in, then he gagged on his own smell and spat when slime got in his mouth. “One of the legs must have been flung aside. After—” he gestured to us and let that be the end of it, “—I circled back and spotted it dragging itself along. I followed it down into the sewers and found a cache of eggs.”

      “A cockroach can survive a week without its head,” I tossed out there. “It breathes through tiny holes in its body segments. Spiracles maybe? Eventually, thirst kills it. No mouth, no water.”

      A victim, what we jokingly called customers on the nighttime guide circuit, told me that once after a kid found a dead roach and asked why they always died on their backs. Who says you don’t learn anything on ghost tours?

      “I’m not going to ask how you know that.” Ford slid his gaze to Midas. “We need to burn them out.”

      “Let me call Bishop.” I palmed my phone. “The team can handle recon while we investigate the nest.”

      Do you remember when Linus forbade you to spend OPA money on flamethrowers we would never use?

      >>Yes.

      Brace yourself.

      >>I’ve assumed the position.

      Linus Andreas Lawson III was wrong.

      >>Are you saying what I think you’re saying? I have the office black card right here.

      Start swiping. We’re going hunting.

      >>You’re the best thing to ever happen to this office.

      I bet you say that to all the girls who greenlight your pyromaniacal dreams.

      >>Let me log in real quick. I already have them in my cart.

      A twinge of concern that I might have created a monster drew my shoulders up, reminding me I had to take it easy for another day or so while my wounds finished healing.

      Meet me at the Faraday.

      >>Yee-fucking-haw.

      “For better or worse,” I told them, “Bishop is on the way with reinforcements.”

      “We’ll keep the team small.” Midas checked with me. “You, Bishop, Ford, and me.” He dragged his gaze up to Ford. “That all right with you?”

      Ford walked up to Midas, and Midas let him.

      Ford landed a right hook that snapped Midas’s head to the side, and Midas let him.

      Ford rubbed his knuckles, debating if he ought to go again, and Midas let him do that too.

      “We could have been something,” Ford said at last, angling his head so the remark also addressed me.

      Blood flecked Midas’s teeth. “I know.”

      “You took that from me.”

      “I know that too.”

      “You wanted her, and now you’ve got her.” Ford flexed his hand. “You damn well better figure out your shit if you plan on keeping her.”

      The threat was plain, and I was done being the bone they fought over without asking for my input.

      “Shower before we go?” I jingled my keys in Ford’s face. “I can ask Ares to run clean clothes up to you.”

      “You chose him over me.” Ford wiped sludge off his cheek. “It’s all that blond hair, isn’t it?”

      “I had no idea what I was agreeing to at the time, but the hair probably didn’t hurt.”

      “Darlin’, I’ll give credit where it’s due. Midas should have waited to ask you. He should have done it up nice and formal, made you feel special.” He sighed. “But you didn’t kick him out when you woke up to him, and you’re not clawing his face off to get away from him. You came down together, and you’re standing here together. You chose to face me together. That means something.”

      “You got me.” I ran a single wave of Midas’s golden hair through my fingers. “As much as I wanted to rip this out and feed it to him, or maybe just hide gum in it, I couldn’t harm those silky locks.”

      “I figured.” Ford huffed a dramatic sigh, but it turned all too real at the end. “I really did want to date you.”

      “I really do want you to still be my friend.”

      “As if there was ever any doubt.” He brought me in for a hug as punishment, coating me in effluvia. “You’re not getting rid of me that easy. I hang in there like a hair in a biscuit.”

      “Let go.” I gagged. “Get off.” I tasted bile. “I’m going to hurl on you.”

      “Like I could tell the difference.” He kissed my temple. “You might even improve things.”

      Stumbling free, I bumped into Midas and considered hugging him to spread the love. “Where is your growly macho-man front when it could have been useful?”

      “You agreed to a courtship. That’s serious business.” Ford chuckled at my rapid swallowing. “There’s no reason for him to kick up a fuss. You’re already halfway to being his.”

      On one hand, I might have agreed to this sooner had I known it meant less snarly men in my life.

      On the other hand, I was not halfway to being his. I wasn’t even a quarter. I was just not…not-his.

      Frakking frak with a side order of frak.

      How had life become so complicated? Bad decisions must breed like bunnies.

      “Now that you’ve slimed me.” I took the high road and ignored his jab. “I’m going to run upstairs, shower, and change. That means you’ve got to find another empty shower to occupy.”

      Midas captured me with the light press of his fingers on my arm. “Do you need any help?”

      “I’ve made it this long without— Oh.” I finally caught his drift. “You mean because of my shoulder.”

      “Yes.”

      The way he made it sound so obvious paired with his aversion to touch made me curious if he was physically attracted to me or expected a platonic relationship. I sensed a vibe at times, one that made my stomach quiver, but adrenaline had convinced me to make poor decisions in the past.

      I couldn’t botch this. Too much was at stake. For me and the OPA.

      Whatever Midas’s expectations, I would have to live up to them for six weeks until we parted amicably.

      Plan in place, I felt ready to face the night.

      Right after I showered.
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      Fresh from the bathroom, I strolled into my living room then screamed bloody murder.

      “Calm down.” Bishop patted the air. “It’s just me.”

      A black beanie concealed his snow-white hair, but his skin was still pale as the moon, and his eyes were still a brilliant titanium. A master of disguise, he wasn’t. Under fluorescent lights, he glowed like a beacon. But most of that I blamed on his excitement over the flamethrowers and didn’t tease him.

      “How did you get in here?” I dumped my wet towel in the hamper. “Dumb question. You’ve got a key.”

      Thanks to Ambrose, I didn’t get much privacy. Bishop had a key to my place, Linus had a key to my place, Midas had a key to my place, so forth and so on. Until I proved I wasn’t a danger to myself or to my city, I had to accept the lock on my door was more decorative than anything.

      “I wanted to chat with you before we joined the others.” He made himself at home on the futon. “I haven’t seen you since before…” He fumbled over what to call me waking in an alley. “I just wanted to check on you, see how you’re doing. All that fun stuff. Without the audience.”

      Meaning he used one of my favorite tricks and sneaked in through my window to avoid the lobby.

      “I didn’t wander off last night, but I was pretty banged up. That, and Midas slept over.” I glared at his widening smile. “To babysit me. So don’t get any ideas.” Bishop sat back, but he didn’t dim the twinkle in his eyes. “His presence alone would be a deterrent.” I joined him and drew my legs under me. “Linus says the episode is nothing to worry about, that Ambrose is safe in the cage where we locked him.”

      The cage being me.

      “I still can’t believe you named that thing.” Bishop watched me pace. “You don’t look convinced, about Ambrose. What’s bugging you?”

      “Ambrose is evolving, and I don’t like it.”

      The shadow himself put in an appearance. No doubt he was tired of hearing his name spoken in vain.

      “I trust Linus, but he made no bones about you being a special case when he first told me about you.” He noticed the shadow mocking me, casting his form against the wall to better put on a show. “There comes a point when you have to trust your gut more.”

      As much as I wished for a confidante, I couldn’t trust Bishop with my secrets. Not the worst of them. He made it plain he considered us friends, and I was coming around to the idea he did care about me, but he reported to Linus. He was loyal to the office first and everyone else second. Any hint I might be going off the rails and he would dial up Linus and bring my house of cards fluttering down around me.

      At times like these, I was thankful for that. Really, I was. I needed someone to keep tabs on me.

      So, yeah. I did like Bishop. I liked thinking of him as my friend. But a parolee and the officer assigned to them could never be real friends, and that was our dynamic.

      “I’m steady.” I reassessed myself after last night. “Other than the missing-time thing, I feel normal.”

      Make that my new normal, a mishmash of Ambrose and me, symbiotic and strange.

      “We’ll go from there then.” He retrieved a small tablet from a pocket in his cargo pants. “Anyway, I come bearing gifts.” He brought up a security feed recording with a few taps of his fingers. “Bet you thought I forgot.” He spun it on his palm. “Do you want to watch this before we go down?”

      Last night had all but wiped the previous day’s misadventure from my mind, including the video Bishop had sewn together to track my whereabouts during my episode.

      “How bad is it?” I wrinkled my nose but joined him. I might not want to see, but I had to know. “Bad, really bad, or downright terrible?”

      “I’d rate it bad.” His lips twitched. “Really, the worst part was your poor fashion choices.”

      Relief swirled through me, and I slumped against the futon. “In that case, let ’er rip.”

      He set the feed in motion, and I watched myself emerge from my apartment in a sports bra, bikini-cut panties with a safety pin holding the sides together, and sneakers.

      “Oh goddess.” I covered my face with my hands, peeking through my fingers. “It gets worse?”

      “Keep watching.”

      The video skipped to a different hallway, this one plusher, the fixtures nicer.

      I walked right up to a door and knocked for a solid minute. No one answered. I tried again. Nothing. The fact no one was home must have finally penetrated my addled brain, and I turned to leave.

      The laundry cart had been parked between that door and the next, and I bumped into it. I made no attempt to catch myself as I fell forward, and I ended up headfirst in the clothes with my legs sticking up like a dead bug.

      “Please tell me you haven’t shown this to anyone else.”

      “This is the extended edition. The POA has an abbreviated cut.”

      Linus had seen me at my worst and stuck by me. I had to believe he would take this in stride too.

      On screen, I climbed out, dragging a man’s dress shirt with me.

      “This explains how I came by Midas’s shirt.” I gave my surroundings a closer look. “This must be footage from the upper floors.”

      “The one below the penthouse reserved for the POA.”

      “How did I know to go up for clothes?” I watched myself button his shirt up to my throat. “What are the odds the laundry cart would even be out? I have no idea of the twins’ schedules. It was pure dumb luck.”

      “I hate to make the obvious connection, but Midas has an apartment up there, and that’s his shirt you put on.”

      “He never uses it.” I frowned at him, not liking this at all. “He lives at the den.”

      “Conscious you knows that, but does subconscious you know that?”

      “How am I supposed to know what my subconscious does or doesn’t know?”

      And was it subconscious or unconscious at this point?

      “I don’t know what to tell you.” Bishop tapped the screen. “Oh, this is my favorite part.”

      Hair sticking out like dandelion fluff from the static, I reached back for a pair of black leggings and began wrestling them on over my shoes. I lost balance, banged into the wall, staggered, and hit the floor on my back, giving flipped turtles everywhere a run for their money.

      Swinging my head toward Ambrose, I grumbled, “Still crying innocent?”

      The shadow took on a solemn cast, his denial of any and all responsibility not coming as a huge shock.

      “Why didn’t you wake me up?” I narrowed my eyes on him. “This is humiliating.”

      The shadow bounced his shoulders while he laughed at me.

      “You wrestle with your stolen pants for another five minutes,” Bishop cut in. “The last thirty seconds is the best part, but I’ll spare you since we’re in a time crunch.”

      Finally, video-me got the stretchy fabric clear of my shoes then yanked it up my legs and over my hips.

      From there, the image skipped to an exterior camera. “How did I get out of the Faraday?”

      “The window is my guess.”

      “You don’t have surveillance set up in the alley?”

      “Three weeks ago, a gwyllgi got lucky spotting one. It took him an hour to sniff out the rest. Since then, they keep searching, taking them down as fast I put them up and returning them to me with a long-winded speech about residents and privacy. Not a huge problem, except their own security cameras cut off before you left and came on again at dusk.”

      I didn’t know their locations, but Linus had told me they were there. Warned me more like it.

      The timing of this blackout concerned me. “Are there any more blips?”

      “Not a one.” He shook his head. “The rest is crystal clear.”

      That earlier concern redoubled, making the itch in my shoulder worse. “Let’s see where I go.”

      We settled in to finish the recording, and it was as uneventful as I could wish.

      I walked and walked and walked, with no obvious destination in mind.

      I fell twice, which accounted for the minor injuries.

      Close to dusk, I ran out of steam and entered the alley where I had woken and sat down.

      An old man in a pair of dirty overalls found me, tried and failed to communicate with me, then dug the box out of the dumpster to conceal me. He didn’t throw off supernatural vibes. He gave every indication of being worried about a girl in my condition exposed so close to dark. That said, he left in a hurry, unwilling to draw police attention if there was something more wrong with me than an OD that left me staring vacantly at the opposite building.

      I sat there, under the box, until nightfall.

      No one else entered the alley. No one else saw me. No one hurt me or got hurt.

      The vise clamped around my lungs eased for the first time since I had woken in the dark.

      “Okay,” I said into the quiet. “Okay.”

      “What did I tell you?” Bishop patted me on the knee. “Terrible fashion choices.”

      Adding more weight to the argument he was a true friend, he didn’t fuss when I dropped my head onto his shoulder and purged all my fears of backsliding onto his shirt. I was hiccupping when I hit empty, and he didn’t say a word about it. Any of it.

      The perfect way he understood what I needed made me wonder who he leaned on when hunger got the better of him, and it made me hope I could be that person one day. Someone who might not catch a friend’s every slip but who never let them fall and always helped them back to their feet.

      This went beyond orders. This implied he cared about more than my success. This meant…something. Right?

      “As I was saying,” he began again, after I dried my face, “I got a rush order special delivered to the Faraday. Our flamethrowers are waiting on us downstairs. I stamped them Property of the OPA to make sure they come home with the right people after.”

      “And by right people, you mean you.”

      “Naturally.” He stood and offered me a hand up, which I took. “Get a move on.”

      “You’re just worried they’ll pass out the flamethrowers, and you’ll get left out.”

      “Ha ha— No.” He produced a flat piece of metal I suspected was a key. “No one touches those babies without their daddy present.”

      “You had to go and make it weird.”

      Since Ford had resembled a loogie hawked by a giant into a tissue after his solo adventure, I figured it was wasted energy to wash the redness from my face. Instead I wiped off on the hem of my shirt and called the job done.

      We met up with the others in the lobby, and Bishop pretended not to notice Ford had a crowbar resting on his shoulder, or that he was standing very close to his babies.

      “You see the stamp?” Bishop pointed. “OPA property.”

      “You’ve got me all wrong,” Ford said, his voice pure honey. “This is my weapon of choice.”

      Bishop wasn’t buying what Ford was selling. “Teeth and claws are the gwyllgi weapon of choice.”

      “Darlin’…” The bar slid down to his side when he spotted me. “You okay?”

      A warm hand touched my shoulder, and I didn’t think before covering it with mine. “Yeah.”

      For a split second, I thought it was Bishop, but the quiver in my knees had known from the start.

      Midas didn’t echo Ford, he just stood there, hand underneath mine, until we drew too many stares to ignore. If I expected him to withdraw, I was doomed for disappointment. I had to step out of his reach to sever that connection, and I hated how much part of me missed it the second it was gone.

      “We’ll break into teams.” I smoothed the rough edges of my voice. “Bishop and me, Midas and Ford.”

      “In the spirit of interdepartmental cooperation,” Midas said, “I propose we pair Ford and Bishop.”

      Uncertain if this was a misguided attempt to protect me or what, I asked, “You want to be my partner?”

      Midas’s eyes were clearer than I had ever seen them. “I thought I’d already made that obvious.”

      “Okay.” I told myself adrenaline made me shiver. “Partners it is then.”
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      Midas held the passenger side door open for Hadley, and she rewarded his rusty manners with a happy little smile that scrambled his brain for ideas on how to earn another and another and another.

      The flamethrowers rested in the bed of the truck, and so did Bishop, who had wrapped them in a blanket and started humming a lullaby as he settled in with them for the ride.

      Hadley strapped in, already laughing at a joke Ford whispered in her ear, and Midas climbed up beside her, tasting the ashes of his earlier happiness.

      “You wanted her, and now you’ve got her.”

      The words kept circling his head, a threat, a promise.

      “You damn well better figure out your shit if you plan on keeping her.”

      Ford wasn’t giving up on Hadley. He had made his intentions clear.

      That gave Midas six weeks to figure out what it meant when he couldn’t sleep at night for thinking of her. How the only thing that slowed his racing thoughts was the scrap of fabric he stole from her room while he was setting it to rights. It made him feel like a kid who couldn’t sleep without his blankie, the embarrassment compounded by the fact he still lived at home. With his mom. In his childhood room.

      “Hey.” Hadley poked him in the thigh. “You can’t daydream while we’re strategizing, Goldie.”

      Behind the wheel, Ford snickered at the nickname that had cost more than one gwyllgi their teeth.

      Tearing his focus away from where her hip touched his, he dialed into their conversation. “What did I miss?”

      “I’m going down first,” Ford said. “I know where the nest is, so I’ll lead the way. Bishop can watch my back, if we can get him to stop cooing at our weapons. You and Hadley will bring up the rear, make sure we don’t get trapped if Mommy and Daddy come home to catch us raiding the nursery.”

      “I don’t like the idea of testing new toys in a confined space.” Hadley gnawed on her bottom lip. “Bishop is convinced fire is the way to go, and he’s generally right about these things.”

      Ford spared her a quick glance, like he couldn’t help himself. “What is he anyway?”

      “You find out, you let me know.” A smile tickled the corner of her mouth nearest him. “We all have our secrets, right?”

      Ford had plenty, most of them Midas’s fault. One word from him would torpedo his chances with Hadley. She would resent the hell out of him being ordered to befriend her. The fact Ford had never met a stranger, that he had already been infatuated with Hadley, meant the order had been a formality. Ford would have cozied up to her either way. The difference was, in making it a pack matter, Midas had ensured he would report back on where they went, what they did, and what they discussed.

      Midas had used Ford to spy on her. He had used Ford to do all the things he wanted to do but couldn’t. Just as Ford was making headway, about to take it to the next level, Midas took a sledgehammer and shattered all those possibilities because he couldn’t stomach the idea she might reciprocate.

      Proposing courtship had given him time to breathe, a chance to figure things out without the urgency of racing the clock to beat Ford to her. Or so he’d thought. Ford still circled at a distance, and he had no one to blame for encouraging him but himself.

      “Here we are,” Ford announced. “We’ll go on foot from here.”

      “This is what?” Hadley leaned across Midas’s lap to read the street sign out his window, and one of her curls tickled his nose. “Three miles from where we fought it?”

      “About that.”

      “You sure you want to park here?” She eyed the busted streetlamp. “Your truck is cherry.”

      “The streets can look alike in the dark,” Ford reasoned. “This will give us a beacon to follow if we have to run.”

      “Works for me.” She tucked the springy lock of hair behind her ear, her fingers brushing his cheek in the process, and she offered up a smile. “I wonder where they came from?”

      “Mutant Roach Men from Mars Attack Atlanta.”

      Surprise brightened her eyes, and she laughed, bumping her shoulder against his. “You made a joke.”

      “One of us has to be the funny one,” he said, deadpan, and sent her into peals of laughter.

      She scooted out the door Ford had left open, and Midas placed his arm along the bench, the leather still warm, and pictured how it might have felt if he’d been brave enough to try while Hadley sat next to him.

      “Are you coming?” She popped her head back in the truck, noticed his arm, and cocked an eyebrow. “Well?”

      The way he always seemed to hesitate, and she never did, made him wonder if she was leading him down a path he never would have dared alone. “Do you know how to operate a flamethrower?”

      “Trust me, Bishop knows.” She rolled her eyes. “He’ll be thrilled to give us a crash course.”

      Within the hour, Bishop had them kitted out with fuel tanks they wore like backpacks, and each of them had gotten off a spray of flame without setting themselves, or each other, on fire.

      “What is this stuff anyway?” Hadley wrinkled her nose. “It smells familiar.”

      “Propane and gasoline,” Midas answered absently, his nose parsing the scents easily. “These aren’t military grade.”

      Bishop clutched his wand to his chest. “Do you know how hard it is to buy four flamethrowers no questions asked?”

      “Look on the bright side.” Hadley leaned in closer to Bishop. “If this doesn’t work, you can tell Linus we need more firepower. I bet he’s got a napalm sigil in his repertoire.”

      “Oh, Lee.” His smile turned sharp with excitement. “You’re the only one who gets me.”

      “Aren’t you lucky I came to Atlanta to enable your bad decision-making?”

      “Yeah.” Bishop sobered, tipping up her chin with his finger. “I am.”

      Midas expected his inner beast to take issue with another man touching her, but it remained quiet. Still. Just as it had with Ares. Courtship might have been rash, but it had its benefits.

      “A wise woman once said—” Ford’s smile fit right in, “—friendship is contagious.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” Her eyes took on a glassy shine. “We’re all BFFs and can take turns braiding each other’s hair at our next sleepover.”

      “Assuming we have any left after this.” Bishop wasn’t joking. “We’re talking high temps in close quarters. You two might want to call your healer and put him on notice.”

      “Already done.” Midas made that call at the first mention of a flamethrower. “Abbott and his team are on standby at the Faraday.”

      “Smart.” Hadley rewarded him with a quick smile that caused his heart to thud harder, just once, a thump that hurt his ribs. “If you’ve got the emergency call button, then I’m glad you’re on my team.”

      “Who said this was your team?”

      “Oh, Goldie.” She walked up to him, tapped her finger on his chest. “You’re so cute when you’re trying to establish dominance. Too bad you Care Bear stared all yours away.”

      Amused, he curled his lip and growled at her.

      “Adorable, really.” She flashed him a smile without showing the least bit of fear. “Dare I say precious?”

      “Stop flirting.” Bishop made gagging noises. “I came to set things on fire, not watch Midas set your panties on fire.”

      Midas ducked his head to hide his expression, but Hadley stood too close to miss it.

      “He didn’t mean anything by it.” She touched his wrist. “Ignore him.”

      Bishop called to her, and they bent their heads over her phone. Probably updating Linus or their team.

      “I never envied you,” Ford said from behind him. “Not until this.”

      “I haven’t dated in a century, and I haven’t let a woman touch me with affection in twice that.” He hated exposing his failures, even to a friend. “You’ll get your chance once she figures out how big a project she would be taking on.”

      “I hate to tell you this, but Lee is stubborn as the day is long, and she hasn’t taken her eyes off you since the night I introduced you.” He thumped Midas in the chest. “You have to be feeling something in there. Otherwise you wouldn’t have kept marking her.”

      “I could blame instinct.” The first and second time, he had. The third time was the one that convinced him he was in trouble. “I could say I had no choice.”

      “I might have believed you if you hadn’t asked to court her.” Ford didn’t look bitter, just sad. “That wasn’t instinct. That was you, fitting the only words in your mouth you could say to claim her without admitting you’ve got the hots for her.”

      There were lines men didn’t cross without alcohol involved. Admitting how long it had been since Midas had sex was one of them. The fact Hadley roused any sensation in him put him outside himself, a stranger in the body he had relearned after Lethe brought him home.

      Those times were another line he didn’t cross, alcohol or not.

      At great cost to his mother, a gwyllgi shaman had sealed off that part of his brain in order to save his sanity. He never studied the partition for fear he might find cracks forming. Best to ignore it and everything hidden behind it.

      That didn’t mean he couldn’t recall those years—he could—but he didn’t feel them. Viewing those memories was the same as watching a movie on-screen. He might pity the actors, but it wasn’t him up there doing those things. It was someone else. It had to be. Otherwise…

      “Look, I don’t mean to push.” Ford studied him. “I’ll dial it down as best I can.” His gaze wandered to Hadley and stuck. “Your inner wild man shouldn’t feel like he’s got to claim her before I do. It’s not a race. It’s the rest of…” he reeled his attention back to Midas, “…your lives.”

      Our lives.

      That’s what he almost said, though they could have both pretended he meant it in a different way than he intended.

      Their attention brought Hadley’s head up, and she gave them both smiles.

      Midas liked to think the one she gave him was warmer, and that it lingered, but he worried with Ford so close his competitive spirit was tangling with his…emotions? When had that happened?

      “You two look serious.” She sauntered over, an eager glint in her eye. “Tell me you’re not talking about me.”

      “If you must know,” Midas said for no other reason than she appeared to be waiting on Ford’s next zinger, “we were discussing my co-wash routine.”

      Laughter snorted out her nose. “You were not.”

      “It’s true.” Ford played along. “I want to get away from sulfates. They make my hair oily.”

      “You two will have to save this titillating male bonding for after we raid the nest.” She clamped a hand on Midas’s forearm and tugged him after her. “This okay?”

      “This is your investigation.” He fell in beside her. “You lead, I’ll follow.”

      “No.” She flexed her fingers. “I mean this.”

      Touching him.

      Even granted full access to him without repercussions, she still asked, and that…mattered.

      Since she had put thought into the question, he returned the favor by checking with himself. “Yes.”

      For whatever reason, Hadley didn’t cause that wall to loom in his mind. She sensed it was there. A neat division between his past and his present, as if they belonged to two separate people, and she ignored it with the single-minded dedication of a woman aware that some walls were necessary to keep out the monsters.

      “Good.” She tugged on him harder. “I’m handsy. I need a guy who’s okay with that.”

      A teasing note warmed her voice, took the sting out of the barb. She cared, or she wouldn’t have asked. Long term was a long way off, but he let himself picture it. Tried to anyway. He couldn’t. Not yet. Maybe not ever. She was the visionary of the two of them, with her big plans for the city and her hard eyes that had seen… What, exactly?

      To ask was to tell, and he wouldn’t play tit for tat. He got the feeling neither of them liked that game.

      “Hold your horses.” Ford jogged to catch up with them. “You’re team two, as in the number after one.”

      Hadley flashed her teeth. “Waiting on you, cowboy.”

      “It’s rude to assume that all Texans are cowboys.” He sniffed. “My tender feelings are hurt.”

      “Tender,” she mused, “or tenderfoot?”

      “Now that’s just mean.”

      “What if I agree to bounce you on my knee and sing trotty horse, trotty horse off to town, take care little one and don’t fall down to you later?”

      “I accept.”

      Midas listened to them bicker, but again chose to keep quiet and let her rebuild the bridges he had burned. Her hand was warm on his wrist, and she didn’t let go.
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      Having never gone spelunking in a sewer, I’m not sure what I expected. More Ninja Turtles, maybe?

      Ha! I ought to write that one down for Bishop. More proof I knew popular, if not classic, cartoons.

      The mental exercise kept me from focusing on the dark, the closeness of the rounded walls, the scuttle of insects. This was a long way from the pantry, but every once in a while, a place hit me just so, and this one had a mean right hook.

      Ambrose twined between Midas’s legs like a friendly cat, and it set my teeth on edge.

      I wasn’t ready to ask Midas if there was an actual magical tether between us now, or if one could manifest. That tread too closely to admitting it could never happen unless he wanted to risk Ambrose’s darkness seeping into him when the shadows in his eyes warned he had already seen enough.

      Aside from my shadow being obnoxious, which was hardly news, we hadn’t encountered anything worse than rodents of unusual, but not paranormal, size.

      Ford led the way, Bishop at his back, then Midas and then me. The guys weren’t happy about me bringing up the rear, but I told myself it was because of my shoulder and not because I was a girl.

      What can I say? I lied to myself a lot. I was pretty great at it.

      “This isn’t right.” Ford stopped in the middle of a connector. “There’s nothing here.”

      “Coming through.” I nudged Midas aside, bumping Bishop with my hip to get to the front of the line where I could take a better look. “There’s nothing here.”

      Just the same slime, rats, and water. I didn’t ask if he was sure. Ford might have a crap nose—his words, not mine—but gwyllgi tracked better than anyone. If he said this was the place, then this was the place.

      “I’m not crazy.” He checked with me to see if I was mentally measuring him for a straitjacket. “The nest was here.”

      “I believe you.” I entered the open area for more breathing room. “And not just because you came home covered in snot and smelling like a carton of milk left in a hot car in Georgia in July.”

      “That’s oddly specific,” Bishop muttered as he joined me. “No. Don’t tell me. I don’t need details.”

      A flick of my wrist ordered Ambrose away from Midas and sent him sniffing out any magical remnants.

      “How did you get so filthy?” I cranked my head toward Ford. “I didn’t ask earlier. I didn’t particularly want to know, but now it seems relevant.”

      “Six inches of slime coated this whole area.” He walked to one section and placed his palm on the wall. “I figured the hard capsules suspended from the ceiling were egg cases, but I wanted to be certain. I punched through one, and goo exploded in my face.”

      “You’re lucky a Martian Roach didn’t pop out and eat you.”

      “In hindsight, yeah.” He shrugged, not looking at her or Midas. “In the moment? Throwing the punch felt good.”

      “Everyone, stand aside.” Bishop cleared a path. “I want to send a record of this to the team.”

      While he used a palm-sized video camera that probably cost my annual salary to record the area, I pulled the guys into a huddle.

      “Ford, stay here with Bishop.” I didn’t dare risk leaving anyone alone. “Midas and I will search the adjoining tunnels. Call when he’s done, and we’ll work our way back to you. Do not go farther than this point.”

      “Yes, ma’am.” He snapped out a salute. “I’ll hold down the fort.”

      We stood at a T junction. Left would mean getting in Bishop’s way, so I went right and sent Ambrose, whose curiosity was piqued, left with a flick of my fingers.

      “Smell anything?” I asked Midas after a good five minutes. “Other than, you know. Sewer stuff.”

      “Nothing like the creature.”

      “Anything paranormal?”

      “No.” His nostrils flared. “There’s nothing down here.”

      “Let’s turn back then.” I didn’t want to leave Ford and Bishop for long. “Lead us out.”

      A soft huff of sound escaped him. “Is that why I got invited along?”

      “Whatever do you mean?”

      “You were counting on my nose to get us back.”

      Ambrose would return eventually, so that wasn’t a big concern, but Midas’s keen senses would be more expedient and less conspicuous.

      “Hey, I’m an excellent tracker.” A total lie. “Give me your shirt, and I’ll pick up your scent.”

      “No.”

      “Spoilsport.” I leaned in for a sniff. “You smell good. Why do you smell so good?”

      “Saying I smell good compared to everything else down here isn’t saying much.”

      “It’s not just down here.” I nudged him in the small of the back to get him moving. “I can tell when you’ve been where I’m going. It’s like walking into a cloud of perfume near the makeup counters at the mall, only my eyes don’t water.”

      And I shouldn’t have admitted that unless I wanted to confess the shirt was a purely lascivious request.

      Midas shot me a wary look that bordered on hope. “You can identify me that clearly?”

      “Yes?” I poked him again. “Blame your detergent. Or your hair-care products.”

      As I said it, inspiration struck. The more I turned the hunch over in my head, the more it fit.

      That must be why I rode the elevator up to Midas’s room at the Faraday. I didn’t know he would be there, but he must have stopped in recently if I traced the scent to him. He had been on my mind lately, but I hoped my subconscious hadn’t stooped so low that I was sleep-stalking him.

      “Do you hear that?” Midas cocked his head to one side. “It’s coming from over there.”

      Straining my ears, I picked out dripping water and tiny scuttling feet. “Nothing out of the ordinary.”

      A grate with leaves stuck in its bars drew his attention, and he went to investigate.

      “See this?” He indicated a brownish congealed blob. “Whoever cleaned up missed a spot.”

      “I’ll record it for Bishop.” I got the video then reached in my pocket for an evidence baggie. “I need a sample for Reece.”

      “You mean for the cleaners.”

      “Uh, yes,” I amended quickly. “The cleaners.”

      Reece would share his findings with the cleaners, so it’s not like they wouldn’t get their sample’s worth eventually. However, allowing the future Atlanta alpha that much insight into our process was asking for trouble down the road. No one outside the OPA had a firm grasp on how much we did behind the scenes to keep the city running, and I wasn’t going to be the one who pulled back the veil.

      Once I pocketed a generous sample for Reece, I took another baggie and filled it for the cleaners.

      Done with that, it occurred to me Midas had never elaborated. “What did you hear?”

      “The goo.” He picked up a baggie and held it close to my ear. “It’s humming.”

      “That can’t be good.” Try as I might, I couldn’t get a read on it. “Does that mean it’s alive?”

      “There’s no heartbeat, but roaches can function after their heart stops.”

      “You’ve been researching roaches, haven’t you?”

      “Your comparison made sense, and I had a lot of time on my hands today.”

      Hours where he sat and watched over me while I recovered from the wound and the healing.

      “Did I thank you for sitting with me, after I finished reaming you out?”

      “Your volume was turned all the way up, so I could have missed it at that decibel.”

      “Har-har.” I double bagged the samples before pocketing them. “I’m glad you stayed.”

      The only vigils held at my beside happened when I was sick as a kid, and then it was my brothers fussing over me. Mostly Boaz, who took his older brothering seriously. A nonfamily member filling his shoes left me with mixed feelings and the fervent hope I hadn’t blown the feminine mystique by breaking wind or scratching my butt.

      On that happy note, we set out to rejoin Bishop and Ford. Midas led the way, and I covered our backs.

      Midas threw on the brakes without warning, and I bumped into him. “We’ve got a problem.”

      “On every day that ends in Y.” I leaned around him. “What’s the trouble du jour?”

      The junction was empty. No Ford. No Bishop.

      “Either they left without us,” I said, “or they decided to go explore the other tunnel.”

      “Ford obeys orders.” He exhaled. “Usually.”

      “Bishop does what he wants. Always.” I shrugged at Midas’s skeptical look. “Well, he does.”

      “Do we go up, or do we go forward?”

      “Bishop might have discovered something he felt warranted a closer look.” I considered our options. “I could see Ford providing backup for Bishop if he couldn’t be talked into waiting.”

      Armed with a brand-new flamethrower and no target, he wouldn’t be prone to standing around.

      “I’ll check.” He tapped the side of his nose to silence my protest. “Give me room to work.”

      As much as I wanted to charge down the tunnel, temper blazing, I gave Midas space to do his thing.

      “They didn’t come this way.” He doubled back, brushing past me, retracing our original path. “They must have gone up to wait.”

