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    To the man who gave me his name.
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    It took a bit longer than we discussed, but it finally happened.


    I only wish you were here to see it.

  


  
    
Chapter 1

  


  
    Sometimes, it’s the small things that matter, and when I first saw my house, the only thing that mattered was the front porch. It was warped in places, with peeling gray paint, slightly askew support beams, and a floor so tilted that a marble placed at one end would happily roll its way to the other end before making a final leap for freedom off the side.


    In truth, the porch was one step away from a starring role in a Dali painting, but it was perfect for me. It held a solid bench, with strong wood slats and iron curlicues. If you sat on the bench you could gaze out over the open country, without a single neighbor in sight, and see the small watering hole slightly to the right of the house. It was the sort of porch that would inspire you to learn how to make a proper mint julep, just so you could sit on the porch and drink it. It wouldn’t have mattered if a home inspection revealed the place had termites. I’d still have bought it.


    I spent many days sitting just so, one hand holding a glass, feet propped against the railing and eyes fixed on the pond. I watched the water lap against the soil, the soft ripples showing that no matter how still and peaceful it appeared, underneath it teemed with life and power. I sat and soaked it all in, every last bit of that power, its essence more intoxicating than the most potent alcohol and far more sustaining.


    The water calmed me and evened out my rough patches, and for a long time I’d felt rougher than a strip of sandpaper. These days, I needed to be around water constantly. It had become the equivalent of a Prozac and energy drink cocktail, if the cocktail held primordial magics.


    I liked my solitude. No, that’s not right. I treasured it. People can be extremely difficult creatures, what with their desire to talk to me, shake my hand, or swap life stories. These aren’t things I do, not anymore. Talking might lead to emotions, and since I never knew what direction mine would take or the effect they’d have, it was really best just to avoid them altogether. Besides, when you’re a woman whose life story was the stuff of creation mythology, it was best to keep it to yourself. People were, quite simply, bad news.


    All things considered then, I should have been happy that it wasn’t entirely a person standing on my porch. Perhaps I wasn’t considering enough things.


    “What, no hello? Aidan, I’m hurt,” she said, with all the sincerity of a pit viper trying to convince you it’s not hungry. “I thought you’d be pleased to see me again.”


    The last time I’d seen my former best friend, I’d been cramming all my worldly goods into a suitcase while sobbing hysterically—the big gulping kind of sobs that make everyone look like an oversized child—that I never wanted to see her again. Apparently, I’d been too subtle.


    “Not quite sure where you got that idea,” I said. I kept my eyes fixed on her, but I refused to move an inch from my spot on the bench. I was scared she might take the smallest twitch as a sign of welcome. Sera never did have any problem stretching an inch into a mile long enough to double as a runway for a 767.


    She didn’t seem too bothered. She slid her jean-covered bottom down the railing until it was perched on one of the steps, then drew an aluminum water bottle from her backpack. The smart bet would be on that bottle holding something other than water. She seemed, worryingly, to be planning on staying for at least several minutes.


    “Dramatic as always, I see,” she said, taking a swig.


    I snorted. “Dramatic? Me? A fire calling a water dramatic? If that isn’t the pot calling the banana black.”


    She shrugged. “Well, when the particular banana is rotten...”


    I was not going to rise to the bait. I was not going to... “I’ve just been sitting here. Quietly minding my own business, in my little house that none of you are supposed to know about. You’re the one who shows up without any warning, sits on my porch and starts annoying me. I would have accepted a letter, phone call, or even a smoke signal as a less dramatic option.”


    She said nothing, just stared at me with those eyes so dark they were almost black. While my gray eyes traitorously revealed every thought I ever had, hers were nearly impenetrable. That had always driven me crazy. “What?” I finally asked.


    “I’m just waiting for you to stand and demand that I leave immediately, so I can win this ridiculous argument.” One side of her mouth quirked. Just that small quirk, and I gave up. There’s no fighting with someone who thinks everything is a joke. I used to laugh at everything with her, and it seemed that a part of me still wanted to. Granted, that part was buried deep under a whole mess of cranky, but to my surprise it was still there, and she knew the instant it came to life. “Lemonade?” she offered.


    It was, of course, the Lynchburg variety, but I couldn’t say it wasn’t welcome. Apparently, when a key figure from a past you’re desperate to forget charges back into your life, booze is an excellent place to start. “What are you doing here?”


    “I’m getting the band back together. It’s a mission from God.” She quoted The Blues Brothers, a movie we used to watch over and over during late nights in our dorm room.


    I had no reply, so I just raised an eyebrow and took another swig. A longer one this time. I could play the wait-and-stare game, too. I made it at least five seconds. “No, seriously, of all the places you could be sitting, why are you on my front porch? There are hundreds of thousands of porches in this country. Maybe even millions. Most of them are located in far hotter climates than central freaking Oregon, and you can sit and roast your fiery ass for hours on end. All you can do here is freeze and wonder if the rain is going to stop sometime before July. This is not the place for you. It can never be the place for you. And that is why I live here.”


    Sera looked at me, and all the walls I’d built between us meant nothing. She’d been my best friend once, my ultimate partner in crime, and years ago there’d been no one who knew me better. Her gaze told me that she still knew me, and she believed I meant everything I said, and it didn’t matter to her one bit. She was about to upend my world entirely, because that’s what Sera did. I moved to the railing and stared at my pond, drawing on its energy for comfort. “Tell me what it is.”


    She waited to speak until I turned to face her. She leveled that direct stare at me, any hint of levity completely gone. “It’s Christopher,” she said. “He was murdered last week.” Her voice offered no softness or pity for being the bearer of this news, though she knew exactly what he’d meant to me. The words were angry and pointed, wielded like a weapon.


    The bottle slipped from my fingers, landing with a clatter I barely heard. I felt my porch, the only safe place I’d known for the last decade, buckle beneath me. Sera watched me with those impossible eyes, and even as I knew what she would say next, I dreaded it. “It’s happening again, Aidan. We didn’t stop it, after all.”


    Yeah, there it was.


    We moved inside the house. It no longer felt right to sit on the porch, pretending I could still find tranquility in my former haven. Sera had just made it abundantly clear that my feeling of safety was never more than an illusion. Plus, outside felt too exposed right now. What I really wanted was to find a dark corner, plant my back against it and hiss at anything that came too close. Instead, I angled one of my rickety kitchen chairs into one corner of the breakfast nook.