      “Well?” I let him reach the halfway point before I had to know, or I might burst. “Any sign of them? Scent of them? Whatever?”

      “There’s nothing.” He slowed down and then he stopped, his chin angled away from me. “This is the way we came, but there’s no trail. It’s been erased, or masked.”

      The coven had mastered charms to hide and alter their scents, but the goo and the bugs were new, and until I conferred with Ambrose, or DORA fed us an update, I couldn’t officially link the two.

      “Keep moving.” I made the decision, but it hurt. “We need to be certain they’re both missing.”

      A bell once rung couldn’t be unrung.

      “All right.” He allowed my order to stand, but the tension in his back told me he wasn’t happy about it. “I see light up ahead.”

      I did too, had for a while now. The sliver of moonlight was the only thing keeping me from panicking at the press of walls against my senses.

      Necromancers came standard with decent night vision. It was the other gwyllgi senses we lacked.

      “The manhole cover’s still off,” Midas announced under his breath. “That’s good.”

      Good would have been them hearing us and leaning over the hole, their silhouettes blocking the white moon’s crescent figure. Good would have been us hearing them talking, or arguing, or fighting. Good was a lot of things, but such a small token didn’t satisfy my requirements.

      “Go on.” Midas stepped aside to let me climb out first. “I’ll follow.”

      “You’re out of your mind if you think I’m letting you out of my sight.”

      “Two people can’t climb the same ladder at once.”

      “Hold my hand.” I thrust it at him. “You can climb up behind me.”

      “Hadley…”

      “Don’t Hadley me.” I took his hand when he made no move to accept mine. “I’m not losing you too.” The hardness in his eyes softened a fraction. “Your mother would kill me.”

      “Yeah.” He meshed our fingers slowly, feeling out the gaps like this was his first time. “She would.”

      Once I had hold of him, I started the climb. It was slow, awkward as heck, and a miracle I didn’t fall with the weight of the unspent tank yanking my shoulders back and my balance off thanks to the arm I kept down at my side. I made it to the top, sucked in fresh air, and kept hold of Midas until he was sitting on the asphalt beside me.

      No Ford. No Bishop. No signs of trouble. No news was rarely good news in this business.

      One of us had to say it. It might as well be me. “They’re not here.”

      “We need to fall back to the Faraday. That’s where Ford will return if he’s able.” Midas stood then helped me up using our linked fingers. “We can check Ford’s truck first, but I doubt we’ll have better luck there.”

      The walk back to the alley was silent, but Midas held on to my hand, and I didn’t let go.

      We reached the same alley, the one with a busted streetlamp, and I kicked a dented can skittering across the street. “You’ve got to be kidding me.”

      The truck was gone.

      “Ford wouldn’t have left us.” Midas glanced left to right. “Bishop wouldn’t have left without his third and fourth flamethrowers.”

      Insulted I wasn’t included on the list, I caved before making an issue out of it. After all, he was probably right.

      “I’ll call us another ride.” I opened Swyft, watching the screen until we got matched with a driver who wasn’t a Midas-hating pixie girl, then put it away. “This is not good.”

      “This is a direct attack on the pack, and on the Office of the Potentate.”

      “That’s what I said. Not good.”

      Twin beams blinded us when the driver cut the wheel onto our street, but instead of slowing down, they sped up, veering onto the sidewalk and smashing into the building behind us.

      Midas jerked me aside at the last second, and we spun into the alley to avoid a collision.

      He caught his breath with his back against the bricks, his arms around me, his fingers digging in.

      From this vantage, without the light in my eyes, I identified the car and swore. “It’s her.”

      “Who?” Midas kept me locked against him. “You know her?”

      Well enough to know she wasn’t named Robert Martin, and she wasn’t driving a red Ford Escape.

      “Wait here.” I squirmed out of his arms then marched toward the wreck. “What is your problem?”

      The driver side door swung open, and sure enough, the pixie sprung out with luminescent eyes.

      “Get back out in the street so I can finish what I started,” she yelled over me to him. “What are you waiting for? Move it.”

      Glancing from me to her, he stood his ground. “I’m not going to let you run over me.”

      “For once, you’re not surrounded by pack.” She charged him, but I caught her. “This was my one shot.”

      “You can’t kill Midas.” I dodged her kicking legs and snapping teeth. “The pack would hunt you down.”

      “I. Don’t. Care.” She snarled past me at him. “You’re going down, pretty boy.”

      She stomped back to her car and slammed the door. The heap of twisted metal made a valiant effort to come to life when she tried her key, but it was no use. She’d hit the building too hard. The front end of her sporty car was an accordion. She wasn’t going anywhere any time soon, and neither were we.

      When she just sat there, deflating before my eyes, I figured it must be safe to approach, that she was only armed with her temper. Otherwise, she wouldn’t have given in so easily. For all her kicking and screaming, she hadn’t even drawn blood.

      Ambrose stuck out his hand before I uttered the order for him to stand watch over her, and I tossed him a dark chocolate raspberry truffle with twenty-four-karat-gold accents that disappeared into the void.

      “I’ll call the police.” I dialed up one of the Low Society sentinels I knew who had gone undercover with the Atlanta police department. “They’ll give her a ride home after she files her report. She’ll need one for her insurance to cover repairs on her car.”

      Midas stared at me, at the phone in my hand, at the girl sobbing behind the wheel of her busted car.

      “What?” I pulled up Swyft and booked us a ride home. “It’s my job.”

      “She tried to kill me,” he enunciated slowly. “She almost killed you in the process.”

      The girl could drive. Like NASCAR or a stunt driver, but still. I had trouble believing if she wanted one or both of us dead that she could have missed. Twice. She had anger issues, clearly, but I had trouble condemning her when I saw so much of my reckless impulsiveness in her, so much of my anger.

      “I talked to Ford about her, but he didn’t think there was anything to worry about, and neither did I.”

      “Why ask in the first place?” He studied her over my shoulder. “I’ve never met her.”

      “She told me…” I wet my lips. “She believes you killed her sister.”

      “Droch chrích ort,” she screeched. “Droch chrích ort.”

      The color washed out of Midas’s face, and he doubled over, bracing his palms on his thighs. “No.”

      “No?” I rubbed his back, but he jerked away. “You didn’t kill her?”

      “No, no, no.” The gravelly denial kept churning in his throat. “This can’t be happening.”

      I reached out, recalled his flinch, then lowered my arm. “Are you okay?”

      “I remember,” he panted. “How it felt.”

      “Okay.” I waited, but he didn’t fill in the obvious blanks. “Our ride will be here in a minute, and then we can get you back to the Faraday.”

      Wherever Midas had gone, he wasn’t here with me. He was far away, and I had no idea how to bring him back.

      “I’m going to update the girl.” I gave him a minute, but he didn’t acknowledge me. “Just stay put, okay?”

      “Hey.” I jogged over to her. “The police are on the way, but I have to get Midas home.”

      “I didn’t even hit him,” she grumbled through her shattered window. “He was right there.”

      “Kid.” Doing a quick twirl, I showed her the tank strapped to my back. “You’re lucky you didn’t hit him, or me. One spark, and you could have blown us all sky-high.”

      “I don’t care.”

      “I don’t know what happened to your sister, but I believe that you believe Midas is responsible.” I navigated the debris. “That doesn’t give you the right to exact vigilante justice on him.”

      “That’s what you and the POA do,” she challenged. “You’re above the law.”

      “We enforce the law. We step on the wrong side of it, and we get punished the same as you.”

      “I don’t believe that.”

      “Believe it.” The grimness in my tone must have made a dent. “No one is above the law.”

      Head down, she stared at her lap. “Will he press charges?”

      “Not at this time.” Admitting he wasn’t in his right mind was inviting her to reconsider her act of mercy. “He’ll be in touch if that changes.”

      “I fall under your jurisdiction, right?”

      “You attacked a gwyllgi. You committed a violent crime against the pack. They’re the ones who will dole out the punishment.”

      “I can’t believe I blew it.” She puffed out her cheeks. “What if I promise not to do it again?”

      “You’re beating yourself up for not murdering him, and you asked him to step back out into the street. I’m not sure I can trust you not to mow him down the next chance you get.”

      “I came to Atlanta to find him.” Her bottom lip wobbled. “I didn’t think this would be so hard.”

      “Taking a life is no small matter.”

      “Not that.” She braced her elbows on her steering wheel. “Getting him alone.”

      “Yeah.” I rocked back on my heels. “Not hearing any remorse here.”

      “You don’t get it.” She gazed out her cracked windshield. “He killed her.”

      “How?” Better yet, I wondered. “When?”

      “I don’t know.”

      “Then how do you know he’s responsible?”

      “Ask him.” Her gaze went distant. “Ar scáth a chéile a mhaireann na daoine.”

      “That’s beautiful.” A bad sign, but lovely. “What does it mean?”

      “People live in each other’s shadows.”

      Unbidden, my gaze swung to Ambrose. “What did you say to Midas earlier?”

      “Bad ending upon you.”

      As far as curses went, that struck me as mild, but it clearly meant more or different to him.

      Headlights flashed across my face, and sirens wailed in the distance.

      It was time for us to go.

      “Call me tomorrow.” I passed her one of my cards. “We’ll sort this out then.”

      “Sure. Fine.” She took the card without looking at me, just kept staring a hole through Midas. “Whatever.”

      “You might want to work on faking remorse in the meantime.”

      As much as I wanted to ask what she was, how this all fit, etiquette forbade me from questioning her.

      Honestly? I would have smashed etiquette to pieces with a reality hammer if she hadn’t spouted fae-sounding language at me. That was the equivalent of flashing her Faerie card, and the good little necromancer in me, what scraps remained of her, cringed away from that which the Society had forbidden. But the rest of me acknowledged I had a job to do, and if the pixie girl, who might actually be a pixie, got in the way a second time, I would have to address the issue.

      “What’s your name? It’s not on the card you gave me with your contact details or on the app.”

      Until she attempted to mow us down, I hadn’t noticed her name and picture never showed on screen. I hadn’t questioned the glaring absence either, which was a magic of its own.

      Names and contact information were part of the Swyft contract with its drivers. I got a sneaking suspicion she was stealing identities to make the system acknowledge her, which would explain why I never expected her when she roared up to the curb. And why, despite her long hours, she was hard up for money. The system would credit the employee, tips and all. Not the thief moonlighting their gig.

      Her choice of occupation, one of them anyway, made much more sense to me now. She must have been hoping Midas would use the app one of these days, and she sat hunched over her phone, waiting for his ID to pop.

      Ghosting another online driver would also explain why she was always so frantic to load me into her car. The driver whose ID she had jacked to sneak into the system would be hot on her heels to pick me up once she accepted the fare on their behalf.

      That shed new light on why she had been racing as many folks across town as she could in a night too. She had wanted to maximize her chances for landing him. Or the next best thing—a sucker like me.

      No wonder she was so quick to give me her number and offer private rides at the rate charged by the app. She struck gold making that connection, and she didn’t want to go back to the mines.

      “You can call me Remy,” she said, defeat crushing her voice to a whisper.

      Backing away from the girl, from Remy, I returned to find Midas in the same condition as when I left him.

      “Our ride is here.” I couldn’t defer to his preferences at this point, I had to act. “I’m going to put my arm around you.” He struggled, against me or his thoughts, I didn’t know, but he didn’t fight me off. “Now I’m going to walk you to the car.”

      The driver eyed us through his window, clearly not thrilled with the pickup point.

      All smiles and forced laughter, I threw open the door and shoved Midas in as he began to protest.

      “I’m so glad you’re here.” I talked over him, not letting him get in a word edgewise. “My friend got soused, and there’s no way I could carry him back to his place. You’re a lifesaver.”

      Ah yes, the old drunk-friend line. Worked every time. There wasn’t much you couldn’t blame on alcohol.

      The man’s scowl melted into a grin, relieved his fare was a pretty girl with nice manners. Too bad there was no way to hide my ID from the driver. I would just have to deal with acting like an airhead or a drunk or a drunk airhead to get us back home. Not a great image for the future POA, but whatever worked was my motto.

      “Where to, cuteness?”

      I piled in behind Midas. “The Faraday.”

      The building, paired with my ID on his screen, must have clicked in his head.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      The newfound respect was nice, but it didn’t extend to Midas. The driver kept eyeballing him, trying to place him. Me? I would have been more concerned I might have brought a dangerous criminal into his car instead of the promised harmless drunk, but I could tell this guy was all about the dish.

      Midas was borderline comatose by the time we arrived at the Faraday, and I cracked my door long enough to yell, “Hank, get over here.”

      Casting his gaze skyward, he gave up on divine deliverance from dealing with me and did as he was told.

      “You’re running up one hell of a tab…” He froze when he spotted Midas. “Move.”

      Happy to oblige, I scooted out and let Hank try his hand at wrangling the beta. “I’ll get the front door.”

      The unmistakable crunch of bone breaking glued my shoes to the pavement. “Hank?”

      A heavy thud announced his body smacking the pavement, knocked out cold by Midas, who came out swinging.

      “Whoa, boy.” I held up my hands. “It’s all right.”

      The guttural spate of what sounded suspiciously like the pixie girl’s fae lingo poured from his mouth.

      Gaelic? Irish? Scottish? Faelic? Faeish?

      Whatever the language, my patchy high school Spanish was not up to the task of helping me decipher it.

      “Midas, it’s me.” I eased closer. “It’s Hadley.”

      Eyes wild, he whirled, lost and confused and spewing words I couldn’t decipher.

      The way I saw it, I had two options.

      One: I could hope he didn’t bolt while I ran inside for help.

      Two: I could knock his ass out and drag him into the lobby and then find help.

      Option two won by a landslide when Midas’s unfocused eyes settled on me with no recognition in them whatsoever.

      “Ambrose,” I said under my breath. “Take a little off the top.”

      Unspooling across the sidewalk, my shadow took his sweet time. He wasn’t a fan of the taste of gwyllgi.

      “Now,” I snapped, louder. “Do it now.”

      You remember what Snowball did to us, right? I thought at him, uncertain if it worked or just made me feel better. Do you want that to happen again?

      The shadow paced back and forth, drawing out the moment and backing me into a corner.

      Snowball was a danger to us both. Do you know why? I can guess. Her fae blood. Snowball was half fae masquerading as a gwyllgi. He’s a gwyllgi prince with buckets of fae blood in his lineage. Do you really think he can’t hurt us too?

      The threat worked, even though I was spitballing, and the shadow began weaving in and out of Midas, nibbling on his power with each pass.

      Snowball had been able to see Ambrose, and she had been able to hurt him. She bit his shadow-self, and the pain was some of the worst of my life. Recovery required letting Ambrose feed, and that was dangerous. Right now, so soon after my episode, it was an impossibility.

      Bishop might have retraced my daytime footsteps to put my mind at ease, but we still didn’t know why I had made the trek. I had theories, but I couldn’t trust my future, and other people’s lives, to a hunch.

      Crimson magic splashed onto the pavement, and my heart skipped a beat. “Midas, no.”

      Head thrown back, eyes closed, he showed no signs of hearing me as his power kept sloshing higher.

      Hank was unconscious, Bishop wasn’t in his crow’s nest to dispatch help, and I didn’t know how long it would be before we attracted the attention of someone in the lobby. Worse, we were starting to get looks from people on the street. The Faraday’s protection only extended so far, and the curb sat just outside the wards protecting the paranormal from the view of the normal.

      “I really don’t want to do this.” I wasn’t sure I could take him down without killing him. “Please, don’t make me do this.”

      Ambrose was licking his chops, ready for more, but I reeled him in before he got any bright ideas.

      Dipping my hands into his cold center, I reached for my blades and drew them.

      Big mistake.

      Huge.

      Ruby-bright magic spouted up and over Midas’s head, washing down him and leaving his other self in charge.

      The blond gwyllgi lowered his head, growl revving up his throat, and I braced to defend myself.

      “Midas, please,” I begged. “Remember me.”

      The beast shook its head, blinked its bright eyes, and charged.

      Swords raised, palms damp, I ran quick mental calculations on how best to disable him and came up empty.

      I was going to do this. This was happening.

      Please don’t make me do this.

      At the last second, Ambrose darted between us, motioning at me to drop the swords.

      For whatever reason, I did. Goddess, I listened to him, lowered my weapons, and stood defenseless.

      Massive paws with wicked-sharp tips hit me in the center of my chest, and I fell back under Midas’s weight as he pinned me to the concrete…and began licking my face like he wanted to learn how many licks it took to find the Tootsie Roll center of a Tootsie Pop.

      “Ugh.” I wiped thick goo off in slobbery handfuls. “Killing me would have been more merciful.”

      The beast huffed in my face, nuzzling my throat, and stuck his tongue down my ear.

      “Gack.” I thrashed under him. “Mercy.” I shoved at his chest. “Have mercy.”

      From the corner of my eye, I watched Ambrose stroke Midas’s shadow, petting his head like he was a good doggie. That was bizarre enough, but come on. Ambrose had saved Midas’s life. He might have even saved mine since killing a gwyllgi, let alone their prince, came with a guaranteed death sentence.

      He was screwing with my head, and I didn’t like it. Ambrose didn’t have an altruistic bone in his… Fine, so he had no bones and no body. Still. His intervention lent weight to the argument he had figured out a way to take me over again. He wouldn’t want his vehicle of choice totaled in a collision with a rabid gwyllgi, now would he?

      “Sit.” I forced the trembling from my fingers when I reached up to scratch Midas’s ears. “Sit, boy.”

      Boy did not sit. Boy kept slobbering all over me. Boy was I in trouble.

      It beat getting eaten, though. Or thrusting a blade through his heart.

      “What am I looking at?” Ares called from a safe distance. “Do you need help or…?”

      “Call him.” Muscles coiled in preparation, I got ready to roll. “Throw a stick or something.”

      “I’m going to pretend you didn’t ask for help in one breath and then insult me in the next.”

      “Thank you.” The Faraday’s front door opened and shut, Ares leaving me alone with Midas. “Hey, I said thank you.”

      A few minutes later, she emerged with a raw steak on a plate and set it down near the entrance.

      The soft whine in Midas’s throat urged me to pet him and tell him everything was going to be okay, but I was trying to get him to move his furry butt. I couldn’t afford to comfort him, or he might not leave.

      “Go on, boy.” I held still as a log. “I’ll wait right here.”

      Slowly, slowly, one paw after the other, he inched away from me toward the meat. He glanced over his shoulder every other step, so I had to time it just right to get vertical before he could cover the distance back and keep me pinned.

      At the last possible second, I sprang to my feet and did a quick inventory of aches and pains. The back of my head throbbed from smacking the cement, and my stomach hurt from him stepping on me. Otherwise, I was just slimy and reeked of dog breath.

      Ares skirted Midas while he ate and came to stand with me. “What’s wrong with him?”

      “I don’t know.” I leaned on her for help to get in before I made a bigger spectacle, and Midas followed me into the lobby with the steak bone sticking out of the corner of his mouth. “Get the healer.”

      Ares dropped me on one of the fancy sofas, and Midas leapt onto it and walked over my lap, flopping down across me. He chewed on his bone while I sat there waiting, losing all feeling from the thighs down.

      “Midas,” Abbott greeted him about the time paralysis set in. “What seems to be the problem?”

      Crunching away, Midas gave no indication he heard or cared, but he did kick his hind legs out straight behind him.

      “I’m glad one of us is comfortable.” I shoved his hips, but it was a waste. “I can’t feel my legs.”

      “Ares,” Abbott said, congenial as ever. “Clear the lobby, please.”

      His guards, the same two, stuck to his side while she ushered everyone staying in upstairs to their rooms and everyone going out onto the sidewalk.

      “I need a syringe and the bronze nitrate.” He held out his hand, and a guard passed it to him. “Hadley, would you mind holding Midas still?”

      “I don’t like this plan.” I wrapped my arms around his neck. “I really, really don’t like this plan.”

      Abbott struck like a rattler, stabbing Midas with the needle and injecting him with the viscous fluid.

      The beast stretched across my lap fell asleep before he could do more than peel back his lips.

      “Bronze nitrate?” I stroked Midas’s coarse fur. “Bronze is bad news for gwyllgi, isn’t it?”

      Much like silver was a potent allergen to wargs.

      “How about you tell me, in exact detail, how Midas ended up in this state?”

      The segue wasn’t neat or tidy, and it left no room for argument. I had other things to do, the OPA to wrangle, and I couldn’t split hairs. If he wanted to keep gwyllgi trade secrets, I had to let him. I outlined the entire incident from start to finish, and Abbott’s expression was carved in stone by the end.

      “Do you know what’s wrong?” I fisted my hand in Midas’s coat. “Can you fix him?”

      Abbott’s mouth fought him, his lips forming words he didn’t say, before settling on, “Yes.”

      “Yes you know, or yes you can fix him?”

      The guards moved in and lifted Midas off my lap then carried him away.

      That was not an answer, damn it.

      “You’ll give me updates, right?” Pins-and-needles pain stabbed me when I stood, my feet numb and legs awkward, and I flopped back down in defeat. “Abbott?”

      “I’ll call when I have news.”

      That’s what he said, but I told enough lies to recognize one when I heard it.

      I could invoke the courtship. That would get me answers. Maybe. Probably? But I didn’t want to throw my weight around on that front when I had no intentions of following through. Six weeks, okay. I could do that. I had faked worse for longer. But mating someone? Mating Midas? That was as likely as me roping the moon.

      Ambrose watched them go, stroking his chin. He didn’t offer any insights, and I was drawing a blank.

      I didn’t get why he cared. I could understand him protecting my body, but not my heart.

      My heart.

      No, no, no.

      Not heart. Heart made it sound like I loved Midas, and I didn’t. I…maybe liked him. Possibly wanted to nibble on him. But that was it. Hormones. Nice, safe physical attraction. Nothing higher than the belt was affected by him. Just the lady bits.

      With that settled, and Ambrose too sated to keep pestering me, I checked the status of the lobby.

      Now came the fun part.

      All by my lonesome, I cut my eyes in the direction Abbott had gone. I wasn’t waiting to see if they brought Midas back. That would be stupid, and a total waste of time I didn’t have with Bishop and Ford missing.

      Twisting my shirt around my finger, I called Linus, practicing what I would say in my head.

      “Hadley,” he answered, concern secondary to his welcome.

      “We’ve got a problem.” I explained about the roach, the raid, and our missing people. “Can I access HQ without Bishop?”

      “The sequences are automated for a reason.”

      Huh. That made sense. Now I felt bad for calling him lazy.

      “How does it all work without him at the helm?”

      A smile entered his voice. “Ask me again in ten months.”

      The ten months of apprenticeship I had left felt like ten years.

      “You’ve got a lot more faith in me than I do.” I hadn’t meant to say it, well, blurt it. “Sorry. I’ll put up my fishing pole.”

      This was not the time to go fishing for compliments.

      “Take a deep breath and focus on your training. I’m only a call away if you need me.”

      I hated to point out the obvious, but “I’m calling you now because I need you.”

      “This is your first major crisis, a direct attack against our office. You need to handle this on your own to discourage anyone else from trying it once you’re appointed.”

      “What about Midas?”

      “The pack healers can handle him.”

      “Do you know…?” I smacked my forehead with my palm. “It’s not my business. If he wants me to know what happened, he’ll tell me.”

      “Midas signed a magically enforced NDA for every job he took prior to…”

      “To?”

      “There are things he can’t tell you, and there are things he won’t tell you or anyone else.”

      “Pot meet kettle, I guess.”

      Both he and I stood to gain more by locking our pasts in a box and using them as stepping stools to brighter futures. But Midas had just proven a wrong word could send your foot crashing through the top of the box until the blackness inside swallowed you whole.

      “Your duty is to recover Bishop and Ford.” Linus gave that a minute to sink in. “Bishop is our priority.”

      A lump formed in my gut. “Yes, sir.”

      “Keep me updated.”

      Unable to form words, I nodded though he couldn’t see it and ended the call.

      Bishop was one of us. Yes, I wanted him back. I would do everything in my power to recover him. But Ford was my friend. Even if his alpha or his beta had ordered him to pump me for information, he had grown on me. The fact he punched his beta for taking me off the market, however temporarily, spoke of genuine feeling.

      Already dragging, I texted Bishop’s number and initiated the code sequence to gain access to HQ.

      I chose to walk the whole way, tired of being cooped up and unwilling to gamble on another Swyft driver. I reached Base Eleven, positioned between the basement and parking deck of a hospital, and let myself in.

      The view was always the same. Bases didn’t change. They were identical down to the wobbly castor on Bishop’s chair.

      His empty chair.

      The wall in front of me was painted an unrelieved black, and the two rows of monitors anchored there blended in when not in use. The upper row held four monitors, each about thirty-four inches, and they were blank. The lower row mirrored the one above it, but those were always on and flashing surveillance mooched off city cameras as well as our own private mounts. That or cartoons. Depended on if business was slow. But not tonight. Tonight, they were sleeping.

      Dropping into his chair, which left me twitchy, like a kid playing dress-up with her mother’s very expensive things, I woke the monitors and sent an all-call to the team. The first I had ever done solo. While I waited to see who was available, I made myself a café mocha in the kitchen.

      Milo’s screen flickered to life first, and he leaned forward in his chair, staring down at me.

      “Well, hello there.” He chuckled. “Bishop, you sexy thing. You’ve changed your hair? No. Wait. It’s your outfit that’s new. No, no. I got this. It’s boobs. Wherever did you get them? The bottom of a cereal box?”

      “Give the others a minute.” I didn’t have the heart to play along. “Then we’ll start the meeting.”

      Reece’s and then Anca’s screens lit, but Lisbeth’s remained dark.

      Three out of four was better attendance than I could have hoped for on short notice, but it was hard, so hard, facing them.

      The bad news was met with grim silence, and it carved me hollow to know I had let them all down.

      “I’ve got a present for you, Reece.” I reached in my pocket for the goo baggies and held them up so he could see. “Choose a sample, then pass the other off to your contact in the cleaners. We want to show them full cooperation from the OPA on this matter.”

      There was a drop point where team members could exchange physical items, but I had never used one solo. Bishop had always handled the legwork. Yet another of his services I had taken for granted.

      “You scratch my back,” Milo murmured, almost a song, “and I’ll scratch yours.”

      “Crosscheck your findings against our files on the witchborn fae.” I talked over Milo. “Tell me if they line up.” I rubbed my eyes. “Midas told me the goo was humming. You might want to look into that too.”

      “Humming?” Lisbeth’s screen flickered to life, giving us a full house. “Ghostbusters humming or…?”

      “You know about haunted slime?” It made me forget, just for a second, how dire things were. “How?”

      “Your geek is rubbing off on the rest of us.”

      “Bishop rented it a few months back and forced us all to sit here and watch it with him,” Milo explained. “He claimed it was the best of what you liked, which wasn’t saying much, so we did it as a team-building exercise.”

      The reminder of Bishop, the evidence he wanted me to belong, hurt. “Without me?”

      “He wanted us free to experience the cinematic magic without worrying about hurting your feelings.”

      A Mystery Science Theater 3000-style viewing party. Bishop really did know me.

      “You might think I didn’t hear the emphasis you placed on cinematic magic, but know that I did.”

      The moment of levity evaporated, and reality settled in again.

      “We will find him,” Anca promised me. “We have the best resources in the city.”

      “He vanished beneath the city,” I said, hating to be the voice of reason, “and we don’t have eyes there.”

      “We have bugs.” Reece settled back in his chair. “Not Martian Roaches, but camera-mounted robots.”

      “They’re new?” I hadn’t seen or heard of them. “You really call them bugs?”

      “They resemble spiders, but I got vetoed when I suggested we name them crawlers.”

      “We’ve got enough bugs on our hands.” I overruled the majority. “Creepy crawlers it is.”

      “That’s not—” Reece sighed, accepting defeat. “Fine.”

      “You can set them loose in the sewers?” I leaned forward. “What’s their range?”

      “Range isn’t the problem. It’s coverage.” He tapped a few buttons that broadcast schematics of the bugs to us. “We only have two. I bought them a while ago but haven’t had to use them. There was no reason to purchase more when these were collecting dust in a storage locker, so it will take a while to get them operational.”

      “Can they see through glamour?” I turned the idea over in my head. “The witchborn fae coven is our top suspect. They use magic to change their appearance and their scents. Amplification charms to heighten emotion. Persuasion charms to nudge people in the direction they want them to go. Who knows what else?”

      The reminder of how and why Midas had marked me the first few times did nothing for my already frazzled nerves. How did he know what he felt was real? And why was I ready to pull the petals off a daisy to discover how genuine his feelings were when there were lives depending on me doing my job?

      You want someone to love you. You want to know if magical persuasion is the only way they will.

      Muscle ticking in my jaw, I bit down on those old fears. I would chew over that revelation later.

      “Cameras see the truth,” Reece admitted. “Unless the person or object has been glamoured against it.”

      “We can assume the coven will glamour everything against everything.” So far, they hadn’t missed a trick. “How do we work around that?”

      “We need charms,” Lisbeth said. “A whole buttload of them.”

      “I would say we need to patrol in pairs…” But the team never met in person. Thanks to Bishop mapping nightly patrol routes, we never bumped into one another either. “How about we agree to stream patrols to HQ? We might not have anyone behind the desk, but we can record the footage.”

      “Works for me.” Milo leaned to the left, toward Lisbeth’s screen. “Unless you want to double up.”

      “Uh, that’s okay.” She leaned left too. “I’m the hit-it-and-quit-it type, and you seem clingy.”

      “Me too,” he insisted. “See? We’re made for each other.”

      “You missed the quit it part, didn’t you?”

      “I need a shower and sleep,” I announced, done with this night. “I’m dragging.”

      “I’ll check in at dusk,” Anca said. “Rest well.”

      The screens flickered and went dark, with the exception of Lisbeth’s.

      “Are you holding vigil for Bishop or Ford or both?” Her tone gentled. “I get not wanting to go back to the Faraday if it’s going to make you think about them, but is staying at a base really any better?”

      The anonymous nature of our relationship often tempted me to tell her, or the others, things that I wouldn’t say to a person I had to see face-to-face. Writing a note and tossing it into the void, that kind of thing. But I had to work with them, and they weren’t fully my team yet. I wasn’t sure how strong their ties to me were weighed against their bond with Linus, who would expect certain confidences to be shared.

      Say, if I entered into courtship with a gwyllgi beta who was the brother of his fiancée’s best friend.

      Or if said beta went off the rails after our near-death experience, giving me Snowball flashbacks.

      Or if I admitted I couldn’t walk back into the Faraday without knowing he was okay when Abbott made it clear Midas’s health was pack business and none of mine.

      “I smell like sewer. I would rather shower that off and sleep here than bring it home with me.”

      “Okay.” She lingered a moment longer. “But is Ford, like, available?”

      Yeah, and he didn’t want to be. He wanted to be taken…by me.

      “You’re tight with Midas now, right?” she wheedled. “So you could, theoretically, put in a good word for me with Ford.”

      “Maybe worry about his relationship status after we recover him?”

      How did she expect me to facilitate any kind of meeting between them when I had no idea who she really was? Ford probably wouldn’t take it all that well if the girl he wanted to date palmed him off on a friend either. And, if she was serious about the hit-it-and-quit-it thing, she might as well bow out now. Ford wasn’t that guy. He wanted a relationship, not a warm body in his bed.

      “Sorry,” she mumbled. “I’m just worried about them, and it makes stupid pop out of my mouth.”

      “Do you know Ford?” Talk about stupid popping out of mouths. “You can’t be this invested in a file.”

      “You should get some sleep,” she squeaked, her voice octaves higher. “Night.”

      Another time, I would find her reaction interesting. Another time, I wouldn’t have stuck my nose in her business. I knew better, and I owed her an apology. She might view the question as me homing in on her identity, and I didn’t want to spook her off the team. Then again, that might explain why I threw it out there. I was tired and worried, and I didn’t want to talk anymore.

      After forcing myself to shower, I fell into the nearest bunk and slept, too tired to care where I woke.
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      Grass tickled Midas’s stubbled cheek, and sunlight burned his eyes, which told him two things.

      He was home, at the den.

      And he had no memory past their rogue Swyft driver’s attempt to murder him.

      “He lives.”

      Grunting, Midas twisted onto his side. “Abbott?”

      “How do you feel?” The healer leaned over him. “Your color is better.”

      “How did I get here?” Head weighted with rolling marbles, he raised slowly. “Why don’t I remember?”

      “Your other half was ascendant.” Abbott checked his pulse. “I’m not surprised you don’t recall.”

      A hitch in his breathing was the only sign of panic he allowed to slip past his defenses. “Ford?”

      “Still missing.”

      “Bishop?”

      “Same as far as I know.”

      “Hadley?”

      “She didn’t return to the Faraday last night.”

      “I’ve got to—” He tried to stand, but his gut lurched until he dry-heaved. “Does Bishop—?”

      Whatever kept screwing with his head caused him to forget that fast. Bishop was missing. He wasn’t there to answer calls about Hadley, and there was no other number guaranteed to connect him with a live person at the OPA unless he went through Linus.

      He might not know her well, but he knew enough that she wouldn’t thank him for involving her boss.

      “She’s probably holed up at the OPA.” Abbott threw out a steadying hand. “She’ll come home eventually.”

      The beast in him had yet to settle, its fur prickling the underside of his skin. “Where’s my cell?”

      “She’ll be asleep,” he warned. “It’s almost noon. Do you really want to wake her?”

      “I have to,” he said, and heard the helplessness in it. “I need to know.”

      “Here.” Abbott tossed him a phone that must have won a battle with a woodchipper. “Use mine.”

      That was when Midas noticed he was buck naked, which sparked more questions, but he could manage.