    I noticed Sera had done the same on the other side. Logically, we knew we were probably safe, but if we’d learned one thing ten years ago, it was that logic played a very small role in your life when your friends started dying.


    Sera filled her mug with hot tea and took a sip, having apparently decided to cut back on alcohol once it became clear we were in for a long night. I had not yet come around to her way of thinking, and a bottle of bourbon sat between us. I figured that as long as I was still bothering to pour it into a glass with ice rather than tipping directly from the bottle, I wasn’t drinking too much.


    Sera looked around, silently appraising the modest room and its tidy, worn belongings. “Considering the age of your family, I assumed you’d have a bigger trust fund than this house would indicate.”


    I promptly topped up my glass. If I didn’t try to drown my liver, I might soon be drowning her. “I paid cash, everything I could withdraw quickly. I didn’t want a record of the transaction.”


    “I know. False name on the deed, no cars registered in your name, even though I saw one outside.” I shrugged. When you’re brought up by people who live ten times longer than the average human, you learn a thing or two about falsifying paperwork. “Every few years, you would pop up, take out a decent amount of money, each time from a different branch—the furthest one was in Missoula, right?—and then you would disappear again.”


    “How long have you been tracking me?”


    Her mouth twisted, a quick grimace of distaste. “I didn’t want to, but I found I actually cared whether you were alive or dead. I needed to know that you were still alive—though not, apparently, doing a lot of living. Have you been a fucking hermit all this time?”


    “My life is fine, and none of your business. And I love this house.”


    “This is a building, not a life. And you’ve turned it into a prison. You need people to have a life, Ade. Otherwise, you’re just killing time and waiting for death. Are you even in contact with your family? Your mother or any of the aunts?”


    The conversation was taking an undesirable turn, and I abruptly changed the subject. “Tell me what happened.”


    She stirred her tea, watching me the entire time. “He was found in a campsite by the lake. He was lying on his back, with his mouth and lungs stuffed full of dirt. Suffocated.”


    I looked up in surprise. “It was an earth?” Sera nodded. It was unexpected. Earths, like waters, were supposed to be slow to anger. With magic rooting them to the land, they were literally too grounded to get worked up about most things. As for waters, we were supposed to go with the flow and simply move past things. No one knew why I’d gone so wrong in that particular regard. I always had been a contrary bastard.


    “Poor Christopher. He didn’t deserve that.” The words were flat and weak. I might as well have been complaining that a customer left him a shoddy tip. But the words to express the rage, fear, and sorrow coursing through me didn’t exist. Christopher had once been my closest friend next to Sera, before everything changed. He’d also been human.


    Many elementals live their entire lives as humans, never knowing another way. Sera and I were different. We were both children of the old ones, able to trace our family trees back to the dawn of creation. To be fair, the old ones live a really long time, so that wasn’t as difficult as it might sound. While many had chosen to mate with humans in those long ago days, my family was a bit pickier. Or they were bigger snobs, depending on your perspective. Water bred to water ten times before my mother came along and broke the chain by dallying with a human.


    My entire family bore the stamp of that history, every last one of us tall and slight, with blond hair and grey eyes. Basically, we looked like really delicate Scandinavians. We even held one of the old surnames, Brook. Elementals do have a tendency to be ridiculously literal at times. Case in point: Sera’s last name was Blais. She was the child of a full-blooded father and half-fire mother, making her one of the strongest elementals I’d ever known outside of my own family. She had the pure look of her people about her, as well, with her black eyes and dark, wild hair, and that muscled, compact body that always seemed ready to spring into action.


    No one ever expected two elementals from such different old families to become friends, but it happened almost the minute we met. I was on my own for the first time, free from the burden of an overprotective mother who had reluctantly agreed that I could attend university and interact with the human world.


    Over time, Sierra University had become an open secret amongst elemental families. It was located mere feet from Lake Tahoe, protected by the jagged mountains of the Sierra Nevadas and far from any major cities. It appealed to earth, water, and ice equally. I’d never understood how Sera had ended up there. She’d muttered something about her father wanting her to broaden her horizons, then huddled around the fire pit on the deck. In the end, she spent a lot of time in the sauna, signed up for every summer class she could manage, and often disappeared from January through March. It seemed to work for her.


    On our own for the first time, after years of being closely watched by the old ones, we delighted in our newfound freedom. We kept up with our schoolwork, but only enough that our parents would continue to fund four years of drunken carousing. We spent nights hitting the various dive bars, exploring the novelty of human boys and liquor. During the day we sat on the deck overlooking the lake. I’d recharge from the water while Sera soaked up energy from the fire pit. Friends would stop by without invitation and were always welcome. The days were as close to perfect as any I’ve ever known—at least they were, before people started dying.


    Our independence offered an additional, unexpected perk. We learned to love the humans that surrounded us and learned to love the humanity within ourselves. Raised amongst the old ones, we’d been taught that humans were impetuous, argumentative, ruled by their emotions. They were all those things, and more, and we loved them for it.


    For the first time, my human half was allowed free rein. I didn’t need to hide my emotional core or disguise intense feelings under the gentle exterior that was the defining trait of waters. I laughed rather than smiled, fought rather than disagreed, and fucked rather than mated. For a few years, I was nearly human, and I loved it. It broke my heart when I could no longer be a part of that world. Even if it had been her only crime, for that alone, I could not forgive Sera.


    Christopher had been a bartender at one of our regular haunts, and we decided to adopt him. In the early days of our friendship, we both attempted to draw his attention with our newly discovered feminine wiles, but he remained unmoved. He became our friend instead, teaching Sera how to grill and me how to drive. In hindsight, he was too smart to have any interest in two determined party girls whose primary objective in life was the search for more trouble than they’d found the night before, but we were really the ones who came out ahead in that deal. He was our big brother, and while he may never have known what we truly were, that never stopped us from loving him. He’d always been so full of life, so exuberant, that it was impossible to imagine him gone.


    Sera drew me out of my reverie with a quick rap of her fingernails against the table. “Of course he didn’t deserve it. I’m here because I want to know if you’re going to keep being a stubborn asshole determined to hide away from the world, or if you’re going to help stop these killings before they get out of control again.”


    An insistent and thoroughly annoying part of me whispered that she was right, but I didn’t get to be a stubborn asshole without fighting the obvious. “First of all, I am not hiding from the world. I very deliberately told the world to fuck off and decided that I needed a bit of alone time. You know, to process.” I bit out those last two words, making them an accusation. I didn’t need to say what I was processing. Sera damn well knew.


    “You’ve been processing for nearly ten years now. I never realized you were so very… well, slow.” She said this solemnly, as though worried about hurting my delicate feelings.


    “Do not diminish this. Do not.” I took a deep breath. I knew she was trying to bait me, and yet I was finding it very hard not to rise to her taunts. Carefully, through gritted teeth, I said, “They are dead, Sera, and we didn’t stop it. Hell, we caused it. I can’t get over that. I’ve tried.”


    “I don’t believe for one moment that you have made any attempt to actually deal. You’ve had a decade for talk therapy, aversion therapy, cognitive behavioral therapy, or freaking aromatherapy, and I’m certain you haven’t tried a thing.” She looked pointedly around my silent kitchen, and with a broad gesture indicated the vast emptiness of the land outside my door. “You are hiding, not processing. You’ve been hiding from the past, from me, from yourself. You’re going to stop eventually, and I think people being murdered again should be a damn good motivator.”


    “And that is where you and I have always differed. There is no getting over what we did, and the fact that you can even ask shows how little you remember. I loved Chris, too, but I’m not putting myself in a situation where I could hurt people again. And last I checked, our involvement hardly indicated a safe, controlled situation. So stop asking.”


    Sera shook her head. “I can’t. I remember how bad that night was, I do. But I believe that things will be different this time, because I have to believe that. Otherwise, I’d have to ignore Chris’s murder, and I know you wouldn’t ask me to do that. I don’t believe you can ignore it, either.”


    It was a low blow, but she was right. I remembered his warm face, laughing, always laughing, while he poured a Manhattan or hauled me out of a snow drift I’d blundered into. The way he hugged you with his entire body, making you feel, for that moment, like the absolute center of his world. No, I couldn’t ignore this. “What makes you so sure it’s the same thing? One death—horrible, yes, but just the one—does not necessarily indicate a serial killer, even if he was found in one of the campsites. He was killed by earth, not ice.”


    I closed my eyes. Unbidden, images from my nightmares projected onto my lids, the flames insistently consuming any peace I hoped to find. I snapped my eyes open. For a moment, the afterimage of the fire superimposed itself onto my vision, causing Sera to burn in my kitchen. I shook my head to clear the image. “Sera, he’s dead. I was there, remember? He can’t be back. He can’t.”


    “I don’t know if he’s back or not, or if that’s even possible. I don’t know if it’s the same man, or someone new. What I do know is that Chris is not the first death. Someone else was killed and disposed of in the same way. Chris was not a random killing, either. We started dating a couple of weeks ago.” She gave me a moment to let this sink in, for the full meaning to become clear. “I don’t know if it would have become serious. It doesn’t matter. He died because the wrong person decided he was too close to me.” She stopped talking long enough to grab the bottle and dump a slug of bourbon into the inch of tea that remained in her cup. She gulped it down and met my eyes.


    For once she let me see everything buried beneath the surface. It was raw and wild, anger and pain so untamed it knocked the breath from my body. When she spoke, her careful words were a sharp contrast to the chaos that danced within her eyes. “I am the reason he died, and I cannot forget that. I don’t care if you think your power is uncontrolled or dangerous. Honestly, I don’t care what you think. You left me when I needed you as much as you needed to be alone. I haven’t forgotten that, either. But you are the most powerful water I know, and I need all the help I can get to find the bastard who took Christopher from me. I need you, and I am done respecting your space and giving you alone time and hoping you just deal and forgive yourself and maybe even forgive me. This argument is over. If I have to burn this house down around your ears to get you to move, you are leaving here with me.” There was no indication she did not mean every single word.


    I wanted to fight her, just on principle. I didn’t want to believe she was right. But no matter what I said, I couldn’t stay here and ignore Chris’s death. I could manage a few days in Tahoe, long enough to figure this out. Besides, if Sera was giving me a choice between being stubborn and keeping my wonderful, peaceful house, my house would win every time.


    Three hours later, we were barreling down US-97 in Sera’s ancient, rusted out Mustang with the heater cranked to somewhere between “sauna” and “fifth circle of hell.” It hadn’t taken me long to pack and close up the house. For all that I planned on living there forever, it turned out there wasn’t a lot of me there. No clutter to clear, no pets to feed, not even any plants to water. My version of peace appeared to be rather sterile. I packed a bag with a wide variety of blue jeans, cotton tops, scarves, and knit hats, knowing how erratic mountain weather can be in March. I checked the locks on the doors and windows and was done. It was a bit unsettling how easily I fit everything I needed for the foreseeable future into a small nylon duffel bag.


    The car was quiet for the first hour we were on the road, the air noticeably tense. A bit of emotional blackmail between former friends will have that effect on an otherwise pleasant road trip. The only noises since we’d left my home had been the quiet whoosh of the heater, the steady drum of rain against the windshield, and the wipers rhythmically sluicing it off.


    I took an undeniable pleasure in knowing that while Sera might have forced me to accompany her, the weather at least was unwilling to accommodate her warm weather-loving self. The wind whipped harder, pelting drops against the windows, and I grinned as I felt the power surge through my body, my skin tingling with contained energy.


    “No way. You actually still smile.” Either Sera had some preternatural peripheral vision or she still knew me more than I was comfortable admitting, because she never shifted her vision from the wet road before her. “I figured you gave that up with everything else.”


    “What, you think because I gave up our friendship when I left, I gave up enjoying life? Someone has a mighty fine opinion of herself.”


    “A well-deserved one, I might add. You have seen my ass, right?”


    It was a bit disconcerting how quickly we were falling into our old conversational patterns, the teasing and mock rivalry. The conversation may have lacked the lightness and affection from ten years ago, but the framework for our give-and-take, our two-woman comedy act that rarely amused anyone but us, was based on a history and mutual understanding that apparently needed more than ten years’ separation to truly disintegrate. As angry as I still was with her, I also found our reunion strangely comfortable.


    Denial, however, was far simpler than the mess of emotions that Sera’s return had evoked in me, and I didn’t bother to respond. Instead, I turned on the radio. Her car stereo was so old it still had one of those dials you could gently finagle, rather than a computerized system that allowed for little finesse. I swung the dial far to the left, hunting around the lower frequencies until I found what I was looking for, the college station based in Ashland that was currently playing some fiddle-based Americana. Smiling, I closed my eyes and leaned back in my seat.