      Leaning against a tree, he dialed Hadley’s number from memory while part of him wondered at what point he had filed those digits away as important enough to occupy space in his head. The line rang and rang, but she didn’t answer, and he didn’t stop calling until she did.

      “What?” she growled. “Do you know what time it is?”

      “Are you all right?”

      “Midas?” Her sleepy voice softened. “I didn’t recognize the number.”

      That quick, the roar in his ears dialed down to a bearable level, and his pulse regulated from its gallop.

      “It’s Abbott’s.”

      “I’m fine, how are you?” She laughed a little. “How polite I am when woken in the middle of the day.”

      Before he could rest, he had to know. “Are you coming home tonight?”

      “Probably.” She yawned. “I’m at HQ.”

      Free hand tight at his side, he forced out the words. “Will you come home tonight?”

      “I just said—” A thread of alertness brightened her voice. “I can if you want.”

      There was that word again. Want. Still, it wasn’t the right one. Not even close.

      “Please,” he said with a rough edge.

      “Hold on.” She faked a sneeze. “There. That’s better.”

      Brow knitted, he replayed their conversation and admitted defeat. “What am I missing?”

      “You blew the dust off your manners.” A smile warmed her voice. “It made me sneeze.”

      “You’re not funny.” Damn if he wasn’t smiling. “Your sense of humor is warped.”

      “I’m going back to sleep.”

      The urgency animating him cut him slack, and he almost hit his knees with relief. “You do that.”

      “Are you okay? For real. Tell me the truth.”

      The note of concern firmed the wobble in his legs. “I had a rough night, but I’m steady.”

      “Abbott’s still with you?”

      “Yeah.” The healer was here and leaning in, all ears. “He’s here.”

      “Okay.” Her voice went dreamy, husky in the way of mornings after. “See you later.”

      “See you later.”

      He ended the call before he got hooked into a cycle of repeating everything she said so he didn’t have to let her go then handed the phone back to avoid the temptation of calling her back.

      “Does your mother know?” Abbott pocketed his phone. “How serious is this?”

      “Mom knows I’ve marked her a few times, that I’ve given her certain privileges.” Care Bear stare. Ares would never let him forget Hadley’s joke. Grunting, he started toward the den. “The rest? I don’t know.”

      From the moment he got promoted to beta, even though he fought for it, lost skin and blood for the honor, he hadn’t been able to settle. The position, the responsibilities, none of it appealed to him. He missed his sister. More than that, he missed leaving these bumps in the road of pack life for her to smooth. She was raised for this, groomed to lead. He was…given space and allowed to chase peace where he could find it.

      “What’s the diagnosis?” Midas worked up the courage to ask. “How bad is it?”

      “The partition in your brain is under stress,” Abbott admitted slowly. “I’m only three-quarters gwyllgi. As much as I want to tell you I can patch it, I can’t. Your system overloaded last night, and you shut down.”

      Meaning there was no way to hide this from his mother. Unless the partition was reinforced, it would continue to erode, and his feral self would keep stepping in to protect his weaker half. Just like it had when…

      Blood drips from his fingers, hers and his, and he can’t tell which is which, and it doesn’t matter.

      She’s dead.

      He’s alive.

      He killed her.

      “That’ll be making you five and oh,” the goblin crows. “You’re a legend in the making.”

      “I’m not…fighting again,” Midas rasps, his vowels mush. “You’ll have to…kill me.”

      “Your beast won’t go down.” The goblin wets his lips, thick and green, slimy as if someone glued slugs above and below the gash of his mouth. “It’s the most dominant fighter I’ve ever seen, boyo, and trust me—this arena has seen it all.”

      “Never,” Midas breathes, “again.”

      “Golly,” the goblin calls. “Lock the prince in his tower.”

      A coarse hand closes around Midas, fingers thick as his torso, until only his head from the neck up and feet from the ankle down sticks out of the mighty fist.

      “Yer teeth are big,” the goblin cackles, “but they’re no match for Golly.”

      Golly.

      Goliath.

      The giant.

      “Midas.” Abbott buzzed around like a mosquito. “Midas.”

      “I’ll not fight again,” he whispered, the taste of an old accent on his tongue. “I’m done with the arena.”

      “You don’t have to fight.” Abbott rested a light hand on his shoulder. “You’re home. You’re safe.”

      The veil of the past parted, and Midas saw beyond it to the present, to the den lit up and welcoming.

      The sight did nothing to warm him. He was cold to the bone. Even the full sun failed to thaw him.

      “Six weeks,” he bargained softly. “After that, I can sign up for another magical lobotomy.”

      Otherwise, the numbness would pervade his thoughts during the courtship, and he would forget why he wanted Hadley in the first place. Want. No. It was time to be that honest at least. He needed her. He was just waking up, and hers was the hand shaking his shoulder. He couldn’t go cold on her, or he would lose her. He might lose her anyway. There was no telling how long he had before his mental state deteriorated, leaving him the gibbering mess he had been prior to the partition.

      Ford was an honorable man, but he wouldn’t let Hadley slip through his fingers twice.

      “You’re coming unraveled,” Abbott pressed. “You can’t afford to wait.”

      “Once Hadley sees me as I am, she’ll run.” Midas lurched forward, unwilling to let his mother find him like this, to know the moment they had all been waiting for had finally arrived. “It won’t take six weeks.”

      A sigh moved through Abbott. “Where do you want to go?”

      “To the Faraday.”

      Together, they cut a path through the woods to the SUV parked on the shoulder of the road. Abbott was allowed his privacy on pack land, but he was required to bring his retinue if he left the safety of those guarded borders.

      They hadn’t reached the vehicle before the two guards assigned to him appeared and unlocked the door.

      “I have sweats in the trunk.” Abbott hustled to beat them to the task. “I keep a few pairs on hand.”

      “Gwyllgi bring their clothes through the change.”

      Though his were MIA, and he doubted he wanted to ask how or why or when that happened.

      “Apprentice potentates are harder on their wardrobes.” Abbott tossed a folded pair of sweats. “Try those on.”

      Midas checked the label then noticed the design. “Hadley gave you these?”

      The OPA logo stretched down the leg. These were the sweats they kept at their HQ for guests, a pretty word for the ugly truth of the abuse survivors they sheltered and helped get back on their feet.

      “A half dozen pairs.” He rubbed at his mouth, but his smile stuck. “A mix of men’s and women’s, enough to clothe the entire OPA team. Seemed prudent considering how often she’s a patient of mine lately.”

      Aware he was being watched but not caring in the least, Midas brought the fabric to his nose.

      Disappointment swept through him when her familiar scent eluded him. The detergent used to launder these wasn’t the same as what she used at home. She must have taken them straight from a locker and passed them on to Abbott.

      “Put them on.” Abbott climbed in the SUV. “I have two patients to see today if you’re dismissing me.”

      “I am.”

      Midas stabbed his legs through the soft fabric, faded from use, and yanked the pants up over his hips.

      “Are you going to tell your mother?”

      “Are you giving me a choice?”

      “Tisdale will contact Natisha,” Abbott said grimly. “She won’t risk you backsliding after all the progress you’ve made.”

      Natisha was his mother’s closest living gwyllgi relative. Gwyllgi as in faeborn. She was a healer of legend, a rare white gwyllgi, and a fae to the bone. Her fur color was the reason he had gambled on Bonnie Diaz, hoping he might have found a healer of Natisha’s skill without her morals. Or the lack thereof. Natisha cared for her warg-tainted offspring about as much as the dirt between her paw pads, but she was willing to bargain. Always willing to bargain. For the right price.

      Mom knew Natisha’s true name. It had been passed down from alpha to alpha in whispers since their line was established. She had used its power only twice. Once after Lethe brought him home, and now she would again. Whatever the debt, it was his to pay, but she wouldn’t see it that way. She was his mother, and she loved him too much to haggle, even when the price demanded asked everything of her.

      “You would give anything to save this child?” the ancient croons. “Including all future children? The daughter with eyes like yours? The son with your smile? The—”

      “Yes.” Tears stream down Mom’s cheeks, but she doesn’t flinch. “Save my boy, damn you.”

      Save, not heal.

      Healing him wasn’t an option. The two halves of his nature had been in conflict for decades, the wounds on his soul left to fester. The predator in him had stolen his human body every chance it got, afraid of its weakness, its brokenness. And the man had stomped down on the beast until it lurked in the far corners of his mind, prowling, waiting for any opportunity to overwhelm him.

      The drive to the Faraday gave him time to think, but his mind ran in circles, torn between the sins of his past and the fragile hope for his future.

      “Thanks,” he told Abbott, lingering before he shut the door. “I’ll be in touch if I change my mind.”

      “You won’t,” he sighed. “Your potentate has rubbed off on you.”

      Oddly proud to hear him say so, Midas strolled into the lobby as if it were normal for him to arrive to work barefoot and shirtless. The whispering began soon after, shock over his scars the loudest, followed by sighed feminine appreciation. He ignored both on his way to the elevator and rode up to Hadley’s floor. Safe in the knowledge she wasn’t home, he let himself into her apartment and curled up on her futon.

      He fell asleep with his face in her pillow and her scent in his nose.
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      Dusk brought unhappy realizations with it, and there wasn’t enough café mocha in HQ to caffeinate me out of my funk. Trust me. I tried. I cried uncle around the fifth cup. Now I was grumpy and wired. I was almost home, where I could try again if I so chose, and probably would, but I didn’t expect better results.

      Working at the mall was out. Big surprise. How long before I had to give up my kiosk and sell off my business? I was paying more in rental for my six square feet of space than I was earning. The dream of my own little empire was nice and all, but I couldn’t afford to stay in the red for much longer, and if I couldn’t do both as an apprentice, then how could I juggle everything after I became the POA?

      Linus had worked two jobs in addition to his nighttime crime-fighting gig. Don’t ask me how. He had been a full-time professor at nearby Strophalos University, one of the best para colleges in the country, though he was on sabbatical now. He also dropped in from time to time at the Mad Tatter when he got an itch to be artsy.

      Yet here I was, fumbling my one mundane job and not doing so hot with the other, considering Bishop was MIA.

      He never would have taken on fieldwork had I not required supervision, forcing him to leave the safety of HQ. He would have been a desk jockey until he retired probably. He certainly wouldn’t have gone down in the sewers with us if I hadn’t bribed him with flamethrowers.

      Basically, if not for me, Bishop would be okay. Ford too. But it was easier to beat myself up over Bishop since he was the linchpin in the team, and I already thought of myself as responsible for them.

      The only silver lining from where I was sitting was, well, where I was sitting.

      I hadn’t wandered off last night. That made two in a row, the start of a winning streak.

      Please, please, please, with a cherry on top, let that one bad day be the end of it.

      Shoving business woes out of my head, I let myself into my apartment to grab fresh clothes since I had bummed a pair of OPA sweats to wear after hitting the drop point to deliver the goo, and I almost had a heart attack.

      “Midas,” I yelped. “You’re—you’re—in my bed.”

      Perhaps not quite as scandalous as my brain made it out to be, since futons were glorified couches, but he was half-naked. In my apartment. Without my permission. And he was half-naked.

      That last part was worth repeating.

      “I should have asked first,” he grated, his voice rough with interrupted sleep. “I’m sorry.”

      “Mmm-hmm.” I kept my eyes on his face while he rolled toward me. “This is becoming a habit for you.”

      “I’ll buy you a new lock,” he offered, eyes still shut. “Will that work?”

      “You’d keep a key, and then Bishop would borrow it to have his own cut, and then he’d duplicate it for Linus. I might as well save you guys the money and keep the same old lock. A new one would only matter if it kept people out.”

      Midas grunted and pushed into a seated position.

      “Don’t let me interrupt your nap,” I protested. “You keep right on sleeping. I’ll dress and be on my way.”

      Eyes cracking open, he took note of what I wore. “Where are you going?”

      “To find Bishop and Ford.” I dug out fresh clothes. “I would say you don’t owe me an explanation for the hangover vibes you’re throwing off, but this is my apartment, and you did let yourself in.” I entered the bathroom and started changing to hide the worry I couldn’t wipe off my face, but I left the door cracked. “Well? What’s up?”

      No immediate answer came, but I wasn’t surprised. I hadn’t expected one after Abbott froze me out.

      “This falls under things you can’t tell me, huh?” I stomped on my sneakers then did what I could for my hair. “I can respect that.” I ducked out, dressed and ready to go. “I won’t push for details you’re not ready to give, but I will insist that if you can’t explain yourself, that you ask permission before invading my space next time.”

      “I can do that.”

      “Good.” I snapped my fingers at him. “Are you coming or what?”

      “Just waiting for my invitation.” A faint smile bracketed his mouth. “Let me go change.”

      “I’ll be down in the lobby.”

      “You want to come up?”

      From any other guy, I would have filed it away as a pickup line. Then I would have laughed and blown him off as I sprinted for the elevator to escape. But Midas wasn’t any other guy, and I couldn’t picture him hurting me, let alone molesting me. “Sure.”

      He stood and stretched, his muscles flexing and shoulders popping, and I had to wipe drool off my chin.

      Midas was too pretty. Way too pretty. Fairytale prince amounts of pretty.

      The only thing that brought his looks back down to Earth, in my mind, were the wicked scars knotting and twisting in silvery pink vines over his vital organs. They made him flawed. They made him real. As curious as their origins made me, I didn’t ask. He wore his past on his skin. I kept mine hidden beneath it. How we coped didn’t mean a damn thing if we had to stop and explain it to everyone who asked.

      An air of expectation surrounded him. The barrage of usual questions must be old hat.

      “Well?” I snapped my fingers. “This was supposed to be a pit stop. I don’t have time to wait for you to set your hair in curlers or get fresh highlights. You’ve got to get dressed, and we’ve got to get gone.”

      Midas padded into the hall, his gait stiffer than usual, and it preyed on me that he had gone through something last night that left him raw enough to seek solace in my apartment but not enough to confide in me.

      I don’t care. I don’t care. I don’t…

      Damn it, I did care.

      And it terrified me.

      We rode up to his floor, and I got a waking view of the area the pack called their own. Seeing it up close, I couldn’t decide if it was that much nicer than where I lived, or if they took better care of their things than the average tenant.

      He let me into his apartment using a keypad I noticed all the locks on this floor had instead of keys.

      “The code is four-six-one-three.” He held the door and let me enter on my own. “Now we’re even.”

      “You don’t live here, though.” The view from his windows was spectacular, but the space echoed, and there was a weird smell coming from the kitchen. “You stay at the den. This is like giving me the code to your office.”

      “I don’t have a lock on my door at the den. No one does. All you have to do is knock.”

      “I’m sure getting to their prince would be that easy. Just walk up and say I’m here to knock on Midas’s door, and they’d let me through.”

      “For the next six weeks, they have no choice in the matter. No one can keep you from me, or me from you.” He smiled at that, a tiny, happy thing. “I would also prefer you call me beta or heir. Not prince.”

      I filed away his preference, but I made no promises to honor it. Ribbing him was too much fun.

      “An all-access pass,” I mused, recalling I had accused Ford of wanting that very thing not long ago.

      “I’ll be right back.” He hesitated in the doorway to his bedroom. “Feel free to look around.”

      The space wasn’t as large or lush as Linus’s apartment, but that came down to a difference in their personal tastes. Linus hired a decorator to give his space the appearance he felt it ought to have. Midas had done all this on his own, and I tried not to cringe from the plastic folding chairs circling a cooler that fit into his dining nook or the mountain of paper plates, red plastic cups, and plastic utensils still in their boxes and bags that cluttered the counter.

      Before he shut the bedroom door, I noticed he was sleeping on an inflatable mattress with loosely organized piles of clothes that appeared to be sorted into tops, bottoms, underwear, and socks on the floor.

      I checked the fridge and found it empty. The trash, a thirty-gallon lopsided affair, overflowed with takeout containers he had crushed down again and again instead of replacing the bag. The smell almost bowled me over, and I didn’t get how he could stand it with his keener senses. Except for the whole never-staying-here thing. That might explain it.

      This bachelor pad belonged to a college kid, not the son of an alpha.

      Midas emerged dressed in faded jeans, a wrinkled tee, and scuffed boots. “Well?”

      “I would say this place needs a woman’s touch, but really it just needs a touch period. Why keep it if you don’t use it?”

      “I come here when I want to be alone.” He surveyed his domain. “I don’t need much to be comfortable.” He stared after the folding chairs, the kind you brought to sit on the lawn for baseball games. “Ford bought all this from a sporting goods store. The mattress is all I need.”

      “Ford uses this place too?”

      “No.” Midas tore his gaze from the nook. “He just hates to think of me sitting up here alone.”

      “Even though this is where you come to be alone.”

      “Gwyllgi suffer from pack mentality.” He raked his fingers through his hair and called it done, and it worked for him. And for me. “It’s hard for some to believe alone means alone so much as it means alone with friends.”

      “The burden of being the pack prince,” I teased, laughing when he grimaced. “Everyone wants a second of your time.”

      “It must be the same for you.”

      “I’m living under a microscope.” That was true on several fronts without giving away too many details. “People are more interested in pointing out my mistakes.”

      People meaning me.

      Any lapse in attention, and I heard the same refrain that had haunted me since childhood.

      Not enough, not enough, not enough.

      “Linus?”

      “No.” I surprised myself coming to his defense so quickly. “I mean, yes, but not like that. Linus is all about constructive criticism. He’s a good teacher. I can see why the professor gig suited him so well.”

      Midas exited his apartment, and I followed, noticing he didn’t do more than pull the door shut.

      There was nothing worth stealing in there, but I still rocked back and mashed the lock button for him. He watched, the edge of his mouth curling, but he didn’t mention it, and I pretended I hadn’t been caught. The weird urge to take care of him made me flash hot and cold.

      He was dangerous, so dangerous, and I was a sucker for dangerous things.

      Maybe it was a case of like being drawn to like, broken being attracted to broken, or maybe it was self-destructive madness on both our parts. His mother would have a conniption, and Linus would do that thing where he frowned down his nose at me, worried for the future trouble any real attachment might bring should my cover be blown, basically thinking fifty steps ahead of the rest of us.

      We rode down to the lobby, our arms brushing, and it felt more intimate than my last kiss.

      “Midas,” a breathy voice called as we entered the lobby. “Midas.”

      With a sigh, he slowed, but I didn’t, and that bubble of closeness burst.

      “Liesl.” He waited for a small, attractive woman to reach him. “What’s wrong?”

      “Jacob cancelled on me,” she panted from her short run. “Guess we can go out this weekend after all.”

      The sensation crushing my lungs in an iron fist was new to me, and I didn’t like it one bit.

      Then again, I had eaten nachos out of the fridge at HQ last night. The pickled jalapeños might have been out of date. That would explain the burn rising in my throat. That or acid reflux. It didn’t have to be him, or her, or them. Together. This weekend. On a date. Causing the problem.

      “Have you met Hadley?”

      The sound of my name slowed me down and brought my head around. “Huh?”

      Smooth. Oh yeah. Like a baby’s behind.

      “No.” The young woman, all bright-eyed and smiley, thrust out her hand. “Hi. I’m Liesl.”

      “Hi.” I shook to be polite, and if Ambrose twined down my arm, sniffing at her, I didn’t exactly stop him. “Nice to meet you.”

      “I’m courting her,” Midas announced, then frowned when the woman swooned. “Liesl?”

      “You’re courting her?”

      Hackles rising, I fought the urge to cross my arms over my chest in a defensive posture.

      “Yes,” he confirmed, more confident this time.

      “Midas,” she squealed. “That’s fantastic.” She flung herself at me. “What great news.”

      This wasn’t going the way I expected, so I wasn’t certain what to do except pat her back. “Thanks?”

      “I don’t mean to blubber all over you.” She pulled back, wiping her eyes. “This is just—amazing.”

      “It’s definitely something.” Awkward. A little uncomfortable. Moist. “You two have plans?”

      “Not anymore.” She pumped her fist then lifted my hand for a high-five. “Now I can go mope in my apartment and shovel ice cream down my throat while I lament the man of my dreams standing me up for tickets to a Falcons game.” She dropped my arm. “It’s not even the playoffs. Just a plain old football game.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Yeah, well.” She shook her head. “The abs get me every time. It’s like a have a xylophone obsession. Know what I mean?”

      Having never played a man like a musical instrument, I had to admit defeat. “No?”

      “I should let you guys get back to what you were doing.” She winked at me. “Have fun.”

      “I’m sure I will.” I watched as she virtually skipped across the lobby before turning to Midas. “She really did not want to go out with you.”

      “She was on the list.” He shrugged. “She was doing her duty.”

      “Now I feel kind of bad,” I confessed. “You might have actually enjoyed that date.”

      Liesl struck me as the kind of woman who entertained herself. He could have sat back, listened to her chatter, and enjoyed a meal that didn’t end with the other party trying on his last name for size.

      “I prefer cold fire escape pizza.”

      I doubted the warmth curling through me could be blamed on reflux, but I was willing to try. “Me too.”

      The moment snapped taut and broke when Midas shifted his focus out the glass front entrance.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” He jerked his chin. “Looks like we’ve got company.”

      The pixie girl waited a safe distance from the day shift doorman, who was pulling a double to cover for Hank until he returned tomorrow.

      “I’m almost afraid to ask what she wants, but we can’t ignore her. That’s our way out.” Taking point, I turned back to him. “Stay here a minute. Who knows what she’s packing tonight?” I scanned the street, but it was empty. “Her car’s in the shop, so her weapon of choice is out of commission. It ought to be safe enough.”

      Midas parted his lips, but he shut his mouth and let me go.

      “There you are,” Remy grumbled. “I was starting to think I’d missed you, but this jerk wouldn’t tell me if you were in or not, and he wouldn’t let me into the lobby to check with the desk either.”

      “The desk guy went on vacation last year and never came back.” Hubert, I think. He was before my time. “He was so well disliked, the Faraday elected not to hire a replacement.” I gestured to the uniformed gwyllgi. “These days, if you make it past the front door, you’re in.”

      A calculating gleam sparked in her eyes. “Good to know.”

      Wishing I had kept my mouth shut, I soldiered on. “What are you doing here?”

      “Take it.” She thrust a crumpled napkin at me. “Maybe that will help you find your friends.”

      “College Park.” The address outside of town didn’t ring any bells. “Where is this?”

      “You didn’t get that from me.” She backed up a few steps. “I was never here.”

      A backpack cut into her narrow shoulders, and a lunchbox swung from a clip.

      “Are you going to work?”

      “Cajun Wok fired me.” Her lips twisted. “Too many complaints from customers about the service.”

      This girl had been nothing but trouble since the night I met her, and she had attempted to murder Midas and me, but the longer I studied her, the more I saw myself. A person with no great options who had chosen all the bad ones, who might keep on choosing the bad ones if no one offered her a guiding hand.

      Guess this was me, paying it forward.

      “You can’t Swyft until your car is fixed, so where does that leave you?”

      “Are you my mother or something?”

      Thank the goddess, no. “How did you come by this information?”

      “I’m no snitch.” She wet her lips. “I owed your boyfriend, and that’s payment.”

      “Do you have any savings? How are you going to support yourself until you get another job?”

      “Look, Mom, I’ll make it work.”

      A tube of toothpaste slid out and hit the sidewalk, and her current situation made itself clear.

      “You were living out of your car.”

      “What about it?” She straightened. “I can’t afford a house, so why not kit out my ride?”

      Between her short fuse blowing jobs out of the water and her unpaid Swyft gigs, I readjusted my previous estimate of her income. The math was grim.

      “Go to this address.” I passed her a metallic card from my wallet. “As long as you have this on you, you can come and go as you like. There’s a passcode on there, but it won’t help you if you lose the card. Lose the card, and you won’t be able to see the entrance, let alone cross the threshold.”

      “Don’t lose the card.” She turned it over in her hand. “Got it.” She shoved it in her pocket. “I’ll think about it.”

      I learned during my first week in training not to lecture, nag, or pressure. Forcing someone to do what you wanted wasn’t the same as offering them help. They were going to do what they would do, and nothing I did would influence them either way. Best for all involved if I acted in accordance with my conscience and let them do the same.

      Once she trudged off, hand patting her pocket where the card rested, Midas exited the building.

      Eyes on her retreating back, he stuck out his hand. “Can I see the address?”

      Gwyllgi hearing being what it was, I wasn’t shocked he had overheard our conversation. “Sure.”

      “This is an old meat processing plant.” He passed the napkin back. “It’s been closed for three years.”

      “A meat processing plant? Really? It couldn’t be somewhere entry-level creepy. No, it had to go corporate.”

      “It’s about ten miles away.” Midas watched the flow of traffic. “About a fifteen-minute drive.”

      “Her car’s in the shop,” I reminded him. “I doubt you have to worry about her making a second attempt.”

      “You can never be too careful.” He slanted his eyes toward me. “She’s got friends in high places.”

      Rolling in my lips to keep from laughing, I threaded my arm through his. “How do you propose we get to College Park?”

      Neither of us had cars, and a Swyft might complicate things depending on what we found.

      “We’ll take my truck.” He didn’t look happy about it. “It’s in the parking deck.”

      “You have a truck?” Problem solved. “Why don’t you ever use it?”

      “People drive like nuts here.”

      “You’re a native Atlantan.”

      “I’m also the recent victim of an attempted vehicular homicide.”

      “I…” I didn’t have a leg to stand on. “I see your point.”

      We altered course and headed back into the lobby, grabbed the elevator, and rode it all the way down. The parking garage was small and exclusive. Not all residents had access. It was also clean as a whistle, and obvious video cameras made certain anyone down here was aware they were being recorded.

      “This is your truck?” I gawked at the battered tin can on wheels. “Are you serious?”

      “I never drive it.” He checked under the wheel wells until he located a hide-a-key box. “The others use it for extractions and to haul supplies.”

      Deep gouges and claw marks scored the finish. “What kind of extractions?”

      “The kind where you don’t drive a car you ever want to see again.” Midas rounded the tailgate, well, there was no tailgate. Just the bed with beer can netting duct taped together and strung across it. “Ladies first.”

      “A gentleman,” I teased, secretly pleased by the gesture.

      Midas squeezed the handle and yanked, and the door came off in his hand. “Hop in.”

      So much for his gentlemanly leanings. “Uh, sure.”

      Hopping was involved with Ford’s truck. It was jacked up and required effort to climb in or out. This took neither. I had to bend my knees a touch to get in, and I still sank into the bench almost down to the floorboard.

      Midas slammed the door, and I jumped. I didn’t miss his smile when he brought out the bungee cords to hold it in place.

      The law-abiding citizen in me shriveled with the urge to lecture him on what a terrible idea it was to trust a few pieces of elastic to keep me safe, as there were no seat belts, or prevent it from popping off and wreaking havoc behind us should it fall into traffic.

      While he rounded the hood, I brought out my phone and texted Linus.

      Midas is driving me out to College Park to follow up on a lead.

      >>Driving you?

      In his truck.

      >>Goddess.

      >>Text me to let me know when you make it home.

      That was encouraging.

      “Linus?” Midas slid behind the wheel, leaning left and right, familiarizing himself with the layout.

      That was definitely encouraging.

      The truck coughed and spluttered to reluctant life, Midas backed out, and we began our adventure.

      I missed most of it, opting to cover my face with my hands during the ride. The cool breeze whipping my hair from the door struggling against the bungees told a story I didn’t want to witness. The rattle and bang of the engine and whatever else made cars go convinced me it was on death’s door.

      Bonus.

      This way, no one who saw me in it would recognize me.

      When the death rattle slowed and then quit, I risked peeking between my fingers. “Are we there?”

      “You’re talking to me now?”

      Lowering my hands, I took in the scenery. “I was never not-talking to you.”

      “I asked if you were okay three or four times. You never answered.”

      “Sorry.” I scooted close to him, intending to slide out on his side. “I didn’t hear you over my praying.”

      Midas didn’t budge as expected. He sat there, me smushed against him, and gave every appearance of evaluating the sensation as though he wasn’t sure if he liked it or disliked it, if he wanted more or couldn’t handle what he had.

      “Are you getting out?” I hip checked him. “I’m cool with sharing your door.”

      His left hand rose, and he watched it with the same detached fascination as he trailed warm fingertips over my cheek. “You’re soft.”

      Afraid one wrong move would spook him, I held perfectly still. “I moisturize.”

      As if coming awake, he curled his fingers into a fist and lowered it to his side. “I’ll get out of your way.”

      The urge to reach for him, to hold him in the moment, trembled in my fingers, but I let him retreat.

      I couldn’t keep him, and he couldn’t keep me. We were a disaster waiting to happen.

      He was a nuclear option that would implode my entire world if I let him.

      Six weeks.

      Six little weeks, we break up, and I move on.

      No more gwyllgi boys for me.

      No more boys for me period.

      That sensation wringing my chest tighter? Definitely happiness over having made the right decision.

      “Look.” I extracted myself from the truck’s rusty clutches. “See that cargo bay door?”

      Midas angled his body in that direction. “It’s not closed all the way.”

      “Smell anything?” I breathed a sigh of relief to be back on solid ground. “Any Martian Roaches?”

      “Nothing.” He cocked his head. “This was a meat packing plant. In its heyday, old blood formed scent layers that sank into the grout and concrete. I can’t see all traces of its former occupation being sanitized away.”

      “You’ve been out here before?”

      “When it was in operation, yes. They were a major supplier for the pack.”

      That made sense, and it gave us a leg up since he was familiar with the place. “Ever been inside?”

      “They offer tours to prospective clients, including a tasting for the meat they cut during their demonstration.” He caught my look. “They’re a human-owned company. They grilled the meat first.”

      Blinking slowly, I tried for innocent. “I didn’t say a thing.”

      “You had that look women get when they wonder if they can stomach a gwyllgi when things get real.”

      “What I have is the look of a woman who prefers her steak served negative moo, just this side of charcoal briquet. When someone orders their steak ‘waved over the flame,’ I’m done. Dare I say well done. I can’t deal.” I shuddered. “It’s gross when your plate gets all bloody, and the juices mix in with your sides. Ick. I’m not apologizing.” I walked up to him, put us toe to toe, and felt Ambrose peek over my shoulder. “Besides, I’m not sure you can stomach me when things get real. What do you say to that?”

      “There’s something about you…” He slid his gaze over my face without purchase. “I can’t put my finger on it.”

      “Actually, you did put your finger on it.” Humor disarmed him, and so I weaponized it. “About five minutes ago.”

      The shallow dents that suggested hidden dimples winked at me, but he didn’t give me the full treatment, just turned and prowled away.

      A flick of my fingers sent Ambrose racing ahead to inspect the area.

      Midas and I reached it at the same time, thanks to my inability to let him beat me. I reined in my competitive nature long enough to pretend I was examining the handle, the busted lock, and the area beneath for traps, when in reality I was hiding the stab of Ambrose spiking my brain to give his report.

      The area had been warded, but not well. Midas was right in that a place like this ought to have remnants of its past life threaded through its walls and leaked onto its floors. Instead, just like the sewers after Bishop and Ford vanished, it smelled of nothing.

      “It’s clear.” I gripped the handle, rolled up the door, and cursed at what I saw. “That can’t be good.”

      Ford’s pickup sat there with its doors flung open. Its formerly pristine bed was caked with rust-colored smears that tapered like the ends of grasping fingers.

      “Are you getting anything from that?” I kept an eye on Ambrose, taking my cues from him. “I didn’t feel a ward, but we must have passed through one.”

      Mocking me for playing dumb, Ambrose zipped over to indicate the exact spot where the magic began.

      Midas filled his lungs, his nostrils flaring, but he shook his head. “Nothing.”

      “A double-walled ward?” I mumbled, pretending to muse when I was asking Ambrose. “Is that a thing?”

      The shadow feigned distaste at having to lower himself to explaining magic to a plebe, but oh well. That’s what he got for targeting a Low Society necromancer with about as much juice in her veins as a human.

      About to jerk his chain and demand an answer for his bad attitude, it hit me. I was the one falling down on the job here. Reaching into my pocket, I dug out three vanilla espresso truffles, each one topped with a chocolate-covered espresso bean, and—once Midas turned his back—tossed them into the shadow pouting at my feet.

      The outrageously expensive candy disappeared, and Ambrose snapped back into his mostly Hadley shape before investigating my theory.

      “Double-walled ward?” Midas glanced back when I went quiet. “What does that mean?”

      Ambrose stung me, right behind the eye, and I tasted chocolate in the back of my throat as he reported.

      “The property is warded. That’s why you can’t smell the building from the road. We’re inside, so we should be picking up on gasoline or exhaust from the truck.” Or the dried blood crusting the bed. “But it’s springtime fresh in here. That makes me wonder if there aren’t concentric rings shielding the different areas.”

      “The shielding must be weak if we crossed without sensing it.”

      “Depends on what the wards do. Not all of them are designed to keep things out.”

      Some patterns were meant to keep things in.

      “Do you think they’ll get stronger as we move closer to the center?”

      “Good question.” I located the door and pushed it open. “Let’s find out.”

      Ambrose made himself scarce, investigating the cavernous room before us that had been scrapped down to the bolts. No hint of the business’s former purpose remained, except for the tiled floors installed on a slant to allow for spraying down certain areas that sloped toward industrial-grade drains.

      Unlike the first two ward rings, I felt the third as a faint tingle dancing the length of my spine.

      “Did you feel that?” I waited for Midas to nod. “I think we just crossed another line.”

      “The air is heavier here.” He breathed deeply. “There’s an underlying scent, but I can’t place it.”

      “Magic,” I guessed, based on Ambrose taste-testing the air and his salivary reaction.