    Just as the lively strings began to wend their way through my mind, filling it with optimism and even a little joy, I heard a decisive click. Sera had punched a cassette tape into the deck, causing 70s punk to replace my peaceful fiddles. As the sound of the Buzzcocks filled the car, she finally glanced over at me, grinning. “Driver chooses the music. Passenger shuts up and deals. You know the rules.”


    “Yes, but my music is so much better. And really, where do you even find cassette tapes in this century? Doesn’t everyone use compact discs these days?”


    Sera gaped at me.


    “What?” I asked.


    “Just how isolated have you been, Ade?” She shook her head in disbelief and continued driving.


    I waited until she was distracted passing an eighteen-wheeler and ejected the tape. Sera smacked my hand with more force than necessary and pressed her tape back into the deck. This devolved into a hand-slapping, button-pressing cat-fight that somehow led to us landing, quite by accident, on angry white dude talk radio.


    “Now see what you did?” we said at the same time, pointing accusatory fingers at the stereo. The simultaneous outburst, so unexpected and yet so familiar, served as a clear signal that the bickering was over. It was starting to feel a little too friendly for my comfort. I turned the radio off and leaned back in my seat, wondering again whether I really needed to leave my warm, safe home to follow Sera back into trouble.


    After many miles had passed, Sera spoke again. Her voice was quiet, and notably lacking any humor or insincerity. “It’s okay. You don’t have to feel guilty about liking me. Most of the time I’m still mad at you, too, but not always.” I glanced over. Her eyes were still on the road, her face as unreadable as ever. Only her tautly coiled body revealed the tension beneath her words. “I know that if we tried to be friends, it would mean dealing with a whole bunch of stuff you don’t want to deal with. But maybe we could stop hating each other long enough to try. Maybe.”


    Sera wouldn’t express this much vulnerability in an hour’s session on a therapist’s couch. The fact that she was willing to do so now only revealed how much she meant her words. And though I still believed that living separate lives was the best thing for both of us—or at least for me—I couldn’t help but respond to her emotional honesty. I might meet sarcasm with more and greater sarcasm, but I also met honesty with the same.


    I spoke as quietly as she did, my eyes equally fixed on the road. “It’s not that I don’t want to. Sometimes I miss you, or miss what we had. Of course I do. But we can’t be friends. I can’t go through that again, and I don’t believe you could either.”


    “That’s fair, except for one thing. We have never talked about what actually happened, and I’m not like you. I don’t run away from shit, and that night has been festering inside me since you left. So I’ll make you a deal, Ade. I’ll stop harassing you about the past when you finally have a long and honest talk with me about what happened that night. Do that, and I’ll call us done.”


    I turned to study her. Her face, with its perfect bronze skin, might have been a statue for all the feeling it revealed. More than anything, that lack of emotional affect told me how much she meant this, how important my response was to her. Silently, I nodded. Without turning her head, her mouth twitched a tiny bit, a fraction of a smile, and she nodded in turn.


    I stared out the passenger side window, watching the rivulets of water pour down the glass. The tiny streams slid along, pulled inexorably toward each other with the force of the wind, unable to resist merging and joining into single strands. I watched the water join and tried my best not to think about a single damn thing.

  


  


  


  
    
Chapter 2


    It took us just under three hours to drive from my home to Ashland, a small town near the California border. It probably should have taken us longer, but Sera was on a mission, noting every mile marker we passed with laser focus. Someone so obsessed with reaching our destination wasn’t going to be bothered with such pesky details as speed limits and passing laws. Ashland took us toward the coast and added an hour to the trip, but Sera was insistent that she needed to pick something up in the southern Oregon town.


    I kept quiet for the last hour or so of the drive, trying not to remember our final day together and failing utterly. The silence provided a fertile ground for my memories of that last night, and my thoughts rioted with horrific images of fire and smoke and empty eyes that would never see again. I dodged each memory as it appeared, only to find another thrown into my path, and there was no exit from my own mind. Again and again, I reached out to the rain, trying to find reassurance and strength in the water as it poured down.


    It pained me to admit it, but I knew Sera wasn’t entirely wrong. I’d made a tremendous effort to forget about that night and to deny the corrosive memories a stronger grip on my conscious mind than they already possessed. As it was, the damage they did to my subconscious was unavoidable, and it was crippling at times.


    It had taken two years before I stopped having nightmares every night, stopped waking to the sound of my own screams, my throat hoarse from shouting and my body drenched in sweat. My subconscious was never going to forget the broken bodies, the crackling sound as flesh caught fire and burned. It was never going to forget the thick columns of smoke that flooded the dawn sky as we made our escape, keeping our presence at the fire a secret from anyone who might have held us accountable for our actions.


    These days, I might make it several weeks between nightmares, but each morning that I awoke well-rested was still a welcome gift. I saw no reason to stir things up, now that I had finally found some semblance of peace. No, I decided, Sera was wrong. I didn’t need to discuss what happened that night. The memories were a part of me, and no amount of discussion would change that fact.


    “Chow time,” Sera announced, pulling into a gas station and interrupting my reverie. She handed me a twenty and pointed to the taco stand across the road. “Grab a roasted veggie burrito, five carne asada tacos and whatever you want.” I raised an eyebrow at her order, but she was busy swiping her credit card at the gas pump and missed my surprised face.


    Very few elementals eat meat, at least not those with at least one full-blooded grandparent. It’s not necessarily a big moral or health choice. It’s just that our connection to the natural world causes us to be a little too aware that, before it was dinner, the meat was a living creature. Being three-quarter and half-blooded, respectively, Sera and I never ate anything that had once been conscious. A few elementals were carnivores and even enjoyed reliving their prey’s life, but I secretly thought they had to be a bit psychotic. Perhaps Sera really had changed more than I thought.


    When I returned to the car, I handed the bag to her, schooling my face into a neutral, thoroughly non-judgmental expression. Apparently, I needed to practice that expression, because Sera took one look at my face and snorted. “It’s not for me, you idiot.” I glanced pointedly around the car, looking for any imaginary carnivores that might be hiding behind the seats. “It’s for Simon.”


    “Simon?”


    “Yep. You thought it was just going to be the two of us? Look, I don’t understand what happened that night any more than you do. It freaked me the fuck out, too, even if I did handle it with far more emotional maturity. But I don’t want a repeat. So we’re handling things a bit differently this time, just to be on the safe side. I’m calling in some reinforcements.” She put the car into drive and headed toward a residential section of town, turning from one tree-lined street onto another.


    I was suspicious of her logic. “More people can cause more things to go wrong. I don’t see how inviting some meat-eating sociopath along is going to make things safer.”


    “He’s not an elemental, so lay off the assumptions, Captain Judgypants. Simon might be odd on occasion, but he’s not a sociopath. We can use his help. He’s kind of a badass.”


    “Seriously? No one named Simon is a badass. Simons might be quality waiters or artists or coffee house denizens, but they are not badasses. Nominative determinism, I’m telling you. It works against the whole idea of Simonic badassery.” I nodded firmly, quite certain of the scientific merit behind my argument and pleased to have any excuse to argue with Sera.


    “I said ‘kind of.’ Also, you’re insane.”


    “Really? Name a single Simon who possesses an above average level of testosterone.”


    “I got two. Simon & Simon. Two crime-solving brothers so badass they got to follow Magnum P.I. in the 1980s primetime lineup. Gerald McRaney even wore a cowboy hat, so you know he was tough.”


    “First, they are fictional, and Simon is their last name. Your argument is invalid. Second, we’re not supposed to be old enough to remember the 80s in any form, and definitely not supposed to know or care who the hell Gerald McRaney is. If he heard you, your father would totally have words with you about your inability to blend effectively.”


    She shrugged, unconcerned. “He’d be too busy being horrified at my extensive knowledge of human television to worry about my lack of blending. And Simon & Simon totally counts. People believed in their badassery, and therefore Simon is a believable name for a badass. It’s a fact.” Before I had a chance to respond to her almost certainly flawed logic, Sera pulled into the driveway of a small single story house and beeped the horn. “We can’t go in,” she explained. “He still lives with his parents, so there’s a good chance we’d be stuck there for an hour.”


    I didn’t even need to crow about this obvious evidence against her argument. Simon himself appeared a minute later and made the argument for me. He was, at best, of average height, with a build that might have been called lithe by a generous person. Though it was hard to tell underneath his baggy striped sweater, I suspected thin was a more accurate descriptor. He wore grey skinny jeans and black Chuck Taylors and held a beat-up old messenger bag over one arm. With his pale skin, dark hair, and admittedly startling green eyes, he looked like nothing so much as a hipster Harry Potter. I glanced at Sera, unable to hide the smile pulling at my lips. “I’m sorry, I didn’t quite catch what you were saying. I’m fairly certain I need you to repeat it.”


    Sera rolled her eyes and grabbed the food bag from my hand. While Simon loaded his bag in the trunk, she opened up all five tacos and dumped the meat onto a paper plate. She placed the food on the back seat as Simon crawled into the back. “I knew you’d be hungry, so I brought dinner from the taqueria. They’re still your fave, right? Have at it.”


    I twisted around to introduce myself, only to find the back seat missing one Oregon hipster. In Simon’s place, head and body half out of his striped sweater, stood a sleek black cat with startling green eyes, busily devouring a plateful of Mexican steak. I turned back to Sera, who was blinking innocently at me. “I hope you don’t mind. His parents insist on feeding him nothing but free-range organic meat, and Simon does like his junk food. I thought he might appreciate this. But he claims the meat tastes better in animal form, so he shifted.”


    “He’s a cat.” I have never had a problem stating the obvious.


    “He’s a shifter. I know you’ve heard of them.”


    “He’s a freaking housecat.”


    “Ade, the term is shifter.”


    “Sera, there is a were-housecat sitting in your back seat, and you know him well enough to be familiar with his eating habits. Are there some things you haven’t told me?”


    She started the car and headed back to the highway. Behind


    us, Simon finished eating and began washing his muzzle, his little pink tongue darting out and swiping across his whiskers in a distinctly feline manner. “I told you he was kind of a badass. I know your fangs and claws aren’t nearly as impressive as his. Plus, wait until you see him jump.” Grinning, she pushed a new tape into the player. As the sounds of The Clash filled the car, I wondered how my world had changed quite so dramatically in a single day.


    “Okay, if you don’t want me to call you a were-housecat again, it would help to have a bit more information about what you actually are.” Simon was once again in humanoid form. We’d tactfully averted our eyes when he shifted back and slid into his jeans, and he was currently reclining shirtless in the back seat. Considering the temperature at which Sera kept the car interior, I couldn’t fault him for that. I wished I could remove a few articles of clothing, myself.


    I awkwardly turned in my seat to face him and was immediately caught by his eyes. They really were stunning, with the slightest hint of a slit pupil. Now that I had seen him in his alternate form, it was hard to believe I’d ever thought the eyes belonged to a human. It just proved that everyone, even water elementals raised far from any humans, only saw what they expected to see. His eyes were a pure and intense bright green, without a single discoloration or other flaw. I imagined people constantly thought he wore colored contacts. I had a hard time looking away, which was actually for the best. It kept my eyes from straying downward to his naked torso. It turned out that lithe was a pretty good description, after all.


    Simon smiled at me, a slightly sardonic grin that would do the Cheshire Cat proud. “I thought you old ones claimed to know everything. Are you saying you actually aren’t familiar with shifters?” His voice was unexpectedly deep and lovely, with just a hint of gravel roughing up the top layer.


    “I’m not an old one, I’m…” the granddaughter of an incredibly old one and the daughter of a very old one. “Half-human,” I muttered. Simon didn’t seem too interested in that distinction. “Hey, I grew up in a small island community. We didn’t get a lot of outsiders. Or any outsiders, ever. I was taught that shifters were the stuff of myths,” I said, hoping I wasn’t causing offense. I’d also been told shifters could not possibly exist, because they’d be dreadful perversions of nature, but I decided Simon didn’t need to hear great-grandma’s opinions on that topic.


    He raised one single delicate eyebrow. “And you are not?” I opened my mouth to protest and found that I really had no comeback. “Indeed. You are a direct descendant of the earth’s primordial magic. So am I. It just took a slightly different path to arrive at me.” With one hand, he gracefully indicated his own magical body.


    “But I can trace my lineage back, literally, to the dawn of time. I know exactly where I came from. I even know where Sera came from. I’m sorry, but I have no idea where you came from.”