      We pressed on, through four more increasingly viscous barriers, until Ambrose froze on the threshold of a room.

      “I’ve got a bad feeling about what’s behind that door.” I reached for the handle. “Here goes nothing.”

      “Wait.” Midas touched his fingers to my wrist. “Let me shift first.”

      Busy watching Ambrose for clues, I missed Midas slide into his four-legged shape. Pity. I usually enjoyed the show. The crimson magic was flashy, and if I was being honest, it felt intimate. He was sharing himself with me when he made the change, showing me he was comfortable in both skins around me, trusting me not to harm him during those fleeting seconds when he was most vulnerable.

      Even if I experienced the urge to reciprocate, I couldn’t. The risk was too great. Courting wasn’t the same as mating, and neither of them came with NDAs. Anything I revealed to him during this time, he could use against me later. I wasn’t saying I wanted to keep him, I didn’t know him well enough yet for that, but I liked the idea of him wanting to keep me.

      Goddess, my head was such a mess.

      The golden beast nudged my hand with his cool nose, and I twisted the knob.

      The door swung open onto an empty room with solid walls. The simple box might have once been an office or a meeting room. Midas mentioned the previous owners giving factory tours and grilling up samples, so why go windowless? Why not let customers watch the floor in action while they bargained and tasted? Unless weak stomachs concerned them.

      A low growl poured into the room, and I sank my fingers into the coarse fur of Midas’s ruff.

      “Glamour?” I aimed the question at Midas, but Ambrose understood I wanted his opinion.

      Smacking his lips, he sampled the air, sliding across the floor, feeling out the space. He came to rest above a blob of snot, similar to the humming goo, and shivered with delight.

      Midas shook his head, uncertain, and scratched a claw across the threshold, testing for a basic ward.

      Ambrose, noticing this, timed it just right to devour his find before I could intervene, and his power tripled within me, expanding until it stuffed me to the brim.

      Not good. Very not good. Super not good.

      The pressure in the air popped like a cork as the ward fell, and a room different than the one we first saw swam into focus.

      Blood streaked the walls and the floor, dark and coagulated. A window shimmered to my left, giving the view of the factory I had anticipated, and hairline cracks from an impact fanned out from a central point.

      Vision wobbling as reality settled around us, I stepped into the room and gained my bearings.

      Midas kept his side pressed against me, propping me up, and his nose to the ground.

      I wanted to hurl. To hurl and hurl and hurl until I turned myself inside out. Then hurl some more.

      The floor tiles had been ripped out and the concrete slab cut. A pit yawned in the center of the room, the thick metal bars crisscrossing its maw visible from a distance. As I approached, the ragged edge of a growl informed me there was a good reason why this room had been warded so thoroughly.

      We weren’t alone.
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      The cobwebs left from the glamour deteriorated on the edges of the room, and Midas avoided them for fear of what else might lurk in them. Toeing a line shouldn’t have broken such an intricate ward, but the magic user had kidnapped a pack member and OPA staff. Neither of those abductions could have been planned, were likely crimes of opportunity, meaning they were impulsive decisions. The abductors hadn’t had long to stash Ford or Bishop. This place must have already been in use. That would explain the sloppy warding done by a faction who were clearly masters of the art.

      The pit bothered him, tugged on his senses, hauling him closer to the edge.

      He smelled who was in there, who the magic users wanted him to believe was in there, but he hesitated.

      “I don’t like it, either.” Hadley absently scratched behind his ear. “This was too easy.”

      Easy access, and the intel had been free too. He wouldn’t buy the Swyft driver’s apology for a penny.

      Midas crowded Hadley out, stepped up to the edge, and peered into the darkness.

      The darkness peered back.

      “Your hair is doing that standing-on-end thing.” Hadley stepped beside him. “Oh, goddess, no.”

      She hit her knees, threaded her fingers through the grate, and yanked, but it didn’t budge.

      “Ford?” Tears too hot to be sad burned down her cheeks. “Hold on. We’re here. We’ll get you out.”

      Gently, Midas took her hand in his mouth and pulled it back, waiting until she removed the other one too before allowing transformative magic to sweep over him, through him, and pull him out the other side.

      “Look at him,” he panted. “Really look.”

      “I see him.” She leaned forward, half her body over the edge. “He’s—”

      A gasp stuck in her throat when Ford charged the grate, his skull ramming the unforgiving metal, and Midas yanked her close.

      “He’s infected.” Midas clutched her arms. “He smells sick.”

      “He’s been used as a chew toy and tossed in a dirty hole. Of course he smells sick.”

      “Look again,” he urged. “What do you see on the wounds?”

      One hand fisted his shirt, trusting him to haul her back to safety, while she leaned forward. “Roaches.”

      “He’s infected.” Midas let it sink in. “We can’t release him until we know what we’re dealing with.”

      “No.” She pressed the back of her wrist against her mouth. “He can’t be.”

      About to argue, to force her to think past her shock, he grasped what she meant, and he tasted bile. The black-brown spots catching the light through the window weren’t patches of wet blood in matted fur as he’d assumed.

      “Those are egg cases.” Midas recoiled. “He’s being used as a host.”

      “Call your healer.” Hadley shot to her feet and backed from the room. “We’re going to need all the help we can get.”

      Ford was beyond reason, foaming at the mouth and snarling, his eyes gone blind with rage.

      Unwilling to leave Hadley on her own in this place, he texted Abbott then went in search of her.

      She had torn through five rooms, all cramped and tight like the one where Ford waited, but her face told him the news before she found her voice. “Bishop isn’t here.”

      How she hammered through that many wards that fast, he knew better than to ask. Just as the pack kept secrets, so did the OPA. Where she showed caution before, she threw it to the wind now that she knew what they were up against.

      “Bishop,” she screamed. “Bishop.”

      “This place is huge.” Midas went to her. “He might still be here.”

      “It’s empty.” She flung herself into his arms. “He’s not here.”

      The uptick of his heart in his ears made him dizzy, but he pulled her close and let her sob.

      “How can you be sure?” He pushed the curtain of blonde curls out of her face. “I can shift and—”

      “No.” Watery eyes blinked up at him. “I need to update Linus.”

      Midas trailed her at a discreet distance, watching to make certain there were no more surprises in store for them. She got into his truck and rested her head against the steering wheel, and he began his search for any signs of Bishop she might have missed.
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      The horror of Ford’s condition left me queasy and desperate for comfort. As good as leaning on Midas felt, he was a temporary solution to my problem. I had to put down roots as Hadley. Hiding out wasn’t working. I was crumbling around the edges. The job was consuming my life, and I was letting it gobble me down bite by bite.

      Now was the time when I needed a friend to call, but Ford and Bishop were the closest thing I had, and neither of them were in any shape to stroke my hair and tell me everything was going to be all right.

      Family was out, thanks to the whole disownment thing. I was banned from calling my brothers and…

      Scrolling through my contacts faster than I could change my mind, I located her number and dialed before I lost my courage.

      “Hadley.” Surprise brightened Adelaide’s voice. “Everything okay, sweetie?”

      The sister card was one I didn’t play often for this exact reason. For a split second, when I called out of the blue, I heard the love and loyalty owed to her sister. The real Hadley. The one who had died in her arms.

      “I…” I swallowed hard. “Never mind. I’m sorry I called. I shouldn’t have bothered you.”

      I hung up before I made an even bigger fool of myself, and when the phone rang, I ignored it for the longest time. Only when Midas padded to the opened bay door did I cave so he wouldn’t worry too.

      “You’re my sister,” she rushed out quickly. “Listen to me.”

      “I’m not…her.”

      “No, you’re not, but I’m engaged to your brother. That makes you my future sister.” She raised her voice over me. “We don’t know each other well, and that’s both our faults for not making time to bond, but I lost Hadley and then I lost Mom. All I had left was Dad. Just Dad. That was it. And then Boaz, and now you.”

      I cradled the phone tighter to my ear, but I didn’t manage more than that.

      “You call if you need me.” Steel underscored her order. “Understand?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Not good enough.”

      “Yes,” I said, stronger. “I understand.”

      “Now, why did you call?”

      “Two of my friends went missing, and we found one but not the other, and I don’t know what to do. I’m going to mess this up, and then I’ll get fired, and then I won’t have anything. I won’t be anything.”

      Except a failure. A total and complete failure. Exactly as my mother predicted.

      “Breathe for me.” She inhaled and exhaled in time with me. “There you go. Good girl.”

      “This is harder than I thought it would be.” I wiped my nose on my shirttail. “That sounds naïve, but it’s a different world here. I thought I understood, but I didn’t. These people depend on me, and I’m just…”

      “Enough.”

      Snapping my mouth shut, I let the chastisement sink in. “Okay.”

      “That’s not what I meant.” She dialed her hard-ass big-sister voice up to ten. “Repeat after me.”

      “Okay?”

      “I am enough.” Adelaide cleared her throat when nothing emerged from my end. “Repeat. After. Me.” She left no room for argument. “I am enough.”

      “I am…enough.”

      “That was weak, but not bad for your first try.”

      “I am enough.”

      “There you go.” She laughed. “You got this.” A loud whirring noise filled the background. “Linus wouldn’t be blending bottomless margaritas otherwise.”

      “You’re at Woolworth House?”

      “Did you miss the bottomless margaritas part?”

      Linus and Grier were having a party, inviting the neighbors over, while I sat covered in snot and self-doubt.

      I am enough.

      Pushing out a deep breath, I kept it brief. “Thanks for the pep talk.”

      “Anytime.”

      We made goodbye noises, and I ended the call to free up my phone for dictation. After a quick email to Linus to update him, I shot one off to Bishop’s phone. Routine made it easier. Pretending Bishop was at HQ, safe in his command center, made it possible for me to keep putting one foot in front of the other. About to step out for some fresh air, I heard my phone and fought not to hope it was Bishop after all. But it was only Reece.

      >>The crawlers are active.

      The creepy crawlers?

      >>Sure.

      That’s good news.

      >>They’ve been in the sewer for three hours and counting. They’ll have to come up for charging soon.

      Anything?

      >>Not yet.

      Keep me posted if that changes.

      >>Will do.

      A familiar SUV rolled to a stop beside the truck, and I waved at Abbott as he stepped onto the gravel.

      “He drove you here in that?” The healer grimaced. “I’m amazed you survived the trip.”

      “It was a near thing,” I confessed. “It gave me a new appreciation for Swyft drivers everywhere.”

      “Where is he?” Abbott slung a pack onto his shoulder before the guard climbing out of the back got his hands on it. Call me crazy, but he seemed to be in a rebellious mood lately. The mantle of healer was clearly starting to make him itch. “He went light on the details.”

      “I’ll show you.” I angled toward the open bay and repeated the update I just finished for my people.

      “Do you think this is the coven’s doing?”

      He had already patched up Midas, Ford, and me after one go-around with the witchborn fae, so he had the inside scoop on their MO.

      “Snowball changed forms with a snap of her fingers. The transition was seamless. Blink and you’d miss it. This is invasive. The bond appears to be parasitic, and the only host we’ve met didn’t survive. The gwyllgi who led me into an ambush was destroyed when the Martian Roach exploded out of it.”

      The cleaners had attempted to identify the gwyllgi I had mistaken for Ford, but they hadn’t had much luck so far. There was too little left of him, and the magic goo was giving their instruments fits.

      “Ford’s truck.” Abbott exhaled through his teeth when he spotted the stained bed. “He’ll go nuclear when he sees this.”

      “We need to wait for cleaners to sweep the area, but I’ll file the paperwork to have it released into pack custody. I’ll take it through the wash and get it detailed before he sees it.”

      The idea of actionable steps made returning to the room where we discovered Ford doable.

      Abbott took one look at him and ordered us all out of the building.

      We left, even the guards, and waited on the healer to join us.

      “Bring the RV,” Abbott commanded his guards. “I’ll have to treat Ford on site. We can’t risk him contaminating the rest of the pack.” He ushered Midas and me over to him. “You two will have to be examined and cleansed before I can allow you to leave.”

      “All right.” Naked didn’t scare me half as much as the thought of infestation. “Where?”

      “A sterile environment would be best.” The healer examined the area, his mouth tightening. “Can you set a warded circle?”

      Wary of giving myself away, I rolled around how much I wanted him to know and decided it was a small thing to set a circle. Ambrose could do it in his sleep, and he was flush with power that had to go somewhere. Might as well start burning the excess.

      “Sure.” I reached for Ambrose and dipped my hand into chilling darkness. “It will only take a minute.”

      I was the conduit for Ambrose’s magic, but he was the spark, and using him while also leashing him, maintaining the balance that kept me in control, made every task ten times harder than it had to be. That was why I didn’t use even simple necromantic magic on a regular basis. Too much hassle.

      “I didn’t know you could work magic.” Midas kept an eye on me. “That’s rare for Low Society necromancers.”

      Crazy rare, but it happened. I could explain it away so easily under different circumstances.

      My big brother has magic too. Just a trickle. It must run in the family. Whodathunkit?

      But the only relative I could publicly claim these days was Adelaide. Her dad too, I suppose, but he would have to leave their house for that to happen, and it was a rare occurrence. The few times I had “gone home” to sign papers, make appearances, whatever, I noticed he got in his steps by walking from his room to the downstairs bar.

      Since he was a sad drunk and not a mean drunk, I pretended not to see him during his nightly treks.

      Alcohol was justification in a bottle, a stamp of approval for whatever came next.

      Skinny-dip in the neighbor’s pool? Start a fire? Run your car off the road? Alcohol was game.

      Stab someone? Shoot someone? Word vomit what you really thought about them? Alcohol approved.

      Mom hadn’t required a shot of liquid courage. She was, or had been, a teetotaler.

      Drunk or sober, the hits still counted, the hurts still ached. Did it matter if the person doing the hurting was clear or glassy-eyed?

      “Only a little.” I cleared my voice to rid it of the past. “And not very well.”

      “Can you manage it twice?” Abbott glanced between us. “That way you can take turns.”

      “Probably not.” On the magic front, I needed to appear as weak as possible. “I’m usually one and done.”

      “We can share,” Midas said roughly. “As long as Hadley doesn’t mind.”

      “Not at all.” I blew out a long breath that rustled my hair. “I’ll just go do magic then.”

      Faking the need for distance, I walked off several paces and crouched as I removed a modified fountain pen from my pocket. Aside from homework, I never used the thing. The cartridge contained a mixture of blood, which Linus had volunteered, and herbs to create the ink used for necromantic magic.

      Ambrose could take control of my hand and guide it, but that was the same as sticking your head into an alligator’s mouth and trusting it not to snap its jaws. The method I was most comfortable with, when I absolutely had to use magic, was the shadow coaching me by drawing with his finger about an inch from mine.

      Careful to follow his instruction, I got the design copied. All that remained was pushing power into it, and that was on him. The others couldn’t know that, so I stood and stepped into the center of the circle.

      “I’m ready,” I called to them, and they joined me. Ambrose slinked in too and shut it behind him. “Now what?”

      “Midas can face away while you remove your shirt. I want to inspect any body parts that leaned over the hole.” His face set into apologetic lines. “We must take every precaution.”

      “It’s no problem.” Thanks to my recent habit of nearly dying, he had already seen me mostly naked. A few times. “Can I keep my bra on?”

      “For now.”

      On my periphery, Midas shifted his weight. He stood as close to the ward as he could get, and I bet if he stuck his tongue out, he could lick it.

      Abbott got to work, smoothing his hands down my arms and across my shoulders, his touch leaving warm tingles in its wake as his healing magic probed me. The physical exam didn’t take long, then he took it to the next level. Eyes closed, he hovered his hand over various parts of my body, humming to himself, and pausing here or there to cluck his tongue at whatever he saw.

      For my part, I really hoped this wasn’t some soul-gaze mess. I did not need someone digging around in there. Aside from Ambrose, I wasn’t the pure-of-heart kind of girl, and I preferred keeping that to myself.

      “You already had these scars?” Abbott touched the small of my back. “This stippling?”

      “Yes.” Though I could see how the pattern might confuse him. “They’re old news.”

      “They’re shaped like—”

      The bristles of a hairbrush, the nylon kind, after the rubber caps had worn away or been picked off the ends. I was never sure which was the case with the wooden brush my mother kept on her dresser. All that mattered was it hurt like a sonofagun, and the pins broke skin when swung with enough force.

      She used enough force.

      “Yes,” I cut him off. “They are.”

      Understanding registered in the tensing of his fingers, and I prayed he let the matter drop.

      “I don’t sense any sickness in you.” He withdrew. “You can put your shirt back on.”

      “Thanks.” I shrugged back into it and cast Midas a glance over my shoulder. “Your turn.”

      As much as I wanted to enjoy the show—what a handy distraction from missing Bishop that would be—I figured I owed him the same degree of politeness he had shown me and kept my back to him.

      Awaiting the verdict on Midas, I followed up on the flood of texts I had sent.

      Reece, who was holding down the fort, albeit remotely, had news for us.

      “The cleaners have uploaded their report on the Martian Roach.” I flipped from his text to email and skimmed his summary. “That…I did not expect.” I composed myself and shared the troubling revelation. “The Martian Roaches are magically engineered. They’re descended from the common roach, Periplaneta americana, but their DNA has been magically spliced with the parasitic emerald wasp, Ampulex compressa.”

      “Those are the wasps who create zombies, right?” Abbott raised his head. “What?”

      “You’re a healer, so I’m going to let it go as medical curiosity that you would know that.”

      “You knew how long roaches live without their heads,” Midas reminded me. “In great detail.”

      Busted.

      “We’re not talking about me, and I bet tons of people know that.” I twirled a wrist, busy Googling. “It’s trivia.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      “Ten points to Abbott. It’s the zombie wasp, all right.” A shudder twitched through me. “The wasp stings the roach, lays an egg on its abdomen, and the larvae feeds on the roach.” I skimmed the article, waiting for the zombie tie-in. “Hmm.” I didn’t have to go far. “This says the first sting is aimed at the roach’s thorax and contains stupid amounts of gamma-aminobutyric acid plus its closest friends, taurine and beta-alanine. Not that I know what any of those are. The cocktail temporarily paralyzes the roach’s front legs to prevent it from escaping before the wasp stings it again, right in the brain, with a neurotoxic cocktail that blocks key receptors responsible for complex movements such as walking.”

      That Ford had survived was a miracle.

      “That combo,” I kept reading, “gives Martian Roaches the hardiness and adaptability of a common roach with the parasitic and toxic properties of the wasp. Plus a magical boost that does goddess knows what. Amplifies those traits? Mutates them?”

      “The gwyllgi who herded you,” Midas began. “It was under the control of the Martian Roach.”

      “We had the bad luck to be there when the fully matured adult decided to break free and start its own cycle.” I placed a hand over my unruly stomach. “It lured me away to infect me.”

      Picking up the narrative, Abbott read over my shoulder. “The host shows no signs of pain or discomfort as it’s eaten alive from the inside out, and it makes no attempt to flee its captor.”

      “Its captor?” I reread the passage. “The momma Martian Roach secures the host for her baby then keeps it around until the larvae is mature.” I blanked the screen, done with this horror show. “The mom was in the alley, watching her kid hunt.”

      Whose skin had she worn? Who had died so that she could infiltrate the city without raising eyebrows? Atlanta teemed with predators, but there were rules. Right out of the gate, the Martian Roaches had broken them.

      “That doesn’t explain the egg sacs Ford found in the sewer.” Fabric rustled as Midas pulled on his shirt. “This sounds like they require live hosts to reproduce, so what did he see? An incubation chamber?”

      “We have no proof Ford went where he says he went after we parted ways.” I hated to be the one who put thought to words. “All we have is his word he found what he claimed, and he was likely compromised at the time.”

      “No.” Midas didn’t turn. “You’re wrong.”

      “There was nothing down there when we checked.”

      Just blobs of goo Reece had no results on yet and bupkis from the creepy crawlers.

      Midas ground his teeth until I worried his other half might need to invest in pointy dentures.

      “He must have been captured that night.” It was the only thing that made sense. “He came back, covered in goo with a story designed to lure us into the sewers.”

      “Why not take us all?” He turned, and I wished I could have kept staring at the back of his head. “Four hosts are better than two.”

      “I don’t know.” I had Ambrose, which might have turned them off, but I couldn’t admit that. “They might have been leery of taking you since you’re the beta, and it would bring even more heat.”

      Midas flinched, but I hadn’t meant to imply any of this was his fault. I was only thinking out loud.

      “Do you think they’re capable of higher thought?” Abbott wondered. “Given their insectoid ancestors’ practices, it seems to me someone else would be pulling the strings.”

      “I have to agree.” I scuffed the line and dropped the circle. “Right now, my money is on the coven.”

      Even though the witchborn fae coven was maintaining a low profile, I couldn’t shake the certainty in my gut this was somehow their doing.

      “They can already shapeshift.” Midas couldn’t get away fast enough. “Why Frankenstein their own creatures?”

      “To distract us?” I hung back when he made it clear he wanted to be alone. “To divide us?”

      There must be a reason, but I was drawing a blank. Given the coven’s powers, the Martian Roaches seemed superfluous.

      “I need to get home.” He pulled out his keys. “I have to update the alpha.”

      Not that he waited for me, but I gave him permission. “I’ll call for a ride.”

      Midas didn’t look back. He got in his truck and left me standing there with Abbott.

      “I can drop you off,” he offered. “Well, not me, but Bing or Frank.”

      “Bing and Frank,” I repeated. “That’s their names?”

      “Afraid so.” A faint smile creased his cheeks. “You see why they prefer remaining aloof and mysterious.”

      Jerking my chin in the direction of the fading taillights, I watched until they vanished. “Will he be okay?”

      “Don’t take it personally,” he said gently. “Midas prefers to shoulder his own burdens, not share them.”

      “I’ve noticed that about him.” I kept it formal, emotions locked down, and started toward the road. I could fall apart later, after Ford was okay. “Call if you need anything our office can provide.” I ordered a ride, the better to put this behind me, and waved. “I’ll leave you to your work.”

      “I’ll do that.” He jogged after me. “There is one thing…”

      “Name it.”

      “It’s not a favor, but a warning.”

      “Oh?” I pulled up short. “In regard to?”

      “Midas is going home.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Where his mother, the alpha, lives.”

      “I got that part.”

      “The first thing she’s going to notice is the change in his scent, and she’s going to ask him why he smells faintly of necromancer.”

      “Oh crap.”

      “You have an hour, maybe two, before she realizes he’s instigated a courtship with you. Thanks to his previous markings, you’re already part of his scent. She’s going to notice the wrongness of that immediately.” He mashed his lips together. “Wrongness was not the right word. It sounds disapproving.” He puzzled it over a minute. “Differentness? He won’t smell like her son. He’ll smell like he’s yours too.”

      Already part of his scent? I thought the mark faded weeks ago. Why hadn’t anyone told me otherwise?

      “You’re telling me I have an hour,” I joked, “two tops, to decide whether I want to change my name and move to a new city?”

      “Well.” He scratched his chin. “Yes.”

      I had traded one life for another, one home for another, to be here.

      Tisdale Kinase could pry Atlanta from my cold, dead fingers.

      This city was mine, and I wasn’t going anywhere.
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      The best place for me to get my head on straight was HQ, so I initiated a fresh sequence to locate its position for the night. I was an eight-minute walk away from Base Five when I realized I hadn’t eaten and figured I ought to fix that before I holed up to watch surveillance in the hopes I might spot a clue the team had overlooked during their marathon.

      With that in mind, I had the Swyft driver drop me where the food trucks who catered to the nocturnal crowd gathered at dusk. Humans blamed a cash grab on their parts to bring in those dinner dollars, but it was prime time for us night dwellers, and lines were long.

      “Three-for-one tacos,” Sal called to me from across the street. “I’ll throw in a free drink.”

      “Bite me, Sal.” The pixie girl—Remy—swaggered into view carrying a sample tray. “This one’s mine.”

      “You got a new job.”

      “Yes, Captain Obvious, I did.” She handed me a tiny cup filled with chorizo. “Try it and then buy it.”

      “Your salesmanship skills astound.” I tossed back the cup’s contents. “Not bad.”

      “At least it’s real pork,” she yelled loud enough for Sal to hear. “What’ll I put you down for?”

      “Answers.” I hurled the cup in a nearby trash can. “Where did you get the address?”

      “A guy owed me a favor.” She rearranged the cups on her tray. “I spent it on you.”

      “Who is this guy?” I hardened my heart against her lost-girl act. “Can I talk to him?”

      “He’s just a guy. Sheesh.” She turned on a dime and started walking away. “Try to do a good deed.”

      “Ford is sick.” As hard as she stalked Midas, she had to know who I meant. “He might not recover.”

      “Sorry to hear that.” She slowed. “He seemed nice enough.” She cut me with a scowl. “Poor taste in women, though.”

      “Yeah.” He liked me after all. “I can’t argue with you there.”

      “Look, I want to help you, I do, but I can’t.” She waved to her boss when he gestured at her to make a sale or move on. “Those kinds of favors are expensive, and I’m not exactly rolling in it these days.”

      Ambrose perked as a mirror image of Remy, down to the ratty boots and loud hair, rounded the corner.

      “You’ve got a sister?” Aside from the one she couldn’t prove Midas had killed. “You’re…twins?”

      Or had they been triplets? I could see a broken bond that deep resulting in her vendetta against Midas.

      “You can see her?” Remy checked me up and down. “You legit see her?”

      “She’s right there.” I pointed her out, and Remy gawped at me. “What’s the big deal?”

      Ambrose sniffed around the girl’s ankles, and she slanted him an ugly look that sent him skittering.

      Had she seen him? Had Remy? Or was it a fluke? A disturbance in the force, if you will.

      She kept walking straight for us, but instead of stopping to chat or veering around, she passed right through Remy.

      Passed through her. In one side and out the other. Wait. No. She hadn’t reappeared. She had vanished.

      “Um.” I leaned around her narrow shoulders to be certain. “Where did she go?”

      “Are you ordering or what?” Her attitude took a nosedive. “I’m not paid to stand here and talk.”

      “Normally, I wouldn’t ask this, but I figure you owe me after my near-death experience. What are you?”

      Eyes narrowed, she bared her teeth. “I gave you intel to pay off that debt.”

      “Intel that resulted in the recovery of an abducted pack member, intel you owed Midas for nearly killing him.”

      Tossing the tray to clatter on the ground, she cut her eyes toward her boss and yelled, “I quit.”

      For the sake of public relations, and so he wouldn’t food poison me if I had the bad luck to eat there again, I ran over and flung a handful of bills on his counter. “Sorry.”

      The stream of obscenities from her boss didn’t stop, even while he counted his money. His multitasking skills truly impressed me.

      “Let’s go back to my place,” she grumbled. “Then we’ll talk.”

      The comment left me wondering if she had moved on, but no. She beat a familiar path to one of the OPA’s safe houses.

      The truly odd thing was we had twelve shelters total, all adjacent to the various OPA headquarters. Half of those were full at any given time, and around holidays or freezing weather, we packed them in like sardines in a can. You could enter the shelters and spot the differences. You could enter the shelters and interact with different guests. You could enter the shelters and be certain each one corresponded with a spot on the mental map I had memorized of all HQ locations. None of that was strange. The peculiar part was my certainty HQ’s destination wasn’t a light switch Bishop flipped on at random each night in a varying pattern. I was starting to be convinced it had a singular location…that moved.

      How was that possible? Was it possible? No clue. Transportation magic existed, but it wasn’t a form of necromantic magic, so I was totally ignorant of its mechanics. Truthfully, I didn’t fully grasp the nuts and bolts of necromantic magic either. I depended on Linus’s assigned reading and—goddess be merciful—Ambrose to guide me.

      Yet another reason why Bishop better get his butt back here. A man with that many mysteries was begging for a few to be unraveled.

      Pandora, meet Box.

      “Can you come in without your own card?”

      Remy’s voice forced me to stop woolgathering and pay attention.

      “I can get in.” I pulled out a business card similar to hers. “You go first.”

      The apprentice POA had full access to all locations and all information available to the POA with the exception of restricted data on the team and their locations and identities. Access wasn’t granted by card, though. That was a feint. I had a tattoo, another of Linus’s designs, that worked as an all-key. Pretty cool, really. It didn’t spare me from memorizing passwords, but it did free me up from carrying a pocketful of charms linked to each HQ and shelter.

      The lived-in clutter assaulted me when I crossed the threshold, and I rocked back on my heels. She had definitely made this place her own. I might have to pay the cleaning crew extra to put all the furniture back where it went and—was that a lime-green stripe painted down the far wall?

      “Here’s the deal.” She flopped onto a deconstructed bunkbed she had shoved together to give herself a full-size mattress. “I’m an echo.”

      All the pixie jokes I had cracked in the safety of my head were coming home to roost. “You’re fae.”

      Of course she was fae. She couldn’t be something normal—like a vampire.

      “Point to you, most folks have never heard of the macalla.”

      Neither had I, but it fit. It explained away that sense of other about her.

      Note to self: Research the macalla and any ties they might have to gwyllgi.

      Nudging aside a mountain of clothes that defied logic considering the size of her backpack, I sat on the bed nearest me. “How does your magic work?”

      “I can tear myself in two or four or six. Once upon a time, I could even do eight,” she said, sinking into a thick accent that reminded me of Midas’s earlier slip. “I am always me, and they are always me, but we are not always each other. The girl you saw on the street? She’s one of mine. One of me. Whatever.”

      “I see.” I had no idea what she was talking about. “How sentient are your halves?”

      “Depends on how many times I’ve been torn. I get split down the middle each time, and so does my magic. I can recall things I did or heard or saw as my other selves, but I don’t always remember them right.” She linked her fingers at her navel and stared at the ceiling. “It’s like that game where you whisper into someone’s ear, and they tell what they think they heard to the next person, and so on and so on until it circles back to you and makes no sense.”

      More of her peculiar quirks began to gel for me, along with one very important fact. “One of your other halves told you Midas killed your sister.”

      “Aye.” Her forehead creased in deep lines. “I was split into eight when it happened, standing on the far edge of my power. Mamaí warned me never to go that far, told me it was hard bringing back pieces once they wandered out into the world. She claimed some gained their own awareness and fought like the dickens against being reabsorbed. I didn’t listen. I was a child of Faerie, golden and immortal, and knew better than her.”

      You don’t look that old wanted to pop out of my mouth, but I knew better. I had already trespassed by asking her species, and she was telling me this to erase the debt between us. “What happened?”

      “Mortals do love their fairy stories.” She laughed at me. “Of course you do, we tell them so well.”

      Most of what we “knew” about fae was told to us by fae, and just because they couldn’t lie didn’t mean they always told the truth.

      “Eight was different, strange.” A long sigh whistled through her sharp teeth. “That sliver of myself never wanted to come back. She wanted to go and go and go, and she dragged me with her. Children are rare for fae, and most die before adulthood. Fair is fair, I suppose, since we exist until we tire of living and would overtake Faerie and every other world otherwise.”

      Necromancers lived for five hundred years on average, which was nothing to sneeze at, but she was talking about forever. Eternity. The end of time. The realm of Last Seed vampires and the nearly fabled Deathless vampires.

      No one knew how long dybbuks lived. They were put down as soon as they were discovered. Usually, there was no other choice seeing as how they tended to get discovered while going on vampire killing sprees.

      “Eight and I...” She closed her eyes. “We became best friends.”

      The idea of being your own best friend struck me as impossibly sad, but it’s not like having real people as friends had worked out any better for me.

      “Mamaí found out, and she blew her top good. She ordered me to reabsorb Eight before it was too late, but I couldn’t do it. She had become her own person. She was the sister I would never have.” Tears rolled down her cheeks. “I did the only thing I could do. I sent her away to live her own life.”

      “You gave up half your power?”

      Or did that make it a tenth since Eight was half of the pair who were the farthest echoes of the original?

      “You wouldn’t understand.”

      Ripping myself down the middle to protect my family? Nah. I wouldn’t get that at all.

      The mechanics of her situation, however, did stump me. “You’re saying Midas killed your—Eight?”

      “Yes.” She blew her nose on the sheet. “A few months passed with the ache inside of me from missing her, but one day she snapped back.” She dabbed her eyes. “What was left of her.”

      “That’s when she told you he killed her?”

      “Eight was stretched too far and had been for too long. I couldn’t absorb all her individual memories before they vanished into the collective, and I couldn’t access them there because she had been killed.” Remy sniffled. “Midas’s face, his name. That’s what I got from her before she ceased to exist.”

      “How could he, or anyone else, kill a sliver of you?”

      “They’re as real as I am, even when they’re not me.”

      The mechanics of that sailed so far over my head, I would need a plane ticket to reach them.

      “Based on that, you what? Jumped realms? And decided to kill Midas?”

      “Did he tell you he’s spent time in Faerie?” She sat upright, bringing her pillow with her, which she cuddled to her middle. “Did he tell you what he did there?”

      Her accent, so thick a moment ago, flipped back to the absolute faintest Southern twang.

      “No.” I made an executive decision. “I don’t want to know.”

      “You can’t defend him if you turn a blind eye to his past.”

      Maybe that was the problem. I wanted to believe who we were in the moment could be who we were period. Right now, today, Midas was a good man. He was fighting his demons, but he was fighting. He hadn’t given up, hadn’t fallen down, and that meant something to me.

      “I’m not turning a blind eye. I’m choosing to see it when he decides to show me.”

      All I could ask was that he paid me the same courtesy if the time came.

      “The rosy film on those glasses you’re wearing will start peeling eventually.”

      “Remy…” A ridiculous hunch popped into my head, but I couldn’t shake it loose. “You halved yourself to help us locate Ford, didn’t you?”

      The petulant jut of her chin dared me to take issue with it. “What if I did?”