    He pulled a notebook from his messenger bag and began to flip through it. “One moment, please. I’m looking for my family tree... no, that’s right. Cats don’t keep detailed written records.” He tossed the book on the seat beside him. “I cannot tell you which of my relatives mated with which of my other relatives for the past 30,000 years. That sounds rather tedious, honestly, and quite unnecessary. I turn into a cat. I consider that sufficient proof of my magical heritage.”


    “Yes, but how did you end up so different from us?” I wasn’t quite ready to let him get away with claiming that we originated from the same source. As much as I loathed for my opinions to mirror those of the relatives who turned up their noses at my human paternity, I had difficulty believing I shared ancestors with a man who used his own tongue to bathe.


    “Tell me the history of your people. I will stop you when our stories diverge and the story of my people begins.”


    This was familiar ground. I had heard these stories nearly every night as I grew up. I was not raised with Green Eggs and Ham or The Very Hungry Caterpillar. I was raised with the oral history of the elementals, the waters in particular. I could trace my entire family line, tell you when and where they were born. No elemental child raised by the old ones was brought up otherwise. We were born from the original life form, and none of the old ones wished to forget that truth.


    I turned off the music and began to tell the story. I could almost hear my great-grandmother speaking through my voice. “Magic existed at the dawn of time, and it manifested as life. This life formed alongside the lands as they shifted and the waters as they rose and fell. The first creatures were a part of the land and the water, and they came to know the earth’s ways, to understand them to the very root of their being. They learned how to make the tides ebb and flow, to cause the desert sands to billow across the dry earth, to make lava spew from mountains and reshape the land.”


    I paused, checking to see if my audience was still with me. No one interrupted, so I continued. “The land and water sustained life for the first creatures by offering a continual source of magic, the same magic that first created this world and everything in it. The creatures in turn cared for the land and water. They helped the trees grow lush and tall and let the waters flow from mountain to stream to ocean. They brought rain to parched fields and burned forests whose time had passed, letting new life blossom in their place. In this way, our world grew rich. The earth and water, so healthy and satisfied, became complacent and found themselves desiring something new, something different. From this desire was born humans and animals.”


    I glanced at Sera. She smiled at me, and I knew she felt it, too. We loved living as humans, eating and drinking and reveling as only those with short lifespans can. We sought that life out at every opportunity, but we also knew it was only part of who we were. We were elementals and raised by the old ones. We breathed the natural world with our every inhalation. Even now, I could feel the droplets gathering in the air for another rainstorm, feel the magnetic pull of Lake Shasta growing stronger with each mile we drove south. I knew Sera would light a fire when we stopped for the night and would warm herself by it body and soul, finding more strength and renewal in the flames than eight hours sleep could ever provide. She would juggle small flames through the air, making them pop and sizzle in the wet air.


    Simon lightly tapped my shoulder with his fingertips. “That’s a lovely story, and I’m sure not biased in the slightest, but you’ve only begun. Continue, please. I’d like to get to the point where I talk about me.”


    I pulled myself from my reverie and returned to the tale I knew so well. “The humans and animals were beautiful and varied, and the original creatures found them remarkable in their way. They did not mind that they ate the earth’s plants and chopped down the trees for wood, for they had worked for many years to create a vibrant and thriving world. The humans were few, and they believed the world could withstand many of their kind. The creatures did not foresee the speed with which the humans would spread or how much they would take from the earth. In despair, they watched their world slowly recede. The originals’ homes eroded as the humans took just a little bit more and then a little bit more. Some chose not to fight at all, and they simply disappeared, moving far from any human settlement. Occasionally, one might hear whispers about these original creatures, rumors that they live still, moving deeper and deeper into the wilds each year, though centuries have passed since any have been seen. Those that remained joined with the humans, hoping to share some of their magic and tie the people to the land they were slowly destroying.” I looked back at Simon. His head was tilted back and his eyes closed, but he was still awake. When he made no move to begin telling his story, I continued.


    “After years of silent observation, the originals found it surprisingly easy to assume human shape and move among them. As now, beautiful women had power, and it was not difficult to lead the human men to their beds. The men’s seed quickened in their wombs, and as the children grew, the women whispered to their bellies, speaking all the secrets of land and water. By remaining in human form and carrying human children, they found humanity imprinted on their bodies. They were unable to return to their original forms and were forever stuck between their world and the human world. Though they mourned their loss, they found comfort in their children, who possessed a magic nearly as pure as that of their mothers. In this way, the first elementals were born, many thousands of years ago.”


    “So far, that matches the stories I have heard, though perhaps more mystical than is altogether necessary,” said Simon. “I would hear just a bit more.”


    I was beginning to feel like I was the entertainment for this leg of the trip, but I didn’t really mind. I always found these stories beautiful and oddly comforting, and I could see they had the same effect on Sera. Besides, it beat arguing about music.


    “To the mothers’ surprise, they found themselves unwilling to part from their children and return to the old way of life. Perhaps they thought their newfound humanity had corrupted them too much, or simply felt they now belonged with the humans. Their children were taught to respect the land and water, but with time and many generations of children, those lessons were forgotten. The descendants of the first creatures lost their connection to the elements, and with it their connection to our magic. In so doing, they also lost their longevity. Few of these children living today know what they are, and they possess a mere fraction of the original magic. But some mothers chose to raise their children in the old way, and so we call those that follow their path the old ones. The old ones tell our stories so that we do not forget. We remember that, beneath our flesh and bones, we are land and water and magic.” I stopped speaking, and the car was silent. Sera did not speak, but when I glanced toward her, I saw that her fingers were emitting small sparks, the magic eager to play.


    Simon finally opened his eyes. “I let you go on a bit long, but I liked hearing that. Of course, you only know half the story.”


    Finally, it was his turn. I was a little nervous to hear his version of events. After all, it’s somewhat disconcerting to reevaluate your entire origin story. “Right, then. Spill. Where do baby shifters come from?”


    Without rising to my bait, Simon looked me directly in the eye and asked, “Have you never wondered what happened to the fathers?”


    He sat back as if his point was made. I wasn’t that impressed, mainly because I had no idea what that point was. “What fathers?”


    “That story you just told, the original creatures all took a female shape, yes?”


    “Of course. Being female is the best way to get pregnant, or so I’ve heard.”


    He looked disappointed at my obstinacy. Obviously, he hadn’t known me long enough to just take it as a given. “Are you deliberately being dense, or are you a little bit slow?”