      Then she might be the answer to a prayer or two. “You still need a job, right?”

      “Depends on what you’re offering.” She sat up and tucked her legs under her. “How much does it pay?”

      “You’ve seen my kiosk at the mall?” I doubt seriously she had taken a job there if not to spy on Midas through me. “I’ve been neglecting it lately, but I need the income.” The bluff came easily, but I did need it to start paying for itself. “More than that, I want a sharp set of ears behind the register.” I bit my lip. “That wasn’t a fae joke, by the way.”

      Understanding sharpened her eyes, and she wet her lips, tasting the possibilities. “You spy on people.”

      “I gather intel.” I smoothed wrinkles from the sheets under me. “It’s different.”

      “You sit there in your booth and pretend to be playing solitaire on your computer, but you’re really just snooping.” Wild laughter shot out of her mouth. “How did I miss this? It’s too rich. Miss High and Mighty Corpse-Raiser is a dirty eavesdropper.”

      “Are you done yet?” There was that title again. Corpse-raiser. “Look, forget it. I’m out.”

      “No, no, no.” She lunged for my arm, and her fingertips bit into my skin. “I’ll do it.”

      “You don’t know what you’ll be doing or how much it pays.”

      “It will keep me close to you,” she decided, “and that keeps me close to Midas.”

      “Try to murder him again, and you’re fired.”

      “What if I succeed?”

      “Then you’re fired and also under arrest.”

      The team would have a new pet project in Remy. Her skills might prove invaluable to the OPA, but she would require constant supervision to ensure she didn’t break laws I couldn’t glue back together.

      The way things were headed, I could offer no guarantees on that point. I managed a whole year of living in Atlanta without bumping into him once. Since then, yeah, my record of avoidance wasn’t great. The courtship thing guaranteed six more weeks of us being joined at the hip, but after that?

      Yeah. No. I didn’t want to think so far ahead.

      “You found Ford.” I gave my first order as an employer. “Find Bishop.”

      “I got lucky. I noticed activity at the plant and earmarked it months ago.” She chewed on her bottom lip. “I might not get lucky again, but I’ll see what I can do.”

      Months ago.

      How long had this been going on under my nose? And how many more hosts were out there?

      There was only one way to find out, and it promised to be rank, gooey, and disgusting.

      Bishop was worth the shudders I got recalling the condition we found Ford in.

      Please let me find Bish too.

      “So…” Remy leaned in, the thrill of the hunt in her eyes. “When do I start?”

      Pretending to consider her, I also then pretended to come to a conclusion. “Is now good?”

      “Do you really have to ask?”

      Haggling over pay, benefits, and hours took a while, but I finally got down to filling her in on the business side of things since espionage was mother’s milk to her. After I walked her through registering an employee account on the Peachy Keen Sheets website, I left her with a series of training videos cued and ready to roll.

      That meant I was ready to roll too, and the first thing to pop in my head as I organized the rest of my night was worry over whether Midas reached the den okay in his tin can. Not a great sign. I had no mental real estate left on the market, and I couldn’t afford to lease him headspace.

      Courtship or not, the pack prince and his hot—and cold—flashes weren’t my problem. Finding Bishop was.
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      I had to laugh when I let myself out of the shelter, initiated the sequence to locate HQ, and recognized the first variables as placing its location halfway across town. Guess it would be too easy if I could turn left, walk two steps, and punch in a code.

      I did the legwork, taking time to turn the facts of the case over in my head, but I got nowhere fast. Except HQ. I did get there. As it turned out, I powerwalk when distracted.

      The control room was up and running, the screens on and filled with shadowy faces, and stupid hope blossomed in my chest that Bishop had found his way home.

      “Bish.” I rushed in. “You here?”

      “He’s not back.” Anca broke my heart, quick and clean, before I got too excited. “I called a team meeting when I heard about what happened out at the meat packing plant.”

      “We weren’t meeting behind your back,” Milo said guiltily. “Honest.”

      “This is the very definition of meeting behind my back.” I dropped into Bishop’s chair, sentimental about the squeak of its wonky castor, to give my feet a rest. “I’m good with it.” I let my head fall back on my neck, a tension headache brewing at the base of my skull. “You’re the POA’s team, and I trust you.” They were loyal to the office, not the individual, a fact I had long since accepted. “You don’t have to explain doing your job with, around, or through me.”

      “How is Ford?” Lisbeth asked in a small voice. “The pack hasn’t made a statement.”

      “It’s bad.” I straightened in my chair and faced them. They deserved eye contact for this. “Abbott is good at what he does, but this is new, and new means a learning curve.” The thinnest coat of dust covered the keyboard, only visible because of its black plastic cover, and I wanted to launch it through a window. Good thing we didn’t have any. “We have to find Bishop and hope Abbott can apply what he learns from Ford to treat him.”

      “Linus has his ICE contact,” Reece said into the quiet. “This might be the time to call.”

      In case of emergency.

      Yeah.

      This definitely qualified.

      “He keeps all our details,” Lisbeth added before my feelings could get hurt that they knew something about Bishop I didn’t, which was ridiculous. They had worked together for years. I was the newbie here. “He’ll handle the notification if…”

      “Until we find him, I don’t see the point in stressing out whatever family or friends he listed.” I stood and paced. “ICE goes on the backburner, understand? We’re not quitting.”

      Milo’s shadow leaned closer. “No one said—”

      “You didn’t see Ford.” I made a fist and bit it out of fear I might scream otherwise. “It was… He was…”

      “You’re going to want to see this.” Reece cut me off, flinging information up on the screens. “I’ve got the test results on the goo.”

      “Okay.” I shoved my hand into my pocket where it throbbed. “What is it?”

      “A spent charm.”

      “All roads lead back to the coven,” I sighed. “Any idea what kind of charm? What about the humming?”

      “The humming was magic incinerating the goo. A few minutes later, and there would have been no trace left. As to what kind of charm—I’ve never seen anything like it. Most of the components I could have used to identify its purpose were toast, but I brought in Doughty.”

      Doughty was a witch from Buckhead with a near-flawless record for the Lyceum upholding his rulings. He worked as a consultant, and he was worth the steep fee. The combination of his expertise in woo-woo and his scientific know-how made him a top analyst in both fields.

      “Spit it out,” Milo yelled. “Don’t keep us hanging.”

      “It was a complex glamour,” Reece said placidly, “tied to a charm that would self-destruct after it ran out of juice.”

      “Ford really did see what he thought he saw.” I might have felt vindicated if I hadn’t felt such grief over his condition. “The goo coating him must have been part of the brainwashing process.”

      The nasty hug he gave me took on new meaning, and my skin crawled at the memory.

      Abbott had already given me the all-clear health-wise. Otherwise, I might have thrown up in my mouth.

      “Go home, shower, and rest.” Anca pushed authority into her tone. “We’re all here, and we’re all working. We’re not going to stop until we find Bishop and bring him home.”

      “Then I should be here too.”

      “You’re putting in the legwork,” Milo countered. “You’ve got a right to be tired. Plus, you’re seeing firsthand things we have the luxury of fast-forwarding through on the cameras.”

      “I’m good.”

      I’m scared to fall asleep. I don’t want to be alone. I don’t want to wake up in another alley.

      Those were petty concerns given Ford’s dire condition and Bishop’s unknown status.

      “I will call Linus if you force my hand,” Anca said quietly. “You must be sharp if you want to find Bishop.”

      “Before he runs out of time,” Milo finished, like I had trouble reading between the lines.

      “Four hours,” I bargained. “Then I’m coming right back here to join you guys.”

      “Four hours of sleep plus however long it takes you to eat and shower,” Lisbeth bargained.

      “Six hours.” Milo mimed setting his watch. “And…go.”

      “I’m monitoring the situation at the packing plant,” Reece said, distracted. “I’ll call if anything changes.”

      “Thanks, guys.”

      I tossed them a wave, considered making use of the shelter, then dismissed it out of fear I was right about HQ’s mystical properties. I didn’t want to walk back in on Remy and end up having a roommate for the night.

      “Make no apologies,” Milo called to my retreating back.

      “Survive,” we said in solidarity, though I heard their worry aimed at me.
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      Thunder rolled overhead, and the pitter-patter of rain hitting metal lulled me back to sleep.

      Pain. Pain. Pain.

      Agony exploded in my head, a nuclear detonation that left my ears ringing. Lifting my arms to check the damage, I banged an elbow against rusty metal that drove slivers under my skin.

      “Frakking hell.” I rubbed the hurt, but the pain didn’t ease, so I cursed again. “Frakking hell.”

      The stench hit me next, and I gagged, the taste of tomato sauce in the back of my throat.

      “Where am I?” I rubbed my forehead. “Ambrose?”

      A burst of information poured into my head on cue, proof Ambrose had been the one to rouse me.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” I placed my palms on the hot metal beneath me, and it…squished. “Ugh.”

      Careful not to bang my aching skull, I shifted into a crouch then held my hands above my head as I stood.

      The hinged lid of a dumpster pushed up and slapped against the side when I gave it a good shove.

      “This is the same alley.” Chills broke over my skin when I recognized the glowing exit sign. “This is the same dumpster.” I braced on the dull edge, swung my legs over, and jumped down onto the asphalt. “Is this your idea of a joke?”

      Ambrose spread his hands, still playing innocent.

      “You don’t sleep,” I snarled, voice starting to rise. “You saw what happened to me. How did I get here?”

      The shadow folded his arms and turned his back on me, which pissed me off enough to walk over and stomp on his foot. He didn’t feel it, but he bent, cradled his leg, and hopped around with his head thrown back.

      “Tell me.” I reached for the chocolates in my pocket and came up empty. “Well, this is embarrassing.”

      I wasn’t wearing pants. Or shoes. Or socks. I was wrapped in a pink silk robe with hot pink feathers sewn around the collar, wrists, and hem. Who I pilfered this getup from, I did not want to know. Except, I now had to locate the owner to buy them a new one. So I guess I did want to know.

      Sleeping in the armband had paid off, though. That was progress. I ordered a Swyft and kept hidden behind the dumpster until the guy was idling in front of me, too shocked by my choice of attire to lock the doors and speed off.

      “Do you know this area?” I scanned the cross streets as we passed them. “Anything interesting around here?”

      “Lady, you got interesting down pat. Bet you bring a little bit everywhere you go.”

      Clutching the halves of my robe tighter, I scooched down to lessen his view of me. “Cute.”

      “You’re one hundred percent safe with me.” He chuckled. “I like to joke, but I’m tame as a housecat.”

      In this city, that could mean he turned into one after dark or on full moons.

      “Now that you mention it.” The driver grew thoughtful. “There was a club near here. Weird place. Paras only. Women in cages, wearing collars and such. Made me uncomfortable, and I never set foot in the place. Just picked up the folks who stumbled out from time to time.”

      “What happened to it?”

      “Huh.” He scratched his stubbled cheek. “I can’t say as I know, now that you mention it. I haven’t thought about it in ages.”

      “Do you remember who backed it?”

      “Fae.” His eyes turned hard. “They lured humans in for the entertainment until we got ourselves a POA who looked out for humans too.”

      That dated the club and gave me a lead. Its doors would have closed about seven years ago, depending on when it first came to Linus’s attention. His memory was like a steel trap. I ought to be able to ask him about it but…

      I didn’t want him thinking I ran to him for every-little-thing, that I couldn’t think for myself. Or worse, that I was too lazy to do the legwork. Right now, I had a hunch. Until that firmed up, I didn’t need a firsthand account. Secondhand would do just fine.

      Any club using humans for para entertainment would have a record, and Anca could access it for me. That ought to jog her memory enough to shake loose any details that didn’t make it into the official report.

      “Take some advice?” The driver twisted to face me. “The city is safer these days, but you’re not living in a Hallmark movie. Be more careful out there.” A smile curled his mouth into a Cheshire grin. “And maybe wear more clothes the next time you leave home?”

      “I make no promises.” On either count. “Thanks for not being weird.”

      “Hey, I got a mother. I got sisters. I don’t understand them either, but I worry all the same.”

      The walk of shame into the Faraday was made better when Hank was the one who wrinkled his nose at my attire.

      “Hey.” I rushed up to him. “How are you feeling?”

      “You’re half-naked in public.”

      “Fully recovered, I see.”

      “Midas would have my tail if he saw me talking to you while you’re dressed like this.”

      “Midas drove off and left me high and dry.” That was more information than he asked for, but I was still hot under the collar. “Our courtship is a countdown. That’s it.”

      Scrubbing a hand down his face, he didn’t manage to wipe away his expression. “Well, shit.”

      A prickle traipsed up my spine, stinging me between the shoulders. “Someone is behind me, huh?”

      “You could say that,” Tisdale answered for him. “A countdown? That’s what you said?”

      Pivoting to face her, I couldn’t settle on the proper expression. “Fancy meeting you here, alpha.”

      Guess my two hours were up and then some if she had extricated herself from the den for a showdown.

      “Do you have a moment?” She didn’t wait for an answer but led me into the lobby. “We need to talk.”

      There was no polite way to deny her, so I followed her up to Midas’s suite and waited for her to drop the whammy on me. The opening was there, but she didn’t take it, so I struck before she organized her thoughts.

      “This is the part where you tell me I’m not good enough for your son, I’m not pack, hands off, etc.”

      Given the seating options, she boosted herself onto the bar. After kicking off her sandals and flexing her toes, which were speckled with mud, she began swinging her slender legs.

      “I’m afraid not.” Her gaze settled on the sticky feathers at my throat. “Though I must admit I find your taste in attire and perfume…intriguing.”

      Tisdale Kinase wore her age well. So well, I couldn’t begin to guess it. Fine lines crept in around her eyes and mouth, but her rogue freckles made her younger somehow. Silver hair spilled around her shoulders, a wavy mass she had passed on to her son. Her sleeveless purple top and matching capris fit a woman of her standing while still giving off the carefree vibe only truly expensive garments can achieve. The only piece of jewelry she wore was a battered locket strung from a chain thick enough to be a collar.

      “You can’t disappear me. I’m the POA’s apprentice, and Linus would take exception to that.”

      “That’s not why I’m here.”

      “Okay, you got me.” I took one of the folding chairs. “Why are you here?”

      “My son likes you.” Hard lines bracketed her mouth. “He doesn’t understand what that means, or what to do about it, but he cares for you. Deeply, if his decision to court you is any indication.”

      “Pretty sure he used the courtship thing to call dibs on me so I wouldn’t date Ford.”

      “Do you care for Ford?” She caught my look and amended, “Romantically?”

      “He’s a good friend, but there’s no spark. I might have dated him, under different circumstances, but it wouldn’t have gone anywhere, and that’s not what he wants from a woman. He’s ready to settle down.”

      “You’re not?”

      “I have my hands full at the moment.”

      “Gwyllgi are long-lived, and Midas is young comparatively.” She hopped down, light on her dainty feet, and stalked over to me. “I, however, am not.”

      Throwing up my hands, I threw on the brakes. “I don’t want kids.”

      “That’s unfortunate, but we can work around it. My daughter has one child and hopes for several more.” She leaned in, filled her lungs with my scent, not shying from the stink. “You’re a predator. I respect that. You’re a woman in a position of power, and I respect that too.”

      “But?”

      “You’re the first woman my son has shown interest in for longer than you’ve been alive.” She patted my cheek. “I don’t care if you’re not good enough. No one is as far as I’m concerned, but it’s obvious he feels differently.”

      Longer than you’ve been alive.

      Just how much fae blood did he have that she dismissed more than a quarter of a century of living?

      “I don’t care that you’re not gwyllgi,” she continued. “I had no expectations he would mate with a pack member.”

      That was…interesting. Especially given the dating regimen she had prescribed for him. Maybe it had always been intended to drive home the fact he would have to search outside the pack to find happiness? Sneaky. Very, very sneaky.

      “Our genes are dominant. Your children, should you choose to have them later on, will be shifters. That’s all that matters to me.” A smile tipped her lips. “As to the fullness of your hands, I prefer not to know what my children get up to in their free time.”

      “Good talk.” I fidgeted with the built-in cupholder. “I guess?”

      “There is one clichéd threat you overlooked that I’m rather fond of.” The hand on my cheek shifted into a claw she held poised at my throat. “Hurt my little boy, and I will vanish you. Linus will be upset, but he will forgive me.” She rolled her eyes. “Eventually.”

      The sharp tip of her claw raked my skin when I swallowed. “Got it.”

      “Wonderful.” She lowered her hand. “Midas will see you tonight.”

      “We don’t have plans.”

      “Now you do.”

      Tisdale drifted out, humming under her breath, leaving me alone in her son’s apartment. She must be under the mistaken impression I spent any amount of time here. Though, dang it, she probably did scent me from when Midas asked me up, meaning she assumed it was safe to leave me here unsupervised.

      He was lucky I didn’t take her up on her unspoken offer of making myself at home and use his shower to get rid of the stink clinging to me. I bet he would really love that. Too bad it would involve stealing another of his shirts. At that point, he would either shoot me that purely male look that screamed mine for prancing around in his clothes, or he would decide I was a kleptomaniac.

      With that happy thought, I locked up and hit the elevator down to my floor. I got lucky and didn’t bump into anyone else, but I had to do some major PR work after this case. The citizens of Atlanta would start questioning their fashion plate POA’s sanity if he left them in the hands of a woman who might have been spotted climbing out of a dumpster while wearing a negligee.

      Uncertain how accurate Tisdale’s prediction might prove, I took a scalding shower and sealed the flimsy robe in a gallon size freezer bag until after its owner could be located. I was gooping my hair, deciding how to proceed, when a series of staccato knocks derailed my train of thought.

      Since I was heading back out, I did have a bra on under my tank top, but I hadn’t put on my jeans yet. I wrapped a towel around my waist and figured that would do. With Ford knocked out of the running, I only ever had one other visitor.

      Ready to tear into Midas for his mother lying in wait to pounce on me as soon as I returned home, I wound myself up for a good fight…and then deflated on the spot.

      Dirty and bloody and pale, his golden hair lank and grimy, he was barely standing. “Ford’s awake.”

      A peace offering, and a damn good one at that. “I’m glad.”

      He shifted his weight, and I swear I heard his bones creaking with exhaustion. “Can I come in?”

      “You’re dirty, and you stink.” I stood there, high and mighty, in my towel skirt. “Really badly.”

      The curve of his shoulders grew more pronounced. “Night.”

      “I didn’t say you couldn’t come in.” I caught him by the hand. “I’m saying you’ve got to come in and go straight to the shower. The hot water should have recovered by now. I’ll run upstairs and grab you fresh clothes.”

      “I don’t want to put you out,” he said, but he didn’t pull away. “Are you sure you don’t mind?”

      “You’re also going to eat.” I cast my thoughts back on what frozen selections I had available. “I have one chicken pot pie, a couple of mini green bean casseroles, and cheesy mac and cheese. I might also have chicken tenders.”

      “Homemade?”

      “It’s what I call leftover roulette. I won’t throw out uneaten food, so I dump it in a container, pop it in the freezer, and thaw it out days or weeks or months later and hope it doesn’t kill me.”

      “The chicken pot pie sounds good.”

      “You’re in luck. I made it last week. Freezer burn hasn’t had a chance to set in yet.”

      Docile as a lamb, he let me guide him into my cramped bathroom. I pointed out the towels, bodywash, and shampoo options. They were cheap, but they did the job and smelled good doing it.

      “Take your time. I’ll be right back.”

      I shut the door on Midas then leaned my forehead against it.

      What are you doing? Are you insane? You invited him in, and now he’s getting naked three feet away.

      Ambrose must have thought I was talking to him, disturbing me on multiple levels, and mimed gagging.

      Ignoring him, I started the oven preheating and pulled out the pie to thaw. With that done, I finished getting dressed then shot up to Midas’s apartment, entered his bedroom, and dug through the piles of clothes until I pieced together a whole outfit.

      Unsure how long it took a guy to shower, I raced back downstairs and entered the bathroom.

      I didn’t even peek. Fine. I stared long and hard, but I hadn’t developed x-ray vision during the last thirty seconds, so I got an eyeful of cloudy silhouette on the curtain and that’s it.

      “Clothes are on the sink,” I called over the pounding water. “I’ll be in the kitchen if you need anything.”

      While I browned the crust on the pie, I checked in with Anca.

      Find any dirt on the club?

      >>I remember the case. A human girl, one of the dancers, was killed there. The fae who spelled her as a dancer for the night forgot about her. She didn’t eat or drink for days, and eventually she danced herself to death.

      That’s brutal.

      >>That’s fae for you.

      I didn’t realize the POA interacted with them so much.

      Linus, being a stickler for the rules, wouldn’t go where the Society forbade him, and fae were as forbidden as it came.

      >>There are things he can’t talk about, to anyone, and things you won’t be able to talk about either. One day you’ll open your mouth to answer a question truthfully, and you won’t recognize what comes out. That’s the price of power and the cost of maintaining the balance between factions in a melting pot city like ours.

      Now that was an interesting tidbit, and it made me curious who had the power to gag the POA.

      >>You won’t recall, but it was also in your oath of office.

      You’re right. I don’t recall.

      >>Oh, good. That means it’s working properly.

      Vows I couldn’t remember but I was magically bound to keep. How could that possibly go wrong?

      Do you have an address for me? I’m about to head out and investigate.

      >>That’s the problem. I remember the case. It happened, and it was horrid, but there’s no record of it.

      Back up. We have no record, or the cleaners have no record?

      >>Both.

      How is that possible?

      >>There are new forms of magic evolving specifically for combating technology in order to preserve the illusion humans are alone in the world. Contact with one of our servers could have infected it and spread out from there, deleting all traces.

      I brought Snowball into HQ, into Base Four.

      This was my fault. I let her in. I let her interact with Bishop and my team. Linus and I had assumed she was bound by her fae word, but she was half-fae at most. The fact there had been no attacks on the bases or shelters adjacent spoke more to how quickly Snowball met her end than any true magical enforcement of her vow.

      The possibility she had passed on that knowledge, by word of mouth or in a report or in her personal notes, terrified me.

      >>The reverse is also true. The cleaners’ server could have been infected and spread to every one of its connections, including ours. The witchborn fae are masters of infiltration. Is that not the purpose of their magic?

      They could erase something that specific? From property records up to OPA reports?

      >>With magic, anything is possible.

      Bishop is going to have a stroke when he gets back and realizes someone tampered with his toys.

      >>Have I mentioned I intend to take a month off after this?

      That she didn’t warn me against hoping caused the embers of hope to fan higher in my chest.

      Any clue how I gain access?

      >>How did you break the glamour over the meat packing plant?

      Ambrose did it for me, but I couldn’t admit that.

      I’m all set then. I’ll update as soon as I have news.

      I signed off before I stuck my foot into it, if I hadn’t already.

      Anca was the most perceptive of the POA team. Not much got past her. I preferred using Bishop as a buffer for that very reason. The longer I spent in her crosshairs, the more seen I felt.

      A cloud of damp air breathed warm across the back of my neck, and I turned to find Midas in the bathroom doorway.

      The tee I brought him was thin with age, and the jeans had holes in the knees. The toes of his socks were unraveling, and he needed a belt to keep the waistband in place. The surfer-boy waves of his hair were almost curls, and the dampness turned his blond hair shades darker.

      He was so beautiful I had trouble swallowing.

      His eyes, though. They were grimmer than ever. The darkness there reached into me, down to my own battered soul, and found a kindred spirit. Two broken people raking their jagged edges together in the hopes they might somehow fit.

      Lost. He looked so lost standing there, and it broke my jaded heart. “How do you feel about hugs?”

      Midas raked his fingers through his hair. “Mom and Lethe force them on me at every opportunity.”

      Hip resting against the counter, I gave it to him straight. “You look like you need one.”

      “It’s not so bad,” he said, drying his hand off on his pants, “when you touch me.”

      “Let’s try it.” I tossed my kitchen towel over my shoulder. “See how you like it.”

      The slight bob of his chin granted me permission, and I crossed the couple of feet to him.

      “I’m going in.” I held out my arms. “Are you ready?”

      A smile tickled the corner of his mouth. “Yes.”

      Slowly, I slid my arms around his waist. I gave him a second or two then rested my head on his shoulder. I didn’t link my fingers at his back. I didn’t want him to feel trapped. I just stood there, with as few points of contact as possible, and waited to see if it helped or hurt.

      “You smell nice.” He nuzzled the top of my head. “Gardenias.”

      A quiver shot through my belly, hot and cold, both at once. The mention of my smell, of him cataloguing my scent, had me rubbing the silver charm ring I never removed with my thumb like it was dial I could turn up or down.

      “I’m not awarding points for that.” I started to withdraw. “You could have read it off the bottle.”

      Laughter moved through him, through me where we touched, and I didn’t make it far. Holding him felt good. Right. Impossible. Really, really dumb.

      “Well?” I forced myself to let go. “What’s the verdict?”

      “Voluntary hugs are more pleasant than tackle hugs,” he decided. “As long as they come from you.”

      “Aww.” I patted his cheek. “You do like me.”

      “Yes.” He stared down at me. “I do.”

      Heat worked into my cheeks, so I cleared my throat and returned to the kitchen. “Have a seat.”

      While my face cooled, I fixed his plate and a drink then carried it to the table like a good little hostess.

      Mother would be so proud.

      Ha!

      And The Lost World was a fitting sequel to Jurassic Park.

      “I have to step out for a few minutes.” I gestured to the futon. “Eat and then sleep. I’ll be back in a few.” I twisted my mouth. “I already said that.”

      “Where are you going?” Midas picked up his fork and broke the crust. “It’s getting late.”

      “Don’t worry, Mom.” I headed for the door. “I’ll be home before curfew.”

      I left with a strange glow in my middle. It was kind of nice having someone to come home to, and wasn’t that a dangerous thought?
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      Midas gave Hadley a head start. The smell of his mother lingered in the lobby, and he had no doubt she had stalked Hadley and given her an earful. The crackling hostility pinching Hadley’s expression when she opened her apartment door warned him she was about to return the favor. But she took one look at him, bit her tongue, and swallowed her anger.

      What had Mom said to Hadley? What had she said to Mom? And did he really want to know either way?

      Both women were dominant personalities, and there was bound to be friction there. Especially when he couldn’t seem to stay away from Hadley. All roads, it seemed, led back to her.

      Pulling his hair to his nose, he breathed in her shampoo, but it didn’t smell right. There was an underlayer of his natural scent that skewed the floral toward woodsy.

      He was sitting in front of a hot plate, mooning over the woman who had just left, and experienced the urge to bang his forehead on the table. Or on the fork gripped in his fist while he braced it on the table.

      Unable to put off what his feral half demanded, he shoveled the food down as fast as he could swallow then washed his plate and silverware, leaving them to drain in the sink. He bagged his clothes for the dumpster, regretting the waste, but the stench of Ford’s sickness would always linger in them, and so would the memories. Quickly, he ducked into his apartment long enough to locate a pair of old sneakers that matched the rest of his tattered attire then hit the elevator. All the upstairs/downstairs he had been doing lately was giving him vertigo, but it allowed him extra time to think.

      On the ride to the lobby, he considered going shopping. What he wore now he had owned for ten years or so. He couldn’t remember buying the clothes. He might not have. There was a good chance his sister had taken pity on him and made the purchases. Or his mother. Yeah. Probably Mom.

      A sigh pushed through his chest at how Hadley must see him. He was the epitome of a momma’s boy. The conversation his mother had with her, assuming words were all the women had thrown at one another, must have made that clear.

      Not since he was a teenager had his mother’s actions embarrassed him. As heir, he ought to expect this. It was the alpha’s right to vet anyone poised to mate into the pack or have influence over its leader. Framing it that way rocked him to his core, made it seem like Hadley and he were a given, when she was afraid a simple hug might send him rabbiting out the door.

      Through the glass front door, Midas spotted Hank at his post. The nasty bruising across his left cheek had faded, and Abbott had healed the slight concussion.

      “You look better than you did the last time I saw you.” Now that Midas was conscious enough to understand one was owed, Hank deserved an apology. “How are you feeling?”

      “Abbott patched me up good.” Hank shrugged off the incident. “I’ve had worse.” He grunted. “Tish.”

      Tish was his older sister, far down the list of Midas’s potential mates, but that didn’t mean he hadn’t heard about her.

      “She was arrested for streaking a few months back.” Midas trawled his memory for the particulars. “Public intoxication?”

      “Her boyfriend of two years broke up with her through text message.” Hank gave a crack in the sidewalk his full attention. “She went out with her friends, got drunk, ended up naked in a fountain, and I don’t know. I got called to pick her up before the cops did, but I didn’t make it in time.” He shook his head. “She peed on the arresting officer’s foot then ran away howling. She had to be maced, tasered, and hogtied with zip ties. They carried her to the car like a pig on a spit.” He glanced up then. “Be glad you found Hadley when you did. I love my sister, but she is one egg short of an omelet.”

      Armed with that vivid mental picture, Midas tried and failed to formulate an appropriate response.

      Lizzy Frommel must have handled the situation. She was the pack’s liaison with the Atlanta Police Department, yet another way the pack was tied to the Society in the city. Arguing their case to humans was out of the question. Lizzy represented gwyllgi in custody and made arrangements with the sentinels, Low Society necromancers who worked alongside the human police, to ensure justice was served.

      “All I’m saying is I’ve had my teeth punched in by that girl when she was on a tear. A concussion is a love tap in my family.”

      Taking the out he was given, Midas let it go and ducked down the alley Hadley used to frequent before their lives got so tangled. After trading shapes, he began his pursuit. On four feet, he shook out his fur and breathed in the night. The smell of her lingered, but it was growing fainter, the layers tingling in his nose with her unique magic. It made padding to the mouth of the alley and picking up her scent easier.

      The fae side of the pack’s heritage made it simple to glamour himself so that humans wouldn’t notice him trotting down the sidewalk among them. The ability was shared among the pack, but an individual’s strength dictated their coverage. Midas was the next best thing to invisible when he chose, though the illusion worked best on duller human senses. Most in the pack could manage to blur themselves, a handy trick that fooled the eye, while others were forced to do their running on all fours at the safety of the den.

      On the whole, it would be much handier if it were true invisibility, but that was the realm of spellcasters and pureblood fae. He was neither and glad of it.

      A mixture of gardenias, chocolate, and the subtle copper tang he had come to associate with all necromancers, whether they were practitioners or not, filled his lungs.

      Once on her trail, he tracked her to an alley that carried fragile traceries established by visiting a site more than once. The dumpster and the area outside it, in particular, carried remnants of her scent.

      “Nosy Parker.” Hadley crawled out from behind the dumpster. “I knew you couldn’t resist.”

      Midas padded over and nudged her with his head, taking a moment to breathe in where her neck met her shoulder.

      “I pegged you to arrive five minutes ago.” She scratched him behind the ear, setting his back leg tapping. “You must have bumped into Hank. I stopped to pester him too.”

      Ears swiveling, he marveled that she read him so well, even in this form.

      “I’m sure you’re wondering what I’m doing crawling around in an alley.”

      Snorting loudly in her face, he confirmed her assumption.

      “I woke here twice.” She stood and dusted off her palms. “Once outside the dumpster, the time I came home wearing your shirt, and then in the dumpster, right before I bumped into your mom.” With more strength than he credited her for, she shoved the ancient receptacle aside. “I don’t get it. There’s got to be something here. Otherwise, why would…?” She bit off the rest. “There has to be a reason why I’m drawn here over and over.”

      He grumbled, letting her know he wasn’t falling for the misdirection, but she ignored him.

      “Do you remember a club being here?” She ran her fingers down the brick wall. “A fae club?”

      Apprehension lifted the coarse hairs down his spine, and he embraced the change. “Why are you asking?”

      Hadley frowned at a row of bricks identical to the others around them. “Just a hunch.”

      “Yeah,” he admitted, and lightheadedness swept through him. “I had forgotten about it.”

      “You’re not the only one.” She flashed a wobbly sigil on her palm, but he didn’t know what it meant. “All traces of it have been erased. There are no records whatsoever of its purchase, operation, brushes with the law. There’s nothing. Even the exit, which I’m told faced onto this alley, is gone. The only reason I know it used to be here is because a member of the team recalls the case that got it shut down by the POA.”

      “Faete,” he murmured. “The name confused me, aside from the obvious wink and nod to it being owned by fae. Other than that? A play on fae/fate? Or fae/fete?”

      “My money is on fete.” She brushed her fingers across a particular brick, tracing its outline. “A feast for the eyes.”

      “What do you see?” He crossed to her, but he didn’t sense anything amiss. “Do you think the doorway was bricked over?”

      “The front was, but I understand that happened while it was still in operation for whatever reason.” She cocked her head. “The back? I think it’s right where it’s always been.”

      A trick barring the uninitiated, to make it seem the club had shut down, or more likely a trap to keep the entertainment from running away once fear set in. His gut bet on the latter.

      “Glamour,” he realized. “The coven?”

      “They must have ties to the area. Why else target Atlanta?” She cut her eyes to him. “Who’s to say those ties aren’t fae?”

      “Why not target Linus or you?” He hated asking, feared voicing it might will it into being. “Iliana went after the pack.”

      “She targeted shifters of all types.” Hadley grew pensive. “She might have meant what she said about turning the packs against one another, and against the gwyllgi, or it might have been a load of crap.”

      “She couldn’t have known you would get involved.”

      “Maybe.” Hadley made a quick gesture down at her side, a flick of her hand she made so often that it must be a nervous habit. “She might have expected Linus.”

      “The coven murdered a lot of shifters to get Linus’s attention.”

      “Yeah,” she said absently. “We’re missing connections, but I can’t see any others.”

      Midas blinked then stepped closer. “The wall just flickered.”

      A predatory sharpness honed her smile. “Saw that, did you?”

      “You were right.” Impressed with her skills, he touched the same brick. “The opening is still here.”

      “About that.” She drew in a sharp breath. “I have what might prove to be a terrible idea.”

      “You want to go in.”

      “Bishop is missing.” Her stare bored into the mortar as if she might see to the inside between the cracks. “He might be in there.”

      “You were drawn to this place before he disappeared,” he reminded her. “It might have nothing to do with him.”

      “Either way, it’s my job to find out.” She squared her shoulders. “Besides, he wouldn’t be missing if I had gone into the sewers alone. He never should have left HQ. He wouldn’t have if not for me.”

      “This is not your fault.”

      “That’s not how it feels,” she said softly, then faced him. “You’re free to leave.”

      “We’ve been standing out here a good five minutes. They’ve seen us. They might be listening right now.”

      “Did you miss the speak freely signal?” She lifted her palm again, sigil out. “I’m friendly and all, but I didn’t wave at you for nothing.”

      “This glamour has concealed an entire building from an entire city, fuzzed the collective minds of anyone who knew it was here, and the coven has destroyed any and all physical or digital records of its existence.”

      “That’s why I have to do this. I was drawn here before I knew what it was, and that tells me it’s something bad. Really bad. Off-the-charts bad. I might have stumbled across it on a fluke, but I can’t turn my back on it.”

      The wild heart of him pounded with fear for this impulsive and brave woman. “Hadley…”

      “Can I try something?” She removed a fountain-style pen from her pocket. “I promise it won’t hurt.”

      “I trust you.”

      “You shouldn’t,” she said with a wink. “Hold still.”

      Cupping his jaw, she angled his face while she drew a sigil on his cheek. Her teeth sawed over her bottom lip, and her eyes kept skittering to the left and then back as if checking her work against something he couldn’t see.

      “Done.” Sweat beaded her forehead, and she wiped it off on the back of her hand. “Here we go.”

      A cool tendril of magic whispered over his skin, the undercurrent familiar and yet…

      The punch of energies jolting his brain cost him the thought before it fully formed, and he bent over, gasping as the world shimmied and stuttered around him.

      “Whoa, Goldie.” She gripped his shoulders. “Breathe through it.”

      As if her touch held the power to center him, his doubled vision cleared, and he lifted his head.

      The alley had changed. No. His perception of it had been altered.

      To the left of the dumpster was a wide set of double doors. Iron. A metal as good for keeping fae out as locking them in. The fae aversion to iron and the warg allergy to silver had resulted in his pack having their own peculiar allergy—to bronze.

      “There are no locks or wards as far as I can tell.” Hadley did that nervous twitch of her fingers but otherwise appeared more eager than worried about what came next. “Last chance to turn back.” A frown knitted her brow. “I would really like to not feel responsible if something happens to you.”

      “You found Ford.” Strange and homicidal her allies might be, but they were effective. “I’m going to help you find Bishop.”

      “Anyone in there will feel it when the glamour collapses. There’s no way in except through the wards.” She looked it up and down. “We’ll lose our shielding once we cross the threshold. They’ll know we’re here, and there’s nothing I can do about it.”

      Midas nodded that he understood and moved into position behind her, giving her the lead. Hadley whispered a quick prayer under her breath then tugged one of the heavy doors open. A gust of fetid air rushed out, and he fought not to gag, thankful he wasn’t on all fours.

      Hadley paled, but she set her jaw and entered the gloom. He followed, her heartbeat in his ears.
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      Sick. I was going to be sick. So sick. Epic levels of sick.

      The mélange of death, rot, and blood magic clogged my nose, and I wanted to hurl.

      Midas and I stood on the rear edge of a polished dance floor. The abandoned pit with ornate chairs and elegant music stands indicated an orchestra had played here rather than a DJ. Metallic clinking drew my gaze up to where golden cages hung suspended from the ceiling, solving the mystery of where the smell originated.

      Bodies stuffed the cages. Arms, feet, hands, legs stuck out from between the bars. Whatever mess they had made on the floor below had been cleaned. That, or they had been killed elsewhere and displayed here. Each body appeared to have a gaping hole in the center of its chest, but it was hard to tell based on their advanced level of decomposition.

      Ambrose whirled through the open space, spinning and laughing, a kid in a candy shop, the heaviness in the air perfume to him. He leapt, a twisted ballerina, brushing the rotting appendages with his fingertips like he might choose a partner for his dance.

      High on the magic he had consumed to break the glamour, he was tugging on his leash harder than usual, leading me deeper into the shadows without me making a conscious decision to follow. I shuffled on until the sting in my ankle, where my latest tattoo resided, grew to an all-consuming agony.

      Midas touched my shoulder, a question in his eyes.

      I gave him two thumbs-up, pretending we both didn’t smell my skin burning where the twerp was attempting even now, in front of an audience, to rip himself apart from me. He didn’t care if it killed me. He didn’t care if he outed me. Ambrose was too intoxicated for common sense to register.

      I had to burn the magic out of him and fast before he got us both killed.

      Low voices carried from the rear of the building, and I signaled Midas I was heading that direction.

      “Join us,” a man coaxed. “You are more than this city deserves.”

      “Bite…” a wet rattle worked free, “…me.”

      Bishop.

      Goddess, it really was him.

      Plastering myself against the wall, I settled in to dispatch Ambrose to scout the room.

      I don’t know why the alarm hasn’t gone up yet, I thought at him, but that could change in a heartbeat.

      All I could figure was he had gotten carried away to the point of consuming all of it, every drop, even the magic tethering the illusions to the coven member who cast them. A useful, if dangerous, trick.

      Get in, get out. We need intel before they realize we’re here.

      “Your master would pay handsomely for your return. How he must miss you.”

      The new voice was feminine. Her plus the guy made two obstacles in our path to Bishop. Not bad odds.

      “I have…no…master.”

      “All fae answer to someone.” Pity dripped from her words. “Even you bend the knee to him.”

      “Join us,” the man enticed, “and we will allow you your freedom.”

      All fae?

      Bishop was fae?

      Frak. Frak. Frak.

      Linus would— Scratch that. Linus must already know. And he couldn’t tell a soul.

      This was a wall I was doomed to slam up against for as long as I held office, one with Faerie on the other side, and I hadn’t volunteered for this. I was in so far over my head, I couldn’t tell up from down, and I was drowning, the water closing in fast.

      Leave it to my brain to choose now, the worst possible moment, to wonder if Linus hadn’t paired Bishop in the field with me for that very reason. Snowball had injured Ambrose, and she was fae. A powerful one. Did Bishop have the power to hurt me? To kill me? Had Linus known that going in too?

      All at once, I felt better and worse. Better to learn another fail-safe, a highly effective one, stood between me and harming another innocent. Worse for it being Bishop, for Linus tricking me when Bishop had no choice.

      When had life gotten so complicated? Scratch that. When had life ever been easy?

      Never.

      “Suck…it.”

      “We waited too long to offer him in trade,” the woman sighed. “His mind is fracturing under the stress. He won’t survive transport unless he feeds, and he’s resisted the donors we’ve presented so far. Soon we will have no choice but to kill him and cut our losses.”

      “Gabh…transna,” Bishop snarled, “ort fhéin.”

      The man chuckled, and the woman joined in, but I had no clue what Bishop had spat at them. I didn’t care, either. I had bigger concerns.

      Remy’s spate of what I was calling Faelic until someone told me otherwise had caused Midas to short-circuit. If he broke down here and now, he might get us all killed.

      Sweat pooled at the small of my back when I checked on him, but he held himself together, his rough breathing the only sign he was struggling.

      After this, I had to ask. I had to know. It might cost me a secret or two in trade but…

      No.

      I couldn’t spare even one. I couldn’t afford to arm him with information he could weaponize if our courtship sank. Either he came clean, or he didn’t. It was his choice, not mine. As usual, I had no options. All my prior decisions, every fumbling step that led me here, had robbed me of those.

      Ambrose, always ready for another snack, scouted the room then zinged me in a skull-rattling jolt with intel.

      Through the agony zigzagging across my brain, I sorted out what he was showing me.

      One man, one woman. He was slight and trim. She was tall and curvy. Their complexions matched. From this angle, the pair could have been siblings. That was a witch thing, right? Family as coven? That could mean these two were related to Snowball, and they wouldn’t be thrilled to see me.

      They stood under a cage made of iron, not gold, and Bishop sat cross-legged in its center. Burns covered his hands and arms from reaching through the bars, probably taking potshots when they passed too close or attempting to pick the lock since they claimed he had refused any donors.

      Bishop is fae.

      Maybe I’d hoped or prayed it was a mistake, but the burns proved it.

      I had been committing one of the Society’s cardinal sins since my first day on the job. Did that make me innocent through ignorance or guilty by association? Did it matter?

      No, I decided, it did not.

      This city, this job, these people—for better or worse—they were my life now.

      Midas stood at my shoulder, and I held up two fingers. He breathed in deeply then nodded agreement, his nose feeding him the same information Ambrose gave me.

      My shadow twitched across the floor, stalking the witchborn fae, eager to gobble down more magic.

      A fierce tug on our mental bond stopped him in his tracks, and I reeled him back. Dipping my hands into his frigid core, I withdrew my blades. I couldn’t risk Ambrose sipping even one drop more. I would have to take out my target the old-fashioned way.

      Red magic bloomed where Midas stood, the shift washing over him to reveal his inner beast.

      The lightshow snagged the duo’s attention, and the man came to investigate.

      “Bria?” He spat the name like a curse. “I told you not to—”

      “Hi.” I stepped out and pressed the tip of my sword into the hollow of his throat. “Nice place you got here.”

      Shock widened his eyes. “Who are you?”

      “Not important.” I jerked my chin toward the room. “I’m here for him.”

      Laughter pressed his throat against the blade. “You can’t have him.”

      Magic peppered the air, and the slight man exploded into the hulking mass of what I felt certain was a troll.

      Bone-white skin. Scalding red hair. Blue eyes, hateful little marbles that gleamed. Freckles crawled like ants over his bulbous nose, and that was reason enough for me to want to punch him. His teeth, when he smiled, were square pegs thicker than my thumb and made for grinding, the edges too dull to slice through flesh.

      From inside the room, a bone-chilling screech sounded, high and reedy and promising death.

      And Midas…hesitated.

      “Take the troll.” I dodged a meaty fist swinging for my head. “I’ll take my chances in there.”

      Midas had issues, but he hadn’t let them stand in the way of performing his duties. Until now. He was holding on, but the thread was thin, and I wasn’t sure what would happen to him when it finally snapped.

      “Time to earn your keep,” I warned the shadow, pulling on his power to borrow strength and speed.

      The woman had transformed into a meld of how I imagined a djinn and a zombie might look, with an emaciated upper body and wispy swirl of fog that replaced her legs. Her hands ended in talons, and her eyes were vacant pits of malevolence. So…that last part hadn’t changed.

      “Hadley?” Bishop rasped. “How did you…?” He gave a tired laugh. “Peter Pan.”

      “Peter Pan,” I agreed, tuning him out to focus on the dombie—the zjinn? This would be so much easier if these guys wore name tags. “I’m going to need my friend back, lady.”

      “He is ours,” she hissed through blackened teeth. “We need him.”

      “I need him more.” I jabbed her hip, testing a theory. “Hey, that’s a neat trick.”

      The misty trail from her waist down couldn’t be cut. The blade passed right through.

      Battle rang out behind me, Midas and the troll destroying everything in their path. If we stood here twiddling our thumbs for much longer, I might not have to do anything. They might steamroll this zjinn for me.

      Coiling tight as a serpent, she launched at me from her spot near the cage, claws gleaming. I let her come, slashed one of her arms open, and ichor dripped from the wound. I got a solid strike on her chest, which skittered the cutting edge down her exposed ribs, before she peeled off to regroup.

      Debris hit me in the back, distracting me, and she slashed her claws beneath my jaw. They glanced off the energy I was sucking out of Ambrose, which kept my jugular intact, but moisture trickled down my collarbones. Her furious cry at having been thwarted rattled my eardrums.

      The crashing from behind me grew closer, louder, but I had to trust Midas to have my back. And, fine, to a lesser extent, Ambrose too.

      Screeching, the zjinn dove at me again, and this time I stepped aside, running my blade across her throat. The creature dropped from the air, thudding onto the waxed floor, her blood spilling like tar across the planks.

      Reality flickered, and the zjinn transformed into the woman from Ambrose’s recon. Clutching a fatal wound, she gurgled hatred at me. Pretty sure there were threats, promises, and other typical bad-guy stuff brewing in her head, but she couldn’t form the words.

      “Cooperate, and I’ll spare you.” I stood over her. “It’s not too late.”

      Her furious gaze locked with mine until her eyes hazed over and death claimed her.

      “You…offered.” Bishop coughed into his fist. “That counts.”

      “How do I get you out?” I trained my eyes on her to make sure she didn’t rise. “Key?”

      The heavy cage was identical to the others hanging above the dance floor in design. The iron must have been meant as a deterrent to keep patrons from feeding on the live human entertainment.

      When the coven moved in, they simply added a gleaming padlock on the exterior that pulsed with sickly green light.

      “She’s got…it.” He grunted. “Magic.”

      “The key or the lock is magic?” I tested Ambrose, checking his power level after slaying the zjinn, debating if I dared feeding him again so soon. “Neither? Both?”

      Bishop was shaking his head, but the words wouldn’t come. He was fading, and now that I was here, he was letting the exhaustion show.

      “Check it out.” I sent Ambrose. “What’s the score?”

      The shadowy figure swirled once around the bottom of the cage then drummed his fingers on the lock. Honed to an arrow, he shot himself through me.

      “Goddess,” I rasped. “There’s got to be an easier way.”

      Coarse fur damp with blood brushed past me as Midas darted in to check on me.

      “I’m good,” I called to his retreating back. “Just need a minute.”

      The troll lumbered toward me, hatred glazing his eyes, but Midas intercepted him before he could scope out the scene. Darting back into the main room, Midas ran interference, giving me time to free Bishop before our redheaded friend fully comprehended the status quo.

      As my brain thawed, I processed the report from Ambrose and shuddered over his thoughts on Bishop.

      “You’re infected with a Martian Roach?”

      The confusion hazing his eyes cleared when he shook his head. “Geek.”

      “The coven infected you.”

      “I need…blood.” He wet his lips. “Blood will…cure me.”

      “You’re sure?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Then we’ll get you some.” I patted down the corpse at my feet, located the key, and unlocked the cage. I swung open the door, stepping back to give him room to jump down. “Let’s get—”

      Bishop was on me in a heartbeat, his hands clamping down on my upper arms, his head bending toward me, mouth open, fangs on display.

      Ambrose shuddered within me, clawing at our binding, scrabbling to get away.

      A tiny part of me wished he could suck Ambrose right out of me. How awesome would that be? How simple? But nothing in my life was easy, and I had seen Bishop’s platinum hair turned brown too often to trust his control.

      “Sorry about this.” As soon as he got in range, I headbutted him with every ounce of strength Ambrose could funnel into me, and for once the miser didn’t hold back. He was genuinely afraid of me getting bitten, which was all kinds of interesting, but I couldn’t stop to ponder the implications as Bishop’s nose made a satisfying crunch beneath the heel of my palm. “Really, really sorry.”

      His eyes crossed, his fingers loosened, and he dropped like a felled tree.

      One of the few sigils I could draw from memory was meant to restrain violent or agitated perps. I rarely used it, since it meant leaning on Ambrose, but he was still buzzing from taking down the glamour over this place, and I didn’t feel bad borrowing more strength to roll Bishop onto his back, where I secured his hands at his spine and his legs at the ankles.

      “Be right back,” I promised then rushed into the main building to check on Midas. “Oh.”

      Fur slicked with blood, and with a lame back leg, Midas stood on the dead troll’s chest, ripping out what remained of its throat. It was dead, but he didn’t seem to notice or care. Foam boiled at the edges of his mouth, and his hackles rose when I got too close.

      “Hey, Goldie.” I held my ground. “You killed him. He’s dead. Stone-cold. A total goner. You can stop now.”

      His upper lip quivered, blood and flesh stuck in his teeth, but I got the feeling he wasn’t growling at me.

      “I’m coming over, okay?” I picked my way to him and sank my fingers into his long fur. “Hi there.”

      The gwyllgi glanced from the troll to me and back, still snarling.

      “You’ve got fae issues.” I rubbed a hand down his spine, smoothing the fur. “That’s weird for a guy who’s descended from them.” I flicked a piece of ear off his hip. “Guess we’ve all got our baggage.”

      The rumble in his throat sputtered and died, and he looked between the troll and me again.

      “You can’t scare me off.” I patted his head. “I’ve seen worse.”

      I had done worse too.

      Huffing out a ripe metallic breath, he leapt onto the floor beside me and gave himself over to the change. The man was in worse shape than the beast, but he was steady on his feet.

      “Do I need to pack a to-go box,” I asked, “or can we get out of here?”

      “How are you so calm?” He wiped a hand across his mouth, and it came away smeared with blood.

      “Midas.” I took his hand, the filthy one, and tried to get through to him. “You’re not the worst monster I’ve ever met.” I let him go just as fast. “I see that every day in the mirror.”

      The confusion wreathing his face was adorable, his struggle to picture me as a monster precious.

      “I need to get Bishop home.” I left Midas with his kill. “He’s starving, and he’s got information for me.”

      As much as I hated to press him after all he had endured, I needed whatever intel he could give me on the coven and how they tied into the Martian Roach infestation.

      “Let me help.” Midas started after me. “He’s too heavy for you to carry alone.”

      “I’ll manage.”

      Ambrose jerked at that, the promise I planned to use him down to the very last drop.

      Halfway back to Bishop, I jumped when Midas pitched his cell into the nearest wall with shattering force that made me glad he used a military-grade case to protect it. Pivoting toward him, I waited for him to enlighten me, which he didn’t do. “What’s wrong?”

      “I have a choice to make.” He collected his battered but functional phone. “First I have to get back to the den.”

      Heart kicking up a notch, I had to know. “Ford?”

      “Yes.” He scratched at a hairline crack across the screen. “Hadley…”

      I drifted toward him, called by the deep curve of his shoulders that begged an arm to sling around them, to hold on to him until he stopped hurting. “What is it?”

      “Do you think your feelings for Ford might change?”

      “Not in the way you mean.” I inched closer. “Why do you ask?”

      “If you had never met me, do you think it would have made a difference?”

      Years ago, I stole a glimpse of Midas through a curtained window in another life, and I never forgot him. I developed a habit of watching for him through the glass, searching for the glint of gilded fur, but I couldn’t very well tell him that.

      I had been drawn to him from the start—Ford never had a chance—but I couldn’t very well tell him that either.

      “I don’t need or particularly want a man in my life.” I clarified, “Romantically.”

      Midas opened his mouth, shut it, then he angled his head toward the troll like it might sit up and tell him what to do.

      “You marked me, you asked to court me, so I’m your problem. Stop being wishy-washy. You either want me, or you don’t. I’m not a toy. You can’t pass me around or share me with your bestie, and you don’t get to decide who I want or who is best for me then force that to happen, either.” Every word out of my mouth rang with an ultimatum I couldn’t silence but had no right to make, especially not when I was riding the same seesaw of emotion as him. “Let me know what you decide.”

      I had bigger fae to fry.

      First order of business, I dialed the cleaners and told them about the victims rotting in their cages. I also warned them about the troll corpse. The coven straddled the same line as the gwyllgi, so odds were good they were our problem and not Faerie’s. But the shifter aspect meant we had a frakking troll on our hands.

      A troll.

      Ambrose gave me the oomph to lift Bishop into a fireman’s carry, but I struggled to keep my knees from buckling. Juggling him was tough, and it made initiating the sequence to locate HQ more of a pain than ever. With that ball rolling, I let the team know to expect us then braced myself to get stopped by the humans bound to gawk at me for lugging a bound man over my shoulder like a kidnap victim.

      The risk of exposure was too high to book a Swyft so close to the club. I would have to walk down a block or two and try my luck then.

      Dialing Linus, I rested the phone against my shoulder to free up my hands. “I’ve got Bishop.”

      Linus slid into clinical mode, stripped of the emotion I knew he must feel. “What state is he in?”

      “I knocked him out, tied him up, and now I’m walking down an alley with him over my shoulder.”

      Silence greeted me on the other end of the line.

      “He attacked me when I let him free. He’s starving, and he’s been infected. He told me blood would heal him, but that might have been the hunger talking.”

      “He would know.” Linus exhaled. “Don’t take him back to HQ. I’ll text you an address. Bring him there.”

      The coolness of his tone sparked a temper in me. “You didn’t tell me Atlanta had gone to the fae.”

      “There are many things I can’t tell you.” He didn’t sound apologetic, just tired. “You wanted the job, and now you’re doing the job. No one ever claimed it would be easy.”

      “Bishop is fae,” I whisper-screamed into the phone. “When were you going to tell me?”

      “Share your newfound wisdom with the next person you see.”

      “What?” I scoffed. “That’s insane. They could be human for all we know.”

      “Have you ever known me to endanger humans?”

      Endanger me, yes. Endanger innocent bystanders… “No?”

      “The next person,” he repeated then waited for me to do as I was told.

      A kid on the street, young enough I could buy her silence with the chocolate in my pocket, was my chosen target.

      “Hey, kid.” That didn’t sound predatory at all. “Come here.”

      Give me a van with blacked-out windows and a pocketful of candy, and I was set.

      “Daddy says don’t talk to strangers.” She raked her gaze over me. “My daddy is a cop.”

      Curse words unfit for little ears stuffed my mouth at my luck. “I just want to tell you something.”

      “Say it from where you are,” she said haughtily, “or I’m going to scream.”

      Smart kid. Fine. I would do it her way and get this over with so I could put this behind me.

      “Thank you for humoring me,” I said, the words not at all what I meant. “Have a nice day.”

      “You’re weird.” The kid scrunched up her nose. “Why is that man on your back?”

      Sucking in a breath, I tried again to explain he was a fae. “I am weird. Thank you for noticing.”

      The girl made fists at her side, mistaking the programmed niceness of the geas for a mocking tone. The red in her face ratcheted up higher, and she tipped back her head before screaming, “Stranger danger.”

      The man who bolted from the house behind her was tall, muscular, and armed with a bottle of olive oil and a loaf of garlic bread. “Who are you?”

      Might as well try it out on him since he was here and all. “Have a nice day.”

      “I asked you a question.” He aimed his side dish at me. “Why were you bothering my little girl?”

      “I would run if I were you,” Linus murmured in my ear, amused. “Quickly.”

      Except I had Bishop on my shoulder, and Ambrose’s tank was almost on the E. I wouldn’t get far.

      Tires squealing against the curb muted whatever inane answer I was about to offer him, and we both pivoted toward the fruitcake running their wheels up on the sidewalk.

      “Get in,” Remy yelled, popping the trunk. “Get in, get in, get in.”

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” I assured the officer, glad to have control of my mouth again. “I promise.”

      With Bishop blood crazed and bound to wake at any moment, I didn’t think twice about dumping his butt in the trunk. Right in front of the gawking police officer.

      “Hurry.” Remy threw the passenger-side door open. “Move it.”

      “Really sorry about this,” I told him as I dove in the car and slammed the door. His fist landed on the glass once before she shot us out of range. Heart racing, I glanced over at her. “Are you still stalking me?”

      “How about a thank you?” She stomped on the accelerator. “I just saved you from getting arrested.”

      “Thank you.” I gave credit where it was due. “Now, are you still stalking me?”

      “Maybe a little,” she grumbled. “I saw Midas leave the alley in a rush, but you didn’t come out and…”

      A kernel of warmth flared in my chest. “You worried about me.”

      Needle teeth bared at the road, she hissed, “Shut up, corpse-raiser.”

      “But seriously. The stalking.” I straightened and put on my seat belt. “It’s got to stop.”

      “Why did you toss your friend in the trunk?”

      “You popped it? I assumed that was your intention.”

      “I borrowed this ride from a friend. I pushed the wrong button.”

      Oh. Well. Hmm.

      “He’s blood-starved. Unless you want to volunteer as a donor, we’re both safer with him back there.”

      “Where are we headed?” She tapped an app on her phone that started tracking mileage. “Your place?”

      “You’re charging by the mile for rescuing me?”

      “I’m living in a shelter. Does it seem like I can afford to do favors for free?”

      “Favors are, by definition, free. Otherwise, it’s commerce and you’re paying for goods or services.”

      “Whatever.” She smiled. “It’s your dime. Are you giving me an address or what?”

      “Hang on.” I read it off to her, and she hooted with laughter. “What’s so funny?”

      “That’s a brothel.” She cut her eyes toward me. “A blood brothel. Sex and blood on tap.”

      “That sounds about right.” I wondered if this was the kind of thing I could write off. The mileage, I mean. Not the, um, services. “He’s blood-starved, remember?”

      “You’re the POA’s apprentice, and you’re going to walk right into a brothel and demand service?”

      “Unless they’re breaking the law, they have nothing to fear from me.”

      Prostitution laws for paras were not what they were for humans. Too many paras depended on blood or sex for survival. It would be tantamount to outlawing grocery stores or butcher shops. That said, double-dipping often got the shadier operations in trouble. Those establishments were meant to have a strict no-humans-allowed policy. The struggling ones bent the rules or outright broke them in order to make ends meet or for the simple reason humans were a popular menu item as well.

      “You sound so upright and proper.” She snickered. “Have you ever been in one?”

      “No.”

      “Have you ever seen another woman naked?”

      “Plenty of times.”

      Topless counted, right? Back in my ghost tour days, the girls—and myself—weren’t shy about changing together or helping one another into a corset. Boobs were boobs. Seen one, seen ’em all.

      “This is going to be fun.” Remy snickered while she found parking. “I’ll help you with your friend.”

      “You look too young. They’ll never let you in.”

      “They can smell the truth on me,” she countered. “Besides, places like that don’t much care about age.”

      That gave me a chill, and I made a mental note to look harder at brothels within the city. “I got it.”

      We reached the address, a boutique hotel with a haint blue door to match its porch ceiling, and I questioned how Linus knew to bring Bishop here. A trendy establishment leaning on old Gullah tradition to keep away ghosts? Common in Savannah, but not typical for Atlanta.

      Blue for the sky to trick spirits into passing through and leaving the inhabitants alone or for water, which most wouldn’t—or couldn’t—cross.

      Maybe that was the link. Or maybe I was grasping for the familiar as an anchor on this strange sea teeming with sharp-toothed fae.

      And me without a harpoon gun.

      Remy read my unease with a smirk. “Are you sure you don’t want help?”

      “I can manage.” I got out and waited on her to pop the trunk. “Oh, hey.” Bishop’s eyes were open, and they were the snow white of heartless winters that called down avalanches to smite entire villages. “You’re awake. That’s good.” I swiped the binding on his ankles clear since I couldn’t carry him without risk of him biting me. “I’m going to need you to walk. Can you do that?”

      “Tá.”

      “I’m going to need you to revert to English too. I have no clue what version of Gaelic that is, or if it’s even Gaelic.” After wrapping myself in a layer of Ambrose to keep me relatively safe from nibbles, I helped Bishop sit upright and swing his legs over the bumper. “You’ve got to help me out.”

      “I will…try.” He slid his jaw around as if language were a switch he could flip with his tongue. “It will be…easier…after.”

      “Gotcha.” I hooked my arm through his and helped him shuffle up the steps. “These folks know you?”

      “Tá.” He flinched. “Yes.”

      The door flung open before I could knock, and the young man who stood there only sighed at Bishop. He was tall, built lean, and gorgeous in a way that hurt. Not in the same way Midas’s beauty affected me, but its close cousin. His eyes were dark pools, liquid and all-seeing, and his raven hair brushed his hips. This tips of both his ears were pointed sharp enough to cut.

      Goddess, this whole city was infested with fae. How had I never seen it? How had I never known it? How did the Society not know? All questions for Bishop, assuming I could talk to him about the fae thing without turning into Miss Manners again.

      The man prowled forward and tipped up Bishop’s chin. “Cén scéal?”

      They excluded me with their choice of language. On purpose, I was sure.

      “Thank you for bringing my friend to safety,” the beautiful man said once they finished their conversation. “It will not be forgotten.”

      “You can take care of him?”

      “You are new to this world.” He brushed his fingertips over my eyelids, forcing me to close them or let him poke me in the eye. “You see, but you don’t see yet. You will.” Astringent magic wedged itself into my pupils, and I flung open my eyes to see him limned with power. “Ah. There you are, little shadow.”

      “Who are you?”

      “No names.”

      “I don’t have that luxury.” I passed him one of my cards. “Call me if Bishop needs anything.”

      “I’ll do that.” The rectangle of paper vanished from his fingertips like magic. “You’re very kind to care.”

      “He’s my friend.” I hadn’t been certain before, but I had no doubts now. “It’s what friends do.”

      For all my efforts to remain isolated, I was failing on all fronts. I was letting people into my life willy-nilly. This thing with Bishop had doused me with the icy waters of clarity, and I was starting to believe that, like him, the path to safety wasn’t in people not knowing what I was but in people not caring what I was.

      Unfortunately for me, I couldn’t rely on a geas to force them into compliance. I would have to do it the old-fashioned way by letting my friends get to know me, the real me. Well, the realest version of me I could show them, and go from there.

      Once the man took custody of Bishop, I rejoined Remy in the loaner car and patted the dash, ready to go.

      “That’s not a brothel.” Her fear clung in the air like perfume. “That’s…”

      The sensation of being watched shivered over my skin, and I checked the stoop, but no one stood there. The man and Bishop had gone inside and shut the door behind them. Except the door wasn’t the same as when I arrived. It was the lush green of pine needles and carved with fanciful creatures. The building wasn’t the same either. Gone was the hotel façade, and in its place sat a house that belonged in a forest in a magical glade.

      Using the tail of my shirt, I rubbed my eyes in case that weirdo had wiped something on them, and sure enough, when I opened my eyes, the peculiar vision had fled, leaving behind the hotel with a blue door.

      “I don’t want to know.” I leaned back in my seat, blissful in my ignorance. “Just take me home.”

      Recovering from her fright, she did, in record time. “Oh, I forgot. Here’s the sales report from last night.”

      She passed over a crumpled piece of waxy paper, a cheeseburger wrapper was my guess, covered in meticulous scrawl.

      “Thanks.” I accepted it, folded it. “I’ll review these figures and get back with you.”

      “You do that.” Her smile was reviving, and so was her color. “I only kicked one customer. You should be proud.”

      “You…what?” I cranked my head toward her. “You kicked one of my customers?”

      “He wasn’t going to buy anything. He was just creeping around, asking me weirdo questions about how soft the sheets felt on my skin.” Her lip curled. “He asked if I sleep naked, corpse-raiser, and then if I gave demonstrations. What would you have done?”

      “Not kicked him.”

      “Oh please.” She rolled her eyes and came to a stop in front of the Faraday. “You would have stabbed him at the very least. You don’t carry those swords to clean under your fingernails.”

      Thanks to my new employee, I could kiss my five-star rating goodbye. “Para?”

      “One hundred percent human.”

      “Why am I not surprised?” I slid out of the car. “We’ll talk about this later.”

      “Sure thing.” She checked the time. “I’ll swing by at dusk, and we can order in Japanese—I’ll text you my favorites—and we can have our first official meeting.”

      “I already have the Peachy Keen numbers.”

      “You’re not great with the covert stuff, are you?” Her disappointment was palpable. “The meeting is our cover, where we’ll discuss what I discovered while you two were busy killing other possible sources of information.”

      What she was saying hit me with the force of the door slamming in my face, which, for the record, also happened as she dove into traffic.

      Hank cocked an eyebrow at first my ride and then me. “Rough night?”

      “You have no idea.” I didn’t wait for him to get the door. “Later.”

      “Midas is waiting on you,” he called after me loud enough for the whole lobby to hear.

      The trip to the den must have been a short one if he beat me here.

      “Good for him.” I trudged to the elevator and rode it up to my floor. “Midas, I…”

      He was not in the hallway, waiting as Hank implied, which coaxed my temper brighter. Midas had let himself into my apartment, again, without permission, again, and I was going to skin me a gwyllgi if he didn’t start allowing me some of the personal boundaries he was so fond of erecting around himself.

      Shoving open the door to my apartment, I snarled, “Midas—”

      The apartment sat empty. It’s not like he had anywhere to hide with the bathroom door standing open.

      Ready to stomp downstairs and chew on the doorman’s ear, I pulled up short at a scratching noise and whirled to find a golden gwyllgi on my fire escape. Standing on his hind legs, he raked at the window with his front paws.

      The snit I had been in since I left the fae club evaporated in a puff of exhaustion, and I opened the window. “What do you want?”

      Okay, so maybe I had a smidgen of snit left in me.

      Midas jerked his head toward the interior of my apartment.

      Unwilling to let him off the hook so easily, I blocked his path. “Use your words.”

      The change swept through him and left him standing in much the same position. “Ford is stable.”

      “I’m glad.” I counted out a full minute, plenty of time for him to get to the point, but he gave every appearance of being done talking. “That’s it?”

      A sigh moved through him, as if I was the one exhausting him.

      “You rushed out to the den, talking up some big decision, then come back to give an update you could have texted me?” I waited and waited and waited. “Goddess, Midas.” My palms itched to shove him. “What do you want?”

      “You.”

      “Um.”

      What color panties am I wearing? Do they match my bra? Am I wearing a bra? Forget that. Do they have holes? Bleach spots? Elastic?

      “You’re backing away,” he pointed out. “You’re also eyeing the door.”