    “I’ve asked myself that same question for many years,” Sera helpfully said. “Hold on to your garters, Ade, because this is about to mess with your understanding of the world.”


    “Some of the creatures did not disappear into the wilderness or become human females. Some became animals. Male animals.”


    I stared at him, waiting for him to continue. He said nothing more, obviously thinking his explanation complete. “But there has to be more to the story. If they could procreate as males, why didn’t they do so as humans? The animals represented no threat to our way of life. We had no need to join with them.”


    Simon stretched across the back seat, leaning his head against the window and bracing his feet against the back of my seat. After taking several moments either to make himself comfortable, or to be certain he had my full attention—I suspected both—he decided I was in a state of sufficient suspense for him to continue. “We now know that elemental magic is matriarchal, though no one can say why. Perhaps it is as you say, and the mothers whisper their secrets to their children, though that seems more fanciful than probable. However, we did not always know this, and at first the originals assumed both male and female shapes. Once the females were pregnant, they remained in their human form. The men who shifted into human males had no reason to remain in that form. While they would undoubtedly have impregnated more females if they tried long and hard enough—”


    Sera snickered. “Well, there’s your problem. They needed to be long and hard if they were trying to have magic babies.” I was not going to smile at that. I was not. I turned my face to the window to hide my grin.


    “—the children that were born showed no signs of magical ability, and the original fathers did not choose to linger with the humans.”


    While I was surprised to hear this footnote from a story I thought I knew in great detail, it still didn’t explain why there was a half-man, half-cat taking up Sera’s entire back seat. Unless... “Wait. Are you telling me that they decided to have sex with animals, instead?”


    Sera laughed at my shocked tone, as the pieces finally clicked together for me. I suspected my face held a badly-concealed look of pure horror. Great-grandma had been right, after all. “Like I’ve always said, Ade—men can be dogs. In this case, quite literally.”


    “There is no need to be so puritanical. At the time, having sex with humans was as far beneath the originals as sleeping with animals. I am sure they did not make the same distinctions we would today. But after copulating with humans, it seems those who assumed a masculine shape rather enjoyed the process. They were reluctant to give it up altogether. For their needs, animals must have seemed superior to humans in many ways. They did not talk. They did not expect the originals to linger after the completion of the act. And, most importantly, shifter magic isn’t matriarchal, though, again, no one knows why. And in this way, the first shifters were born.”


    I didn’t miss the way he parroted my own words back to me. This was his origin story, just as the other was mine. His was just a little more... icky. And still possessing a few plot holes. “But you’re a human! At least some of the time.”


    “Of course. The originals had first formed themselves as men, and that memory lived through their seed. We are animal and human, and we are also magic.”


    “How is your magic still so strong? It’s been thousands of years since those first pairings, and yet you still change easily.”


    He shook his head. “Our magic is not strong. It is simple. Unlike you elementals, whose power is directly linked to the amount of magic in your veins, we do not possess power. We possess an ability, which seems to be coded into our very DNA. Shifters can do one thing: change into an animal and change into a human, and retain reasonably solid memories of their time in the other form. That is it.”


    It was going to take me a while to work through all this. Sera hadn’t been kidding about my understanding of the world being shaken up a bit. I felt like a scientist discovering a new species. A really bad scientist who was still a little squicked out by the idea of originals having sex with animals. “Wait. Are you telling me that one of the originals, one of my long-distant ancestors, screwed a house cat?” The thought was simultaneously horrifying and hilarious.


    Simon was less amused. “Of course not. They roamed the forests, plains and mountains. There are all sorts of small mountain cats spread throughout the world. Certainly, over many thousands of years, my ancestors bred with smaller cats until they looked no different than the typical house cat.” If he’d been in cat form, I suspected that the hair on his neck would be standing on end and his tail would be puffed up to make him look as large as possible. I appeared to have blundered onto a sensitive subject.


    “We’re sure you’re a big tough beast. Oh yes you are. A big tough beast,” Sera said, looking in the rearview mirror. Simon hissed a little, but it was half-hearted. Sera teased everyone. It was part of her charm, such as it was.


    “So, now you know. And get used to it, fast, because there’s another shifter waiting for us in Truckee. And trust me, he won’t take well to being called an abomination or a freak of nature.”


    “Are shifters that common?” I asked. Simon’s elegant shrug seemed to indicate they were common enough. “Then how did we manage to attend four years of university in a magically-drenched location without learning about them at the time?”


    Now that story time was apparently over, Sera returned the music to top volume. “For that, I offer the same explanation I have for every stupid-ass thing we did at college,” she said, voice raised to be heard over Joe Strummer’s guitar.


    “What’s that?”


    “We were drunk.” Hard to argue with that basic truth. “Plus, shifters don’t tend to advertise their existence, even to elementals. Apparently, we don’t have a great track record of not behaving like assholes.”


    “So, another shifter? You think it’s going to take four people this time around?”


    “It’s going to take a complete department, but we all know the local police aren’t up to something like this. So, we’re doing their job for them. And it’s six people, not four.”


    Six people. This morning I hadn’t seen a single living soul other than my mail carrier and the owner of the local market in over a month. Now, I was part of a team, some of whom were occasionally furry. I calculated my odds of escape when we hit Redding. They didn’t look good.


    Sera caught my panicked expression. “Don’t you listen to me? I told you I was getting the band back together.” Though the sun was starting to dip low over the horizon, she dropped a pair of sunglasses over her eyes and grinned at me, even as she drove me toward a seemingly inevitable nervous breakdown.

  


  
    
Chapter 3


    It was well past midnight when we finally arrived in Truckee. It was a weeknight, and the old California mining town appeared to be sound asleep and wholly indifferent to our arrival. Sera turned onto highway 89 and drove several miles south of town before getting off the highway and heading toward the river. We passed one dark house after another before she finally pulled into a long driveway, just wide enough for a single car. The dirt road gave way to gravel, and we slowly drew to a stop. I stumbled from the car, muscles tight and complaining after the long drive.


    Yawning and blinking to clear my sleep-muddled mind, I caught my first sight of my temporary home. A large, sturdy A-frame house stood nestled among the trees on an impressive parcel of land. It was constructed of dark wood and plainly built, but after nine hours of driving, it looked like a palace to me. There didn’t appear to be any neighbors within hollering distance, and I could pick out the unmistakable power coming from the Truckee River just behind the house. My opinion of my lodgings improved considerably.