      “Be specific with the wanting-me part. I need details.”

      “I can’t stay away from you.” He leaned his shoulder against the window frame. “I want to figure out why that is, what about you makes me seek you out when I’ve had a bad day.” He shrugged. “Or when I’ve had a good day.” He picked at peeling paint on the sill from my days of using the window as a front door. “I want to understand why you make me happy when nothing else has in…a long time.”

      “Okay.” I pushed out an exhale. “So that wasn’t an invitation to have sex?”

      Midas jerked as if I had slapped him, lost his balance—and his cool—and stumbled out of sight.

      For a second, I worried he might have fainted dead away and rushed over to lean out the window.

      “No,” he said quickly from where he had fallen on his butt. “Unless…you want to?”

      Laughter stuck in my throat, but I kept it locked behind my smile for the sake of his ego, and mine.

      “I’m thinking if you haven’t been moved to kiss me yet, you’re not desperate to get in my pants.”

      Midas had no answer for that.

      “You’re the most gorgeous man I have ever met, hands down, and you’ve just taken sex off the table to remove the pressure from our relationship.” I stumbled over relationship, but his relief at getting off the hook for naked shenanigans was too stark. “You’re basically giving me what every girl since the dawn of time has wanted from any guy.”

      “That’s good.” Midas lurched to his feet. “Right?”

      The worry pinching his mouth made it impossible for me to resist tracing the line with my fingertip, and he let me, his breaths coming in soft pants across my hand.

      “I’m mortified to ask this, but—” so long, self-respect, “—do you want me?” I squinted at him like that might blunt his reaction. “Sexually?” I gripped his shoulders in case he started to tip over again. “Not now, today, but are you attracted to me?” I might as well get out the rest. “Can you see this, us, going there?”

      Emotion gathered in the far corners of his expression like cobwebs he had to sweep away to see clearer.

      “Yes,” he said at last but without doubt. “Can you?”

      “Oh, Goldie.” I patted his cheek. “You’re a very pretty boy. I’ve already seen it a few times. Usually at night when there are only reruns on TV.”

      Bright color washed through his face, and he rubbed his cheeks, only making it worse. “You never say what I expect.”

      “That ought to keep it interesting.” I leaned in, unable to help myself, and kissed his cheek. “Coming in?”

      “What are your plans for tonight?”

      “Shower, sleep, food.” I shrugged. “What can I say, I live an exciting life.”

      “Ford is in Abbott’s care, and Bishop is in good hands.” He climbed into the apartment. “Do you want to go out?”

      “Celebrate, you mean?” The witchborn fae problem was far from solved, but we had our people back, and that was a start.

      “No.” He faced the window and took his time closing it. “A date.”

      Butterfly wings swept along my insides, and I glanced down to make sure my feet hadn’t lifted off the floor.

      “A date sounds good.” I leaned around him, catching his eye. “As long as I get to choose the spot.”

      “No Joelle’s?”

      “Not unless you agree to give me the prime view of the clock while you take the hot seat.”

      “I’d be happy if I never had to set foot in Joelle’s again,” he admitted. “Where would you like to go?”

      “I’ll surprise you.” I goosed him, and he jumped. “It’s good for you.”

      “No one has tickled me since I was a kid.” He brushed a hand over his ribs. “I forgot.”

      “How it feels?” I scrunched my fingers at him in warning. “I’m a champion tickler. I will tickle you until you wet your pants, or your fur. When I was a kid, my best friend and I would have contests to see who could make the other leak. We also awarded prizes for pillow fighting.” I buffed my nails on my shirt. “I’m willing to demonstrate my skills upon request.”

      Midas ducked his head and laughed, a soft, happy sound that twisted my heart.

      “I need to check in with HQ.” I gestured toward the bathroom. “You want to go first?”

      How domestic of us, sharing a bathroom, taking turns showering.

      By domestic, I meant weird. I didn’t hang around for mornings after. I didn’t chill with boyfriends in their space or invite them into mine. I didn’t do…this. I didn’t get mushy, I didn’t push boundaries, I didn’t try. Yeah. That. I didn’t try to make guys like me. I didn’t try to like them back. I never gave more of myself than the moment required, but I kept spoon-feeding Midas bits of my soul like he was a baby bird pushed from his nest, and it was up to me to make sure he survived.

      I didn’t do a lot of things until Ambrose, until Atlanta, until Midas.

      Goddess, I was a headcase. Anyone with a lick of sense in my situation would kick him to the curb and let some other woman, one of his appointments—I refused to think of them as dates—claim him. That was the smart thing to do. That’s what Linus would do. Listen to his head and not his heart.

      But Linus had a weakness too, a critical one. Otherwise, he wouldn’t be retiring and relocating.

      Hearts are so lame. They make us take the dumbest risks. Life would be so much easier without them.

      “I’ll go upstairs,” he offered. “That way I won’t use up your hot water.”

      “You’re coming back, right?”

      Stupid, stupid heart. Why did I ask that? Why had my lungs gotten on board and refused to inflate before he answered?

      Come on, organs. Get with the program.

      “In about fifteen.” He flicked his glance at the futon. “Do you ever let that thing down?”

      “Rarely,” I admitted. “I’m lazy.”

      “I’ll help you when I get back.” He opened the door, drummed his fingers on it. “I’m a side sleeper.”

      His admission startled the truth out of me. “I’m a starfish.”

      He flashed me a grin made easier by clearing the air of expectations then slipped into the hall.

      “Wait.” I rushed after him. “Are we sleeping together?”

      “Do what now?” Ares paused halfway between my door and the elevator. “Y’all are sleeping together?”

      “Yes,” Midas told her solemnly then kept strolling to the elevator.

      “Midas,” I squeaked, halfway between a surprised laugh and genuine embarrassment, but he just grinned behind her back, aware he had left me holding a grenade to diffuse.

      “I’m not going to ask.” Ares extended a fancy invitation to me that reminded me of the ones Mother received in my past life. “Here you go.” She checked to make sure we were alone. “You’re really sleeping with Midas?”

      “Apparently so.” I tore into the envelope. “Oh frak.”

      “You’ve been invited to dine with the alpha.” She punched my shoulder. “Chin up. It’s an honor.”

      Narrowing my eyes on her, I used the paper like a fan. “How do you know what it says?”

      “She told me.” Ares shrugged. “She said if you make excuses, I’m to personally escort you to the den.”

      “Ugh.”

      “Did you think courting a prince would be easy? It has nothing to do with twu wuv and everything to do with the alpha, the pack, and your ability to fulfil your future role.”

      “I’m not gwyllgi. It’s not like I would be the alpha if I mated him.”

      “You would be his mate, and you would share his rank. So, technically, yeah. You would be alpha.”

      A wobble started in my knees and kept going until my teeth rattled. “Congratulations.”

      Wary, she leaned in. “For?”

      “You just convinced me to break up with Midas.”

      The laugh I expected morphed into an awkward moment of silence, and she checked both ways down to hall to ensure we were alone. “He told you about Ford?”

      “Yeah.”

      “Did he tell you anything else?”

      “Nothing I’m going to share with you, no.”

      “Not the mushy stuff.” She rolled her eyes. “Did he mention any plans?”

      “See previous answer.”

      “He couldn’t make this easy.” She blew out an exhale. “Promise me something? Keep your phone on you?”

      “Easily done.” I patted my pocket. “I always do.”

      “Just…” She worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “Listen out, okay?”

      Worry beat in time with my heart. “Do you have something to tell me?”

      Turning on her heel, Ares stomped down the hall muttering under her breath, and I shut the door behind her, more baffled than ever.

      “Okay then.”

      The whole ordeal was a complicated dance no one had taught me. One step forward, three steps back. I was getting seasick from all the back and forth.

      The ball was back in my court, thanks to his response to my ultimatum.

      I want you.

      Had anyone ever said that to me and meant it? Other than in a panty-dropping way?

      No.

      But how much of what Midas thought he wanted was me and how much was my Hadley persona?

      Ambrose chose to interject himself into my moment of doubt by miming the act of playing the world’s smallest violin.

      “Love is harder than it looks on TV, okay?” I kicked the wall where his shadow loomed. “There’s no music for one thing. That always cues the audience in on what’s about to happen.” Ambrose tapped his ear. “How do you know the characters don’t hear it too?”

      Inclining his head, he pointed toward the door seconds before a knock rang out.

      “That was the quickest shower in the history of showers,” I said, opening the door. On Remy. “What are you doing here? You said dusk.”

      “I got a report.” She shoved past me. “Trust me, you’re going to want to hear this.”

      “Okay.” I leaned against the door. “What’s up?”

      “I sent Two through Six into the club while you were busy smashing the glamour.”

      “I didn’t see them.”

      “They would suck at their jobs if you did.” She made a face. “You caught us out once. They’ll be more careful around you now.”

      That was hours ago. “You’re just telling me this?”

      “I explained how it works.” She glowered at me. “I send them out, and I can’t exactly reel them in like fish. They do their thing, and I don’t know squat until they report back. Well, they reported back.”

      “It’s a lot to wrap my head around.” I joined her on the futon. “The last few days are lot to wrap my head around.” I remembered I was dirty too late, but I didn’t care. “The world is a lot bigger than it used to be.”

      “Fae are older than this world. Our bloodlines were ancient when your kind’s magic flickered into existence.” Sympathy cut through her usual snark. “Your Society raises you in a box, and very few necromancers lift the lid.”

      “As of today, my lid is gone.” I stretched out my legs. “Ripped clean off its hinges.”

      “Process it or quit.” She mirrored my pose. “You’re doing the POA’s job now. He can’t shield you when he’s not here. This is how his nights look after he tucks you into bed.”

      What a terrifying thought. Both the idea of Linus looming over me, black cowl tattered and threadbare, his icy fingers tucking me into bed with his scythe nestled in the crook of his arm. And to a lesser extent that this was the job once the training wheels came off.

      “I’m processing.” I smelled smoke, but there were no guarantees it was pouring out of my ears. It could be lingering in the fabric draped over the walls from the night I made naan and set the stovetop on fire. “What did you find out?”

      “Two cloned Victor Jessup’s—the troll guy’s—cellphone before the cleaners got their hands on it. Texts between him and the coven corroborates Ford was infected the night he showed up drenched in goo. He was programmed to bring you into the sewers. They wanted an in with the POA and the pack, and you two were the lucky candidates.”

      “I got that when the faux gwyllgi led me on a wild-goose chase.” A horrible thought slammed against my skull. “Did they take Ford to get to me?”

      Hesitation gave me my answer before she cooked up a deflection. “They wanted an inside man.”

      “That’s a yes.” An extra heaping of guilt landed on my shoulders. “Go on.”

      “From what Three overheard, they didn’t expect Bishop or Midas to follow you down.” Her eyes grew darker in the low light. “Whatever your buddy Bishop is, whoever he is, they saw him and wanted him more than you. After you and Midas split off, they used their puppet to get their grubby mitts on him.”

      Their puppet.

      Hearing Ford called that broke me out in a cold sweat.

      Had I not overheard the recently deceased coven members taunting Bishop, I would have assumed they wanted him because he was the central nervous system of our office and had been since its inception. Access to him meant access to our HQs, our intel, our staff’s true identities. The whole kit and caboodle.

      “The nature of the coven’s magic puts them on par with skinwalkers. Why introduce another element? The Martian Roaches are mutant parasites. Why use them? Why create them? They’ve got a shelf life, and they’re a waste of a host the coven could use indefinitely.”

      “I’m just passing on what I was told.”

      Or what she thought she heard, depending on how far removed the half was from the original.

      “We recovered Ford and Bishop, thwarting the coven’s evil plans.” I gave serious thought to climbing under the covers and never leaving my apartment again. “What’s their next move?”

      “The pack is huge.” She rolled her shoulder. “They could snatch a gwyllgi outlier without much effort. The OPA would be the harder nut to crack. There aren’t many of you, and that makes it harder to disappear someone and then reintegrate them without the others noticing.”

      “This doesn’t make sense.”

      The door swung open, admitting Midas, and he went predator-still when he spotted Remy on the futon.

      “You didn’t knock.” She scowled at him. “Rude.”

      “Hadley was expecting me.”

      “What’s your point?” She bristled under his regard. “That doesn’t give you the right to barge in here like you own the place.”

      Uncertain, he glanced out the open door into the hall like he was considering beating a strategic retreat.

      “Midas is courting me,” I explained to her. “He gets certain privileges.”

      Staring around with new eyes, she recoiled. “You gave him a key to your place?”

      Explaining how everyone and their momma had access to my apartment was more fight than I was willing to have at the moment. “Yes.”

      “I’ll be back at dusk.” She got to her feet and edged around the room to avoid Midas. “Later.”

      Once he and I were alone, he turned the lock, and I laughed at how ridiculous it was to bother.

      “You’re very forgiving of attempted murderers.” He cocked an eyebrow. “For a potentate, that’s odd.”

      “Not really,” I murmured before catching myself.

      More than attempting murder, I had done it, and Linus forgave me. He offered me a hand up, not a handout. I was just paying it forward.

      “Are you going to shower?” He reached in his pocket. “I could order dinner.”

      “I’m too tired to eat.” I slid sideways until I was lying half on the futon. “I’m too tired to shower.” I rolled onto my back, kicked off my shoes, and threw an arm over my eyes. “I’m too tired to be too tired.”

      “We don’t have to eat.” His voice moved closer. “You don’t even have to shower.”

      I grunted a grateful, sleepy noise like the lady I was.

      “But you do have to get up long enough for me to lower the futon.”

      Getting up sounded hard, so I rolled, melting onto the floor at his feet. “Mmph.”

      Feet braced to either side of me, he lowered the frame and made up the bed. “Hold still.”

      Midas scooped me up and deposited me on the mattress then covered me with a sheet.

      Sleep tugged on my lashes, keeping them lowered, but I flung my arm back for him.

      “Are you sure?” He sat on the edge. “I could make a pallet on the floor.”

      “I refuse to mate a man who won’t spoon me,” I grumbled, yawning. “Little spoon seeking big spoon over here.”

      Slowly, he climbed in behind me, his warmth a wave of comfort at my back that soothed me deeper into sleep. He didn’t rest his arm across my waist, but the front of his knees bumped the backs of mine, and his breath huffed across my nape.

      The way my heart swelled, pushing against my ribs until they creaked, I lost my courage to say more. To ask him what this meant was to risk him telling me what I didn’t want to hear, or what I did want to hear, and until I could tell those things apart, the quiet was safest.

      Ambrose slinked into bed with us, reaching over me to tousle Midas’s shadow’s hair and plant a sloppy kiss on top of his head.

      Rolling my eyes, I focused on sleep and drifted off to the comforting beat of another heart behind mine.
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      For the better part of an hour, Midas put off getting out of bed. The futon was comfortable, better than his own mattress, but he couldn’t sleep with the distraction of Hadley’s scent in his nose and her small form cuddled back against him as tight as she could fit.

      But every time he closed his eyes, the view remained unchanged.

      The crowd roars, their chants deafening, and they throw raw meat into the arena.

      “That’s for you,” the goblin chortles. “Look how they adore you.”

      Maggots wriggle in the meat, and the marbling is peculiar, nothing Midas can identify.

      “Too good, eh?” He whistles, and cage doors slip open across the arena. “They’ll eat it if you won’t.”

      The beast in Midas, the one who bayed at the moon and ran through fields with his sister, remains silent.

      “Let me die.” He hadn’t meant to say it, but he wouldn’t take it back, even if he could. “Please.”

      “You’re worth too much.” The goblin clucks his tongue and goes back to counting his gold. “You’re too pretty to retire.”

      The offhand remark lodges itself in his brain, and he can’t shake it clear. The plan to hold back, to let his face get scratched or bitten, ruined, burns bright in his mind.

      “You’re up,” the goblin says sometime later. “There’s your draw.”

      But when he steps into the ring, and the crowd screams for him, he loses his grip on his feral half. It only cares about survival, about getting out of this place. It doesn’t care what its actions cost the human part of him.

      As usual, a female enters the ring, old blood matting her fur, and Midas grieves.

      His inner beast rests a heavy paw on his head and shoves him under, and when he resurfaces, the match has ended. The female is dead. A clean kill. Her neck broken. A mercy.

      The patrons roar their approval, more gold changes hands, and Midas’s ranking peaks.

      “You were made for this,” the goblin says when he’s returned to his cage. “A born killer.”

      I was born for more than this. More than death.

      The goblin pairs him with females of all species to keep the matches interesting. Not because they’re competition for him but because the bouts last longer, his feral half unwilling to harm them until given no choice. Its drive for survival is all that’s holding them together, and even that is fraying.

      “Hey.” A gentle hand brushes across his forehead. “You okay?”

      Ripped from the dream, Midas jerked away from her touch. “Abair aris é, le do thoil.”

      “No clue what you said, but it sounded very sexy.” She propped herself up on her elbow. “Bad dream?”

      Searching his brain, he found the right language. “Yes.”

      “I wonder if Linus has a translation sigil. There’s way too much of whatever you just said happening lately, and I have no time to play catch up. Plus, I failed Spanish two years in a row, and I have a feeling fae lingo is slightly harder to learn.”

      “Fae lingo?” The more she talked, the deeper he sank back into himself. “Gaelic?”

      “I suspected as much, but who can tell?” A frown puckered her brow. “You were talking in your sleep.”

      Muscles in his hands and arms clenched until they burned. “What did I say?”

      “I have no idea.” She stroked the high blades of his cheeks, down and across the unforgiving line of his jaw. “I couldn’t understand a word.”

      The years of ignoring the past, hiding from it, unable to stomach a female’s touch, hadn’t healed him or prevented him from cracking. Alien as it was to seek comfort, he pushed his face into her caress, the same as he would on four legs. Her delighted laughter told him she had drawn the same comparison as she finger-combed his hair.

      “I have to return to the den.” The words came out muffled against her shoulder, but he had no memory of tucking his face there. Instinct, which had remained silent for so long, broken beyond trustworthiness, had done the work for him. “What about you?”

      “Remy is stopping by at dusk. She gave her report before dawn, but there might be more. Or she might be using me to get free takeout. It’s hard to tell.” Her fingers kept soothing, kept stroking his hair. “Did I tell you I hired her to work my kiosk? Her first day on the job, she kicked a guy in the balls. Human, of course. He deserved it, but still.”

      Tell me about your day, dear.

      The normalcy of it humbled him, an intimacy more than skin deep.

      “Will you still have room for our dinner date?”

      “I’m no gwyllgi, but I can hold my own.” She kissed his cheek, lingered, her breath warm near his ear. “Don’t you worry.”

      The uptick in his pulse rang in his ears, and his stomach tightened. She didn’t pull away, and he didn’t want to let her go. Need, sharp and hungry, sank teeth in him. The sensation, at once new and strange, pushed him up onto his elbow to put them at a height with one another.

      “You’ve got that look in your eyes.” Hadley’s lips quirked to one side. “Are you going to kiss me?”

      Until she asked, he hadn’t been sure. “Will you let me?”

      “I suppose I’m willing to let your mouth parts touch my mouth parts.”

      “You’re still not funny.” Amusement washed through him. “I don’t know why I laugh anyway.”

      “You like me.” She leaned in, her eyes dancing with mischief. “That’s why.”

      Holding her gaze, Midas angled his head, let her breath hit his parted lips. He expected her to close the gap, to fit her mouth to his, but she held her ground, a dare. She wanted him to take the lead, and his long dormant instincts blinked awake.

      Touch averse, he wasn’t. Never had been. Shifters thrived on sensation, on physical connection. He had been denying himself that pleasure, felt undeserving of it, but Hadley made him crave it, crave her, until he felt starved without his fingers on her skin.

      A soft growl tickled the back of his throat when his mouth brushed hers, and her happy sigh spread through him like sunshine, banishing the darkness. He sank his fingers into her hair and deepened the kiss, but she bit his lip and withdrew as far as his fistful of curls allowed.

      “Not bad.” Eyes gone drowsy, she wet her lips. “I might consider letting you do that again sometime.”

      “You taste like sunshine.” He cringed away from her. “And I sound like an idiot.”

      “I’ll admit, as a necromancer, I’m partial to moonlight, but I’ll take what I can get.” She gave him a bright smile. “We can’t lay in bed all day.” She climbed across him. “We need to get a move on.”

      The quick slide of her hips over his forced him to swallow a groan. “See you later?”

      She hesitated in the doorway to the bathroom. “You’re leaving?”

      “I need to grab clothes from upstairs and get to the den.” His escort waited in the hall. He’d heard her arrive and ignored it, unwilling to climb out of bed. “You’ll be here, right?”

      “I should be, for a while anyway. I want to check on Bishop, but I’m not sure that’s possible.”

      “I’ll call on my way back,” he promised, fisting the sheets and pulling them onto his lap. “That work?”

      “That works.” She grinned. “I cannot believe it.”

      The sheet wasn’t enough, so he grabbed the pillow too and hoped she hadn’t noticed his problem. “What?”

      Fluttering her lashes, she did a little twirl. “I got kissed by a handsome prince.”

      Relief pushed a laugh out of him, and he shook his head. “Go shower.”

      Hadley executed a perfect curtsy. “Yes, your highness.”

      A different flavor of embarrassment reddened his cheeks, and he pushed out a relieved breath when she shut the door. Tossing the pillow aside, he peeled back the covers and stared at the tent in his shorts like it was his first. It might as well be. He hadn’t been a morning wood guy since…

      Blood coats his fingers, lips. Copper fills his mouth, and he tastes death with each swallow.

      The erection withered as memories pressed in, but a slow inhale of Hadley’s pillow gave him the clarity to get moving. Feeling ten kinds of fool, he pocketed the fuzzy sock on top of her mountain of laundry to tide him over until he saw her again.

      After he dressed for the day, he stepped into the hall to find Ares, her expression tight. She escorted him down to the lobby and indicated her car idling at the curb. She waited until they got in before the dam broke.

      “Natisha is here.” Awe and fear and dread braided together. “Why is Natisha here?”

      The name was enough to turn his stomach, but he had no choice but to see his decision through.

      “Ford can’t recover without her help.” That was the truth. “She’s his only hope.”

      “Your mother wouldn’t bargain with Natisha for Ford.”

      “You’re right.” Midas tightened his jaw. “But I would.”

      “You’re an idiot.” Ares jolted, shocked to have said it out loud, but she didn’t let that slow her down once she got started. “You can’t bargain with her. She’s a monster.”

      “She’s not a monster,” he countered, considering himself a pro on the topic. “She’s fae.”

      “The line blurs,” she snarled. “There’s a reason our foremothers broke with Faerie.”

      “We’re descended from fae.” He sighed. “There are some remedies only they can provide.”

      “How do you know she won’t ask for your firstborn? Or a hundred years of your life she steals hours at a time during the night? Or your true love’s love?”

      “Ford is my friend,” he said slowly. “It’s my duty to do whatever it takes to pull him back from this.”

      The piss-poor way he handled Hadley that night—right in front of Ford—was the reason he had run off without backup in the first place. He had no one to blame but himself for Ford’s condition, and that made it his responsibility to fix it.

      “Your mother will kill you.”

      “Probably.”

      “I’ve said my piece.” She focused on the drive. “I can’t stop you from doing something stupid.” Mulish determination twisted her face. “Does Hadley know what you’re up to? What you’re risking?”

      “No.”

      “Please tell me you’re not playing hot potato with her again. You can’t fix Ford then toss her to him.”

      A smile twitched on his lips. “I’m aware.”

      Hadley had thrown down that gauntlet, and he had made the choice to pick it up and keep it.

      “Are you sure?” Her expression pinched. “He’s got a thing for her a blind man can see.”

      “Hadley is mine.”

      A statement of fact. A claiming. A step farther down the path from which there was no return.

      Ares grumbled a noncommittal noise, and Midas reached in his pocket.

      “Mine.” He dangled the fuzzy sock from his fingertips.

      “Ha,” Ares barked out a laugh, and once she got started, there was no stopping her. “You love her.”

      “I don’t know her well enough for that.” He tucked his token away. “Yet.”

      “I’m sorry, Midas, but you’re sunk. You’re carrying the girl’s sock in your pocket. A sock. Do you know how many dog jokes I could crack at your expense right now? You probably fish it out and smell it, rub it between your fingers.” She screwed up her face. “Any other guy, I would worry about what else you’re doing with one of her socks, but this is you we’re talking about here.”

      Heat blasted into his cheeks, and he folded his hands in his lap in case it got any ideas.

      Ares read his emotions through his scent and cut him slack.

      Grateful for the reprieve, he resisted the urge to touch the sock, for luck, before they reached the den.

      “I’m happy for you,” she said after she parked in front of the glass house. “Really.”

      Determined to regain his composure, he kept his head down. “Thanks.”

      “Midas?” Her hands tightened on the wheel. “Remember I do what I do for the wellbeing of the pack.”

      The set of her jaw didn’t bode well for him, but he sensed his mother on his periphery, and he couldn’t keep her waiting. “I never doubt it.”

      “Good.”

      Ares didn’t get out, and he wasn’t surprised she wanted to avoid bumping into Natisha a second time.

      Mom waited for him in the driveway, dressed all in black, a funerary air around her, but home was always a welcome sight, even if its design was too modern for his tastes with all the metal and glass. It was a nod to the city that had sprung up on the acres of woodland where he grew up playing in the forests with his sister.

      “Am I late?” He bent down and kissed her cold cheek. “I came as soon as Ares fetched me.”

      “She’s early.” Mom slid her gaze over him. “You look…”

      “Well-rested?”

      Shaking her head, eyes gone soft, she murmured, “Peaceful.”

      “It’s going to be all right.” He gathered her in a hug, tight against his chest. “I’m going to be all right.”

      For the first time in a long time, the words didn’t taste like a lie.

      Aware this could all go sideways, and fast, he didn’t argue when she prolonged the inevitable by tucking her arm in his and leading him on a short walk down to the creek. They stood on the bank, the water babbling beneath them, filling the silence. His mother, so strong and unbending, leaned her head on his shoulder.

      “It’s going to be all right,” he promised her.

      “We should get back,” she said, which was not the same as agreeing.

      Without another word, they turned toward the house.

      “Ah.” Natisha drifted through the open doorway into the yard when she spotted them. “There you are, Midas Kinase.”

      Hair as red as wet blood spilled down her back, and the farthest reaches of eternity filled her eyes with a darkness no emotion could permeate.

      Releasing his mother, he straightened his shoulders. “I’m ready.”

      Natisha smiled, a cold, reptilian thing, and gestured him in as if it were her home he was visiting and not the reverse.

      His mother stayed outside, unable to follow where he was going. She would pad out to her swing in the nearby clearing, her thinking place, the inspiration for the thinking place he shared with Lethe, and wait for him there.

      “I have met you twice as often as any other offspring of my line,” she mused. “Your mother loves you very much.” She twisted it into an insult. “How weak you must be to depend on her so. And you the heir?” She clucked her tongue. “Pity.”

      The day spent with Hadley had solidified things in his mind. His plan began as a means of paying off a debt to Ford, but he could admit this decision was as much for himself as it was for Ford. He was tired of the looks, the whispers, the fear. No amount of atonement would make up for what he had done in Faerie, but pretending it didn’t happen, using a magical crutch to avoid the grief and guilt owed him, was worse than spitting on those females’ graves. Past be damned, it was time he stood on his own two feet.

      “I’m stronger than I look,” he said smoothly. “I recovered on my own this time.”

      “You are not recovering at all.” She led him into a room empty except for its ceremonial dirt floor. “You are, at most, coping.” She sat, folding her legs, and gestured for him to join her. “What is it you wish from me, if not healing?”

      Healing covered myriad topics, most of them having nothing to do with mending flesh or thought. She was ancient, and life held little enough interest for her she no longer cared who lived or died. Bargains, however, those were in her blood, and she craved making them to alleviate her boredom.

      “A coven of witchborn fae have settled in Atlanta.”

      A slight widening of her eyes betrayed her surprise. “An entire coven?”

      “Yes.” He waited for her to say more, but she had regained her composure. “They’re hunting us.”

      Honest amusement pursed her lips, and teeth shone behind her lips. “Gwyllgi aren’t prey.”

      “No,” he agreed. “We’re not.”

      “War lost its appeal long ago. I will not vanquish this enemy for you.”

      “We can fight our own battles.”

      “Oh?” She inclined her head. “What favor would you ask of me then?”

      “The coven used their magic to create monsters. Parasites. A friend of mine has been infected, used as a host, and the sickness has gone to his brain. I want you to save him.”

      Mocking laughter filled the room. “Midas Kinase, you have nothing of such value to trade.”

      “What will it cost?” He touched the sock in his pocket, his lucky charm. “What do you want?”

      The door flew open behind him, cracking against the wall, and the mouthwatering scent of Hadley hit his nose. Midas twisted around as Ares mouthed sorry then beat a hasty retreat down the hall, away from the fury of the storm she had unleashed in the small room.

      All of a sudden, Ares’s uncomfortable fidgeting and cryptic remarks made a lot more sense. She had tattled on him. To Hadley.

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” Hair soaked and dressed in mismatched clothes, Hadley bore down on him, fury and hurt and relief twisting her features, making her more beautiful for her ferocity. “You don’t get to make these kinds of choices without me, Goldilocks. That’s not how this works.”

      Natisha leaned forward, eyes bright with avarice. “Who are you?”

      “I’m Hadley Whitaker, and this numbskull is courting me. That gives me certain rights, like shaking him until the rocks in his head stop rattling for even considering entering a fae bargain without a mediator.”

      The elder fae could have ripped out her throat, shifted onto all fours and bitten her in two, and Midas couldn’t have stopped her, but Hadley wasn’t afraid. She glared at Natisha and then she glared at Midas.

      “You want to go through with this?” Her anger vibrated the air around him. “Then be smart about it.”

      “Who are you really, shadow child?” Natisha wet her lips. “What are you?”

      Shadow child.

      Shadow was a recurring theme with her, but Midas didn’t have time to connect the dots. He had to smooth things over with Natisha if he was going to save his friend. There was no time to locate a mediator, however smart it would be to have one.

      Even footsteps echoed down the hall, drawing their attention as they neared the open door.

      “What are you willing to give in exchange for her true name?” Linus strolled into the room, hands in his pockets, wraith poised at his shoulder. “What will you bargain for her nature?”

      “Linus Andreas Lawson III.” A low growl started in Natisha’s throat, and it made him go cold to hear her use his full name, the same as she did with him, as if that gave her power over them. “What right do you have to enter these proceedings, Eidolon?”

      “Hadley is my apprentice, and she’s in courtship with Midas. That gives me the right to protect her.”

      A flicker of surprise twitched across Hadley’s face before she schooled her features.

      “You wish to bargain on Midas’s behalf?” A predatory grin curved her mouth. “You are not pack.”

      “I accept his offer of counsel,” Midas said, aware of the magnitude of the gift he was being given.

      Linus wasn’t fae, but he was Society royalty, the Grande Dame’s son, and they were every bit as twisted when it came to striking bargains and maneuvering through loopholes as anyone born of Faerie.

      “Come.” Natisha scowled at Linus. “Sit.”

      “Hadley,” Linus addressed her. “Will you take Midas into the hall and wait for me there?”

      “Sure thing, boss.” She walked over to Midas, took him by the elbow, and pulled him to his feet with strength she had no business possessing. Under her breath, she growled, “You’re in big trouble, mister.”

      Out in the empty hall, Hadley shut the doors behind them, checked to make sure they were alone, and then lit into him.

      “What were you thinking?” She shoved him. “She could have kneaded your brain like dough and tied you into a pretzel.”

      “I’ve dealt with Natisha before.” He staggered back. “I would have been fine.”

      The disgusted sound she made told him what she thought of that. “What did she want from you?”

      “She told me I had nothing to trade,” he admitted, “but the old ones are canny.”

      Desperation might have driven him to make a bargain it would cost his soul to honor. If he started rattling off things he had, he might name the thing Natisha actually wanted, making him complicit in his undoing. All reasons why his mother had leveraged her position as alpha to force him to allow her to negotiate on his behalf both times.

      On the verge of ripping out her hair—or maybe his—Hadley wheeled on him, and he disarmed her the only way he knew how. “Why did she call you shadow child?”

      “All potentates have wraiths.”

      “You’re not Potentate yet, and that’s not an answer.” He spun it around on her. “Have you bonded?”

      “Yes.”

      Unsure what he expected, her candor surprised him. “You have a wraith?”

      “Remember when you told me there were things about your past you couldn’t share with me?”

      “Yes.”

      “Remember when I said I’m in the same boat?” She clenched her fists at her sides. “This falls under that heading.”

      A flicker of temper sparked in his gut, the desire to learn every inch of her, but it snuffed out quickly. He had made his choice, to deal with his past, and he wasn’t certain how much of that he would share with her, how much he could stand to confess. Until he knew, he had no business pushing her.

      “How can we call what we’re doing a relationship if we’re keeping secrets?” Her head fell back on her shoulders. “How is this going to work?”

      The seesaw of his emotions was mirrored on her face, and that kept his inner predator from snapping.

      “Tell me a secret, right now.” He crossed to her, a dare. “It doesn’t have to be big, just true.”

      “I spend a ridiculous amount of time weighing what’s good for me against how good you make me feel.”

      “My turn.” His throat grew tight. “I didn’t want to get out of bed. I wanted to stay there, with you.”

      Searching his face, her eyes softened. “How does this help?”

      “If we tell each other one secret every day, then maybe one day we’ll work up to the big ones.”

      Doubt and hope battled in the tightness of her mouth when she murmured, “Do you think it’s that simple?”

      “Nothing about this is simple.” He touched her cheek. “Neither of us are simple people.”

      “No.” She exhaled. “We’re not.”

      “I’m willing to try.” He cradled her face in his palm. “That’s the best I’ve got.”

      “Okay.” She rose on tiptoe and kissed him, a light brush over his mouth.

      “Just okay?”

      “I’m less eloquent than you.” She rubbed the toe of her sneaker against the hardwood until it squeaked. “You’ve had a lot longer to work on the whole language thing.” She squinted up at him. “How many can you speak, anyway?”

      “Seven or eight, but five are dialects.”

      “That’s six or seven more than me.” She tapped a finger against her mouth. “How long did it take you to learn them?”

      “Are you asking me my age?” He weighed the balance of her expression. “Does it bother you?”

      “Fae lifespans are beyond my comprehension. I’m not sure what yours is like.”

      “Necromancers live for half a millennium.” He had already given her one secret, but he offered her another for free. “I’ll live two or three times that, unless I’m killed before then.”

      A beta, a future alpha, had no guarantees. Especially not one who kept following the future potentate into danger when he ought to be delegating during the times when pack law overlapped the OPA.

      “This must be how humans feel when necromancers tell them they can live up to five hundred years as a vampire if the price is right.” She laughed to herself. “Hearing it makes it sound like forever, but living it? It slips by in a blink.”

      Wood creaking caught his attention, and he glanced back as Linus exited the ceremonial room.

      A sour taste flooded his mouth, but he managed to swallow once Hadley slid her hand in his.

      “Walk with me.” Linus started down the hall, giving no sign he meant one or the other or both of them. “Natisha and I have come to an arrangement.”

      They exited the building, and Midas was relieved his mother hadn’t returned. He wasn’t ready to face her yet, not until he knew what his intervention would cost.

      Hadley, less patient than Midas, blurted, “What does she want?”

      Linus held up a finger, led them onto the smooth concrete patio, and drew a circle with a brush dipped into a jar of coppery red ink to allow them privacy.

      “Her price is the elimination of the witchborn fae coven.”

      “That’s it?” Midas went still. “That’s not much.”

      For what they had done to Ford and Bishop, he planned on wiping them out regardless.

      “She wants their hearts,” he continued. “That’s where their magic resides. All the souls they have devoured, all the lives they have consumed, are contained within those chambers.”

      “Mix and match souls,” Hadley muttered, her brow tight. “A look for every occasion.”

      “Seven hearts, minimum.” The grave humor failed to lighten Linus’s mood. “Seven points of power.”

      “Seven,” Midas repeated, raking a hand through his hair. “For a coven, that’s impressive. For Natisha…”

      “That’s the bargain.” Linus thinned his lips. “The cost of healing is high. It was that or let your friend die.”

      “I wouldn’t have thought to offer her the hearts of our enemies.” Midas wished it was a matter of Natisha craving justice for the infraction against her kin, but she was too old and too fae to care. Their blood ties were so thin they would snap in a few more generations and only the honorific would remain. “I’m grateful you could lend a hand.”

      “Nothing else tempted her?” Hadley chewed on her bottom lip. “That’s all she would accept?”

      “No.” The weight of his gaze fell across her shoulders. “There was something else, someone else, that tempted her a great deal.”

      The feral half of Midas growled in understanding, the price too high to pay, even for his friend’s life.

      “Natisha came along one promise too late.” Hadley stared at her shadow on the wall, her frown sharp enough to cut. “I’ve already sold my soul to one devil.”

      “We’ve all made bargains we regret,” Linus said, “but that doesn’t make them any less necessary.”

      “Will she heal Ford now?” Midas speared his fingers through Hadley’s like that could protect her from the wily old fae. “Or is she awaiting payment?”

      His friend wouldn’t last much longer, and seven hearts was a high price that would require time to pay.

      “I convinced her Ford possesses information critical to the success of your mission.” Linus scanned the forest, nodding at someone within. Likely the alpha, come to greet her unexpected guest. “She’s on her way to him now. There’s no time to waste.”

      Hadley leaned in to him, a show of solidarity. “How long do we have to collect the hearts?”

      Linus pegged her with a probing stare. “You’re going to help him.”

      There was no question, but she still answered, “Yes.”

      “Your choices and actions are your own.” The austere mask he wore, concealing his thoughts and feelings, made it hard to get a read on him. “I won’t help you, but I won’t stop you if you’re determined to walk this path.”

      “That’s the deal you made,” she surmised. “Natisha tied your hands.”

      “You’ve bargained with her before,” Midas realized. “That’s why she’s wary of you.”

      “The weather in Atlanta is lovely this time of year.” Linus almost smiled. “Wouldn’t you both agree?”

      Hadley frowned at the whiplash change in topic. “And you can’t talk about it.”

      “I can do this alone.” Midas stared at his hands, able to picture the blood staining them. “You don’t have to help, Hadley.”

      The name Bria was the only lead they had on the coven. Bishop might be able to help identify more, but there were no guarantees seven of them were left. They might have scattered to save their hides.

      “This is my city.” Hadley’s shoulders tightened. “The coven is a threat to all its paranormal citizens. I didn’t expect to go all Snow White and the Huntsman on their hearts, but I’m not willing to let a friend die either.” Her chin shot up. “I’m in.”

      A low chuckle brought Midas’s attention swinging back to Linus, who rubbed a hand over his mouth too late to conceal his rare smile.

      “Don’t encourage her.” Midas tucked a lock of hair behind her ear, still damp from the shower she abandoned to ride with Ares to his rescue. “She already thinks she’s a comedienne.”

      “Bite me,” she scoffed. “You laugh, therefore I am funny.”

      “There’s a difference between laughing with you and laughing at you.”

      “Bite.” She got in his face. “Me.”

      Midas struck between one beat of his heart and the next, instinct nudging him to take her up on the offer, to taste the skin of her throat, to hold it between his teeth asking for submission that would never come. Not from her. Never from her.

      Hadley gasped and shoved him back. “You bit me.”

      “In his defense,” Linus said dryly, “you did tell him to, repeatedly.”

      Laughter fell out of her mouth as she rubbed the spot still damp from where he’d swirled his tongue. “It’s slang. Everyone says it. I didn’t think he would actually do it.”

      A shrug moved through Linus’s shoulders. “Neither did I.”

      To Hadley, Midas said, “I like the way you taste.”

      “That would be sexy, borderline romantic, if not for the whole predator thing you’ve got happening.”

      This was one female he would never hurt, and for once, his feral half was in complete agreement.

      “Remember.” Linus turned a cryptic expression on her. “I’m always willing to lend an ear.”

      The quick uptick of her mouth proved she understood him, loud and clear. He agreed not to help her, but he had chosen to interpret that as getting his hands dirty, meaning he could advise her. The first loophole had been exposed, and Midas let relief flow through him unchecked.

      Linus smudged the circle with the toe of his dress shoe and strolled down the path toward a rental car, where the alpha awaited him.

      Hadley watched him go and pushed out an exhale so deep it sounded dredged up from her toes.

      “How did you get him here so fast?” Midas’s ears rang as the magic finished dissipating. “Was he not in Savannah?”

      “He drove up to check on Bishop.” She shrugged. “I didn’t realize he was in town when I called to beg him for a name to use as an intermediary, but I heard Bishop bellyaching in the background and pieced it together.”

      “You told him about us.”

      Of all the things Midas could have said next, that shouldn’t have been one of them.

      “I didn’t have a choice. Ares called in a panic, worried you were about to do something monumentally stupid, and I couldn’t figure out how to get into the den without playing the courtship card. I had no right to interfere in proceedings without some claim on you, so I dropped the bomb on Linus in the car on the way over.”

      “How did he take the news?”

      That Linus was here, that he had helped, didn’t mean he approved.

      “He told me some burdens are easier to bear with another shoulder to rest them on.”

      Hadley chewed on her ragged bottom lip, anxiety a bright sting in her scent.

      “How do you feel having told him?”

      “Having it come out like this was a lot like the time I got caught with a boy in my room on a night when my parents should have been out.”

      Confusion knit his brow. “How old were you?”

      Hadley snapped her mouth shut, and her complexion paled. “Old enough to know better.”

      She had been a sick child, he knew that, but she had shown up in Atlanta healed and ready to assume an apprenticeship role. Ford had done the digging into her records. He told Midas she was diagnosed with fibromyalgia and chronic fatigue syndrome, which had kept her bedbound and housebound for most of her life.

      Gossips whispered that Linus had cured her with an experimental sigil, but he knew Linus well enough to dismiss it as impossible. The more likely scenario, if it were true at all, was that Grier, his fiancée, had done it. Her goddess-touched powers had saved Eva, after all, and Lethe too. But if word got out that she had the power to heal diseases, as well as wounds and sickness, she would be hounded for the rest of her life to use her gift on others.

      Loyalty might explain the secrets Hadley kept. Some of them. She had proven she had no qualms protecting those she cared about, would and had put herself in danger to save her friends.

      One secret a night.

      As long as he would live, he wondered if he would scratch the surface of hers.
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      “How do you feel having told him?”

      The truth was I felt like I was standing on the edge of a cliff. No, I was leaning over the edge. Way over the edge. Midas’s hand in mine was all that kept me from tumbling onto the jagged rocks below. If he let go, or I did, I would fall and be smashed to bits.

      Hand to my chest, I considered I might be having a heart attack. Not about the Midas stuff, though it was terrifying in its own way, but the Natisha stuff. The fae stuff.

      Even Midas, who I had stamped my name on, had fae blood. A lot of it.

      Seven hearts.

      Seven deaths.

      Seven more black marks on my soul.

      Who bargained life for death? Apparently Natisha. Not a life for a life. A life for seven lives.

      And Midas and I had agreed to pay it.

      I would have hunted the coven down, likely killed them, but I wouldn’t have hacked out their hearts and tucked them—still beating—into magical boxes designed to keep the blood pumping. I was a killer, yes, but Ambrose didn’t play with his food.

      The overwhelming urge to call Adelaide for more comfort left me torn. The idea of having a sister, a real sister, one who cared about me, called and texted with me, watched bad movies and ate questionable takeout with me, spent holidays with me or invited me to spend them with her, hurt almost as bad as losing my brothers. I wanted that connection, but I couldn’t call only to dump on her. That wasn’t a relationship. That was free therapy.

      “Are you going to puke?” Remy demanded from behind the wheel of my Swyft ride home from the den, a solo run since Midas was required to stay behind with Natisha until her half of the bargain had been fulfilled. The silence of the last twenty minutes must have finally stomped on her last nerve. “This car is a loaner, remember? Stick your head out the window or something.”

      Swallowing my panic, I cracked a window and breathed in the fresh air. “That’s how you did it.”

      “Did what? You’re not making sense.” She squinted at me. “Did you eat or drink anything that healer gave you?”

      Ignorant about fae I might be, but I wasn’t that clueless. Anyone who ever read a fairy tale knew better.

      “You held down multiple jobs by sending your halves to work for you.”

      “Oh, that.” She laughed. “How did you think I paid for my sweet, sweet ride?”

      “Why were you surprised when I saw one of your halves then? They must be visible if they function independent of you.” A prickle lifted the hairs on my nape. “Have I ever interacted with them and thought they were you?”

      “They’re as real as I am until they run out of juice. By the time they limp back to me, they’re ghosts.” She snorted. “Leave it to a necromancer to be able to see ghosts.” She let me answer the last question for myself then cut her eyes toward me. “What about your shadow? I can’t see it, but my halves can. What is it? For that matter, what are you?”

      “Tired.” Forehead pressed to the glass, I wished for its clarity. “Very tired.”

      “What’s gotten into you?” She cut her eyes toward me. “Are you sick for real?”

      “Fae are everywhere.”

      “Tell me something I don’t know.” She scoffed. “I saw an ex-boyfriend last month who ought to still be tied to a marble pillar at the bottom of the sea. Yet there he was, walking around and flirting. Things that got him in trouble in the first place. I’ve a good mind to tell his wives. Bet they drown him for real this time.”

      Pretty sure the sizzling and popping in my ears was my brain. “I’m not sure I can do this job.”

      “You’re banging a fae.” She squinted at me. “They can’t freak you out that much.”

      “I’m not banging Midas.” Just cuddling him. And it was just the one time. So far. “And he’s got warg in him, human in him.”

      “You’re in the car with me,” she pointed out. “You took it all in stride until now. What’s up?”

      We reached the Faraday before I found a way to answer without telling her anything.

      “I have a lot to think about” seemed like the safest exit strategy.

      “Did you look over those numbers?” She locked me in as my fingers brushed the latch. “Peachy Keen?”

      Until she mentioned it, I had forgotten I owned a franchise, let alone had an employee on the clock.

      “I’ll do it first thing at dusk,” I promised. “We need to discuss your salary anyway.”

      “Seven employees for the price of one. That’s all I’m saying.”

      Seven was definitely today’s lucky, or unlucky, number.

      “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      Out on the sidewalk, I caught a whiff of fried chicken as the wind shifted, and my stomach made pleading noises. Tired of its whining, I decided to hoof it the three blocks to Ben’s Fried Chicken and pick up a bucket. Or two. And sides. Probably dessert. They baked a mean pecan pie.

      Worry over Ford knotted my gut, but I couldn’t remember the last time I had eaten real food, and café mochas only stretched so far. I was running on fumes, so I might as well fuel up while it was on my mind. Plus, the walk would do me good. Let me burn off some of my nervous energy and give me time to wrap my head around everything that had happened tonight.

      Service was quick, my order ridiculous, and my appetite…gone.

      Good thing chicken reheated well. I would be eating this for days.

      After lugging my haul back to the Faraday, I paused to shove a bucket of wings at Hank before entering the lobby. I rode the elevator up to my floor, let myself into my apartment, and flipped on the lights, part of me dreading the quiet.

      Across the far wall, Ambrose cocked his shadowy head but then lost interest.

      “Your bed smells like Midas.”

      Thanks to Ambrose’s unintentional warning, I didn’t wet my pants at the sound of Bishop’s voice.

      “Last time I saw you,” I said, closing the door behind me and carrying my bounty into the kitchen, “you were licking your chops and inviting me over for dinner.”

      An olive tint made Bishop’s skin glow with health, and his glossy chestnut hair glinted beneath the lights. His eyes flashed emerald fire, bright and manic but alive. I didn’t want to know how many people had died to bring him back from the brink. I told myself Linus must know how he fed and allowed him to hunt. I told myself it was none of my business, that the boss’s okay was good enough for me. I told myself a lot of things to avoid feeling bad about how happy I was to see him.

      “Sorry about that.” He quirked a smile, patting the spot beside him. “Friends aren’t food and all that.”

      “Well, you had been recently tortured, starved, and who knows what else.” Once the fridge was bursting with food, I joined him in the living room. I sat to show him I wasn’t afraid, that even knowing what he was capable of, I trusted him not to hurt me now that he had regained his senses. “I assume you broke in for a reason?”

      “I wanted to thank you.” He sobered up quick. “You came for me.”

      “Do you know how hard it is to run a business and HQ and still find time to patrol the streets?”

      “The team filled me in.” He didn’t laugh, didn’t even smile. “You busted your ass to find me and bring me home, and I’m grateful.” He leaned forward, braced his forearms on his knees. “What you heard in the club…” He linked his fingers. “I’m sorry it came out that way. For what it’s worth, I think I would have told you one day.” He chuckled. “Maybe.”

      “You’re my friend.” I could no longer deny what was right in front of me. “I didn’t get that until it was taken away.”

      “You didn’t know who or what you were saving,” he pressed on. “Any regrets now that you do?”

      “Again, you’re my friend. The rest doesn’t matter.”

      Though eventually, after he fully recovered, I was so hitting him up about the moving-HQ thing.

      “You’re not going to ask who I am?” He searched my face. “Who I really am?”

      The beginnings of a smile itched the corner of my mouth. “Not unless you plan on asking me the same.”

      “Would you tell me the truth if I did?”

      “Do you honestly expect me to believe you don’t know?” I rolled my eyes when he got offended. “You stick your nose in everyone’s business.”

      “Linus warned me about you,” he admitted. “He gave me a list of symptoms to watch for, and it made me curious.” He shrugged. “I’m not going to bring it up again, but if you ever need a sympathetic ear, I’ve got two.”

      “I appreciate that.”

      “As much as I enjoy talking about my feelings, I had another purpose in mind for this visit.”

      “Oh?”

      “Linus was on the phone with me when he arrived at the den.” Bishop smiled, teeth on display. “He forgot to hang up before he entered into negotiations with Natisha.”

      Silence gonged through the room, deafening, and I was reminded why I asked Linus to mediate in the first place.

      “I overheard, on accident, the terms of the agreement with her.” Bishop’s expression darkened. “You can’t give her those hearts. Not even one. There’s a reason she’s asked you to get them.”

      “The bargain was struck on Midas’s behalf, not mine.”

      “You busted into the room—and into the negotiations—uninvited, failed to show the proper respect due to an elder, and claimed Midas in front of a very old, very bored fae looking to stir the pot.” A troubled expression knitted his brow. “Fae like her want to set the world on fire just to watch it burn. She doesn’t care she has descendants here. She doesn’t care this isn’t her world to destroy. She cares that someone has more power than she thinks they ought to, and she wants it for herself.”

      “What makes you think she won’t take the hearts back to Faerie with her and cause trouble there?”

      “Natisha has the equivalent of a day pass to Earth, issued by the Earthen Conclave, for the sole purpose of visiting Tisdale. It’s a family thing. They have no clue she came here to work magic.” His mouth quirked. “Let me rephrase. They know fae don’t visit mostly mortal relatives for no reason. There’s just nothing they can do, aside from declining her request, which could land them in hot water without proper justification.” His amusement waned. “She can’t come here without an escort, and she will be returned by the specified time or a bounty will be set on her head, and a marshal will come to hunt her down.”

      “Okay.” I still didn’t get it. I didn’t know enough about fae, Faerie, or the conclave.

      Guess it was time to learn. Good thing Linus lived for handing out homework assignments.

      “Those hearts are half fae and half witch,” he warned. “Half Faerie and half Earth. She can eat them, consume their power, and become a realm walker. Trust me. You don’t want that to happen. She might have no agenda now, but one day she’ll run out of bugs to pull the wings off at home and come calling.”

      “That’s not a gwyllgi power, is it? The faeborn ones, I mean?”

      “Old fae are not what or how they began, and she’s a healer. She has a specific type of magic that will allow her to absorb the coven magic into her cells, into her bones.” He let me wrap my head around that. “You understand who she is?”

      “Midas told me she’s one of Tisdale’s relatives, that Natisha’s true name has been passed down through the generations.”

      “That’s mostly accurate.” Bishop stood and began pacing. “Natisha is the origin of their line.” He cut me a look. “The pack jokes that Midas is a prince and his sister a princess, and they don’t get how close they are to the truth. There’s a reason their pack harbors so many old ones. Their bloodline is not pure but well-documented. Their foremother is living. That gives Tisdale, and her kids, the kind of prestige fae get off on.”

      “The story about how they came to be…” I watched him. “How true is it?”

      “Very.” He paused, hooking his hands on his hips. “She crossed realms when she was young, back when it was easier, when there was no Earthen Conclave to stop fae from doing what they wanted with humans. She mated a warg and bore him children, but she grew tired of Earth. She wanted to go home. Being half-human, her lover had no intentions of joining her in Faerie. He knew there were no laws to protect one such as himself or their children. They would be mocked at best, hunted at worst.”

      The easy way he told the story, as if he had been there to witness the birth of a species, froze my tongue.

      “Natisha returned to Faerie alone, and Archimedes—her warg lover—remained on Earth to raise their offspring and establish his own pack, where their children would be free of persecution. Over time, other gwyllgi from Faerie visited his pack to witness the curiosity of it, sometimes leaving pregnant lovers behind, which strengthened the Kinase pack magic and fueled the spread of other earthborn gwyllgi packs throughout this world.” Bishop pointed at the ceiling, as if punctuating the end of his speech. “That is your boyfriend’s origin story, kid.”

      A migraine set up camp behind my left eye, and I felt every spike from the tent stakes getting hammered in. “So what you’re telling me is Natisha might have a bone to pick with Tisdale, and her pack.”

      “Archimedes is dust, and so are their children, but fae memory—pack memory—is a different beast. Natisha might be stewing in her den in Faerie, spending her time devising ways to punish Archimedes, without noticing he’s long gone. He was a warg, no fae in him. He lived longer than a human, but he still died, and she may not grasp that.”

      “She’s been here at least twice in Midas’s lifetime alone. How could she not understand he’s dead?”

      “You know how old humans can go senile?” He shrugged. “Old fae have the same problem. Except there are no nursing homes in Faerie. They’re left to live on their own, do what they will, and everyone hopes the next house they set on fire convinced their lover is having an affair is their neighbor’s and not theirs.”

      To borrow from him, I quoted, “That’s oddly specific.”

      “I had a firebug for a girlfriend once.”

      Uncertain if that was a classification of fae or what, I let it go. “This would be so much easier to understand if you people spoke in straight lines.”

      “You people?” He sucked in a breath, hand on his heart. “Now my feelings are hurt.”

      “Please. I get called corpse-raiser as a term of endearment, and Midas routinely tells me I’m not funny.”

      “Life gets complicated, huh? You leave the door cracked, and the floodgates open.”

      “How do I keep from drowning?”

      “You’re a better friend than you think.” He puffed up, ready to argue when I shot him a quelling glance. “Whatever happened before, whoever you were then, you’re not her now. You’ve grown, changed.” He shook his head. “You came for me. You brought me home. Do you know how rare that is?”

      “You would have done the same for me.”

      “Damn straight, I would have, and Linus would have been right there beside me. Midas and Ford too.” He hesitated. “You inspire loyalty, the same as he does.” He meaning Linus. “You can’t be all bad if people want to follow your lead.”

      Unless it turned out I was the head lemming, leading them over the cliff and into the sea to their doom.

      “There’s one more thing.” He searched the futon mattress for the zipper and stuck his hand into the thick batting. “I solved your sleepwalking mystery.” He pulled out a square purse the size of his palm, its leather a weird pink shade. “It’s a gris-gris bag.”

      “How did they get it into my apartment?”

      Its unwelcome presence in my home explained why I had heeded its call at my apartment but not at the base.

      “They didn’t.” He lifted his hand, and the charm uncoiled from its braided thong. “Snowball hid it before her untimely demise.”

      “Why bother with subterfuge?” She had us all wrapped around her little finger there for a while. “She could have spun a lie to get me there.”

      “Best guess? She wanted to keep her paws clean. Let the gris-gris do the dirty work, and she could keep her spot on the inside with the pack. The intel she gathered as Midas’s right-hand woman would have been invaluable to their operation.”

      “I thought gris-gris were protective or for luck.”

      “Corrupt witches, corrupt magic.” He tucked it in his pocket. “They were luring you to the club. That was the idea. I’m guessing you have your ‘wraith’ to thank for it not working. He must have been snacking on its magics, which kept it from working properly. Either he got full, and it started messing with your mind, or it was rigged to go out with a bang, and the flare overwhelmed him and finally pushed you toward the club.”

      “Ambrose isn’t the saving the day type.”

      “I’m not saying you should trust him, but I am saying he was probably the only thing that kept you from walking into their trap. He woke you both times you stumbled into that alley. He might have taken his sweet time, but he got the job done.” He spotted my shadow on the wall doing a great Hadley impersonation. “The coven was thirteen strong. They got cocky. But with Iliana and Siemen pushing up daisies, the rest weren’t willing to tango with you while you were conscious. They couldn’t risk losing more members. I’d be willing to bet it was his idea to go up to Midas’s apartment. A cry for help, if you will.”

      Guess I owe you an apology, I thought to my darker half. You weren’t trying to kill us after all.

      Ambrose protecting me stretched my imagination too thin. It was easier to believe he had gotten snackish and was hiding his treat stash from me so I wouldn’t take it away from him than he cared whether I lived or died. Though, bound as we were, he might not get set free upon my death, ready to shop for a new host. He might die too. True death. Poof. Gone forever. That reality check had to smart.

      I was turning that over in my mind when the door pushed open, giving me a start.

      Expecting Midas, my heart did this stupid hop, flip, jump, and then went still.

      “Ford?” I shot to my feet, heart in my throat for a different reason. “How are you?”

      “Cured.” He walked in, spotted Bishop, and nodded to him. “I’m still throwing up…” He pinched his lips together like admitting it might summon more upset. “You don’t want to know.”

      “I’ll catch you later.” Bishop tousled my hair the way a sibling might. “Ford, I’m glad you lived to tell the tale.”

      “I’m sorry,” he began. “About everything.”

      “You’re fine.” Bishop waved it off. “These things happen.”

      Not really, but Ford and I both accepted the sentiment.

      “I’ll leave you kids with this happy thought.” Bishop mashed his lips into a thin line. “Having both of you here will save me from repeating myself. You’re both too plugged in to the community for the coven to take you over with any success. They couldn’t fake you for long, so that makes you liabilities instead of opportunities.”

      “Enter the Martian Roaches,” I realized. “They could fake us long enough to do minimal damage without costing the coven more members, and the end result is death. Neat and tidy.”

      “You’re not thinking big enough.” He exhaled slowly. “The incubation period is short, and you’re both gateways to major coven opposition in the city.”

      “They wanted us to spread the sickness through our people,” Ford growled, fists curling at his sides. “They wanted to wipe us out from the inside.”

      “Based on what I overheard, yeah. That’s my guess. The OPA would survive. There’s not enough contact between members for it to be an issue, but the pack?” Bishop shook his head. “They would be decimated within a matter of days.”

      “Gaining control of you would have changed that,” I said quietly. “You know all of us.”

      Full names, addresses, phone numbers. Next of kin, allergies, friends. Absolutely everything.

      Bishop pasted on a smile. “Then let’s be glad their magic didn’t stick.”

      “I had contact with others after I was…” Ford bit off the rest. “No one else got infected.”

      “No one we know of,” Bishop countered, and wasn’t that a reality check. “The cameras in the alley didn’t happen to turn themselves off on the days Hadley went wandering.”

      “You think the coven already has an inside man.” I rubbed my forehead. “That’s…not great.”

      “No, kid, it’s not.” Bishop gave me a nod. “See you at dusk.”

      For reasons of his own, he left through the window rather than the front door. Then again, using the lobby meant walking a gauntlet for him and Ford with their disappearances fresh on the pack’s mind. I could see him wanting to avoid the stares and the whispers until he was back to one hundred percent.

      “Sit down.” I nudged Ford toward the futon. “You still look wobbly.”

      “As a colt trying out his legs for the first time,” he agreed and eased down. “I’m about to crash, but I had to stop in and say this.” He waited for me to sit beside him. “Thank you for all you did, for all you’re going to do, to save me.”

      Squirming on the spot, I wanted to blow off his thanks, but the words got stuck in my throat.

      “I’m glad you’re okay.” I took his hand. “We thought we’d lost you.”

      The we did it, put a fresh wrinkle in his brow. There hadn’t been a we before, not really.

      “The experience gave me fresh perspective for sure.” He cupped my cheek. “It’s made me realize I ought to fight harder for what I want and not put off today what might not happen if tomorrow never comes.”

      A twisting sensation writhed in my gut, and I eased back from him. “Ford…”

      “Can a fella get a goodbye kiss?” He searched my face. “I shouldn’t ask, but I’m going to do what I shouldn’t, just this once.”

      “Sure.” I seized control of the moment, leaning in and pressing my lips against his stubbly cheek. “There you go. One kiss as requested. I hope this isn’t goodbye, though.”

      “Farewell to a dream.” He lowered his hand, which he hadn’t moved from my cheek. “All that talk about fighting, and I’m already in retreat.”

      “You heard me when I said no. That’s not a retreat. You laid down your arms.” I winked. “Let’s call this a truce.”

      “I really do like you, Lee. More than that, I admire you.” He pushed to his feet. “It’s my luck you’d fall for my best friend instead of me.”

      “You’re a good man. You deserve someone you can take home to your momma with pride. That’s the mate I wish for you, the one you deserve.”

      “That’s what appeals to you about Midas?”

      He didn’t come right out and say Midas was broken, but it’s not like we both didn’t know.

      “Aside from his flowing locks and movie star good looks, you mean?”

      “I could go blond, maybe get a nose job.” He winked at me. “Nothing a glamour couldn’t cure.”

      “Midas…” I struggled how to put it into words. “He doesn’t want to like me, but he does. His life would be easier if he could stop, but he can’t. There are too many obstacles between us for this to ever work, but he keeps trying anyway.”

      “That sounds complicated.”

      “Our courtship is a complication I don’t need this year. And being with the future alpha? It’s terrifying. There are too many reasons to list why I ought to send him packing in six weeks then get back to my life and my plans.” I exhaled. “I had such simple goals when I got here. Now everything is upside down.”

      “If you don’t love him already,” he said, surprise plain on his face, “you’re headed in that direction.”

      “Does love feel like a headache?” I pointed to the center of my forehead. “About right here?”

      “Yeah.” He chuckled. “It often does.”

      “Will enough ibuprofen make it go away? Aspirin? Naproxen? Acetaminophen?”

      The headache or the maybe love, I wasn’t sure which I wanted gone.

      “Ah, no, darlin’.” He walked to the door. “What you got, there ain’t no cure for.”

      “Great.” I slumped down on the futon. “It’s always nice to hear a condition is terminal.”

      “Too soon.” He held up a hand. “Too soon.”

      “Sorry.” I winced. “I wasn’t thinking.”

      “You’ve had a busy few days.” He smiled warmly. “You’re allowed to not think for a while.”

      Ford left then, loaded down with takeout I shoved into his arms, and I spied Midas posted in the hall, ready to help his friend get where he was going.

      Midas had overheard the whole thing, gwyllgi hearing permitted nothing less, but he had issued Ford a free pass. Another one. But that was a battle for another day.

      Alone in my apartment, I grabbed a shower and washed the night out of my hair. I hadn’t been in pajamas long when the door opened yet again.

      Midas walked in with a bag slung over his shoulder, a pillow tucked under his arm, and a blanket fisted in his hand.

      “I got Ford settled in upstairs. Bishop volunteered an LPN, so she’ll be sitting with him.”

      “Bishop is a helpful guy.” I eyed Midas’s baggage. “Are you on your way to a sleepover, Goldie?”

      “You’re not braiding my hair.” He crossed to the futon and set down his things. “Or painting my nails.”

      “Then what fun are you?” I patted his mountain of belongings. “What’s going on here?”

      “During courtship, potential mates are encouraged to spend as much time together as possible.”

      “Mmm-hmm.”

      Hand curving around the strap on his bag, Midas made as if to lift it again. “I don’t have to stay.”

      “But you don’t want to go.”

      “Do you want me to go?”

      “Are you crazy?” I threw his pillow at him. “You’re the best big spoon I’ve ever had.”

      The compliment was silly and offhand, but it made him smile.

      Oh, yeah. He definitely thought I was funny. Clearly he had gone into denial to avoid outright hysterics.

      “I ordered dinner.” He caught the pillow and sat next to me. “Chinese, Japanese, and Thai.”

      “Hungry?”

      “I’m gwyllgi. What do you think?”

      “That I’m lucky you stopped biting me when you did?”

      “I could bite you again,” he offered, his gaze falling to my throat.

      “I’ve learned my lesson,” I lied. “I won’t be so literal next time.”

      Also a lie.

      “You could bite me.”

      The offer stumped me, the absolute last thing I expected from him. “Would you like me to?”

      Dropping his gaze to his pillow, he shrugged but didn’t say anything else.

      Biting was a dominance thing. Or that’s how I interpreted it. Between potential mates? Did it count as foreplay? Or was it another way of determining hierarchy? This time between us?

      “What if I don’t stop at one nibble? What if I gobble you down whole?”

      Another shrug, color flooding his cheeks.

      “Hmm.”

      He flicked a glance at me, face still hot, hands clenched in his pillow.

      Midas wanted this. He really wanted this. My teeth in his skin. Maybe even craved it. Until he bit me, he might not have realized how much. I didn’t have to understand the urge to satisfy it, not when leaving a mark of my own appealed to me on multiple levels.

      “Okay, Goldie.” I ripped the squished pillow from his arms, tearing away his flimsy barrier. “Remember, you asked for this.” Careful of his reaction, I straddled his lap, and I had to grin when his hands came to rest on my hips. “Do you have a preference?” I leaned in, brushed my lips over his. “Here?” Tracing the line of his jaw with my tongue, I raked my teeth over the tender spot beneath his ear. “Or here?”

      A powerful shudder rippled through him. His hands flexed, clenching tighter, and he rasped, “There.”

      Chill bumps rose under my tongue when I swirled it over his skin. “You mean here?”

      “Yes,” he panted, his hips restless beneath mine. “There.”

      “All right.” I linked my arms around his neck. “Since you asked so nicely.”

      Nuzzling the damp spot, I waited for his indrawn breath, until the dent from his fingertips promised bruises, then I bit him hard. I didn’t break the skin, didn’t draw blood, and the slow punch of his breath leaving his lungs made me wonder if that hadn’t been a mistake. Gwyllgi were a physical, violent breed. I might have to learn to play rough if it kept his heart pounding where our chests met, his eyes cloudy with desire and want and need instead of ghosts and pasts and darkness.

      Smacking my lips, I pressed a gentle kiss to the hurt. “Tastes like chicken.”

      Midas wrapped his arms around me, holding me close, breathing me in, laughing because frak yeah, I was hilarious. “Are you sure you’re in this?”

      The mission or the relationship, he could have meant either. I didn’t ask for clarification. I stepped onto the edge of that same cliff, my hand in his, and trusted he would keep me from falling. “Yes.”
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