    “Just point me in the direction of my bedroom and do not disturb me for the next ten hours, please,” I said. I lugged my bag up the steps, yawning the whole way. I was a morning person and hadn’t been awake past nine-thirty p.m. in many years. I wasn’t convinced that I liked this time of night anymore. Unwilling to wait for Sera to join me with the keys, I tried the knob and was pleased to find it unlocked. Sure, she might have questionable security standards worth reevaluating with a serial killer on the loose, but at least I didn’t have to wait an extra minute to go to bed. “Upstairs?” I shouted back to her, pointing my finger upwards in illustration.


    She nodded, and I immediately moved toward the spiral staircase just visible in the moonlight pouring through the downstairs windows, not bothering to turn on any lights. I was so focused on my goal that I completely failed to notice the wall that appeared out of nowhere.


    Staggering backwards, I struggled to right myself and found, to my surprise, that the wall was helping stabilize me. I inspected the obstruction in my path. It turned out to resemble not so much a wall as a mountain. A mostly human-shaped mountain, at that. “It’s alive,” I muttered.


    The mountain snorted and removed his hands from my upper arms. “No one has tried to install bolts in my neck yet, but yes, it’s alive.”


    I felt that I should make some sort of apology for inadvertently comparing him to a mad scientist’s pet creation, but found that my exhausted brain wasn’t concerned with conversational pleasantries. “Who are you? More to the point, why are you standing between me and my bed?”


    “Hey, Mac,” said Sera, finally making her way into the house with Simon. “What’s going on?”


    “Heard your car pulling in and wanted to see if you needed any help unloading. Some of you seem to need more help than others.” He glanced toward me, and though I could barely make out his face in the dim light, I was almost certain he was laughing at me.


    “You know Simon, right? And this is Aidan, freshly liberated from central Oregon. I told you about her, remember?” In the dark, I felt him turn to study me but was unable to make out his expression. In the morning, I’d quiz Sera about what parts of our past she’d chosen to share.


    “I’ll introduce myself tomorrow, when there’s a chance she might remember it. Night, all.” With that, the mountain removed himself from my path and walked outside, closing the door behind him. I grunted something intended to sound like “good night” in Sera and Simon’s general direction and clambered up the stairs. An open door on my left led to an empty bedroom. The queen bed was neatly made, covered with a large plaid bedspread. I managed to kick off my shoes and slide between the sheets. A moment later, I was asleep and blissfully unaware that a dead body was being found just down the road.


    My favorite time of day is that hour just before dawn, when it feels as if some old god has pressed pause on the entire world. The night animals have crawled back into their chilly dens, and the birds have yet to begin singing their praise of the approaching sun. Few humans have emerged from the warm cocoons of their beds, and the sounds of their voices and the growling of cars is several hours away. In that time just before dawn, the only sounds I might hear are the crash of ocean waves, the gentle lapping of a lake against the shore or, as now, the steady rush of river water passing over rocks. There is no more peaceful moment in the entire day. This is why the roaring that seemed to shake the very foundation of the house was so wholly unexpected, coming as it did at six-thirty a.m.


    This particular morning, I was still in bed, sleeping off our late arrival the night before. I had slept so deeply that I hadn’t managed to change position during the night, let alone undress myself. I woke in a panic, still half-asleep and disoriented. I staggered out of bed, desperately scanning for burglars, fires, or rodents of unusual size before my conscious brain even knew it was awake.


    The room appeared empty, unburnt, and still in possession of all my belongings. Just as I began to breathe again and my heart assumed a rhythm less likely to rip a hole through my chest, the roar once again tore through the house. It was a howl of pure, unadulterated rage. It was the type of sound that would cause any sane person to cower in a closet and wait for it to pass. Naturally, I walked straight toward it.


    Turning around the spiral stairs on my way downstairs, I saw that others were already awake, drawn by the primal screams still reverberating through the house. Say what you will about A-frame houses, they have great acoustics. Simon sat cross-legged on the dining table. His pose was casual, but his eyes darted around the room, taking everything in.


    A familiar looking woman sat in a chair next to him, and it took me several long moments to recognize her. Years before, Vivian had been pretty in a clean-cut, J. Crew model sort of way. She had also been extremely shy, spending far more time in front of her computer than she ever did interacting with other elementals. We knew her, the way we knew every elemental at our small college, but neither of us would have called her a friend.


    She was still as lovely as she had been then, with her hazel eyes and dark, poreless skin, but she was no longer the neat and tidy overachiever I remembered. Her previously straightened hair now formed small dreadlocks that fell to the center of her back. Her jeans were soft and well-worn, and over her Henley she wore a T-shirt that read “My Marxist feminist dialectic brings all the boys to the yard.” Several years of education at a liberal arts college had apparently paid off. She offered me a hesitant smile, but before I could greet her, another roar, this time accompanied by a crashing sound, resonated through the house.


    Sera stood in the kitchen, bracing herself on her elbows against the breakfast bar and looking outside with a worried look on her face. I followed her gaze and saw the source of all the noise standing on the back deck: the mountain from last night was in a frenzy, grabbing bits of firewood from the pile and chucking them with terrifying force into the forest. Wherever they hit, bits of bark flew from the trees, and several branches cracked and fell under his fury.


    His back was to us, his attention wholly focused on the destruction he was causing. I made my way to Sera and cocked a silent eyebrow at her in inquiry. Her mouth twisted in answer, enough to tell me something very bad had happened. If the somber tone of the room and the shouting giant hadn’t made that clear, Sera’s serious expression drove the point home. I tilted my head toward the front door. She nodded and followed me outside.


    “What’s up?” I asked.


    “Vivian just arrived with some bad news. As you can see, Mac is currently reacting to that news.”


    “Is Vivian part of the band this time?”


    She nodded. “Yes. She remembered what happened before and put the pieces together even faster than I did. She broke up with her girlfriend when she figured out what was going on, because she didn’t want to risk her life, but she’s none too happy about it. She wants someone to pay.”


    “Can she really help us? She’s pretty low-level, isn’t she?”


    “With earth, yes. With technology? She’s a freaking goddess. Vivian is a bona fide computer genius, and you know how hard that is to find among elementals.”


    It was rare. We were an adaptable race, but we rarely learned more than the bare minimum, knowing it was only a matter of time before the next technological wave hit and we would need to start all over again.


    “What’s today’s news?”


    “There’s been another death. A guy named Mark, not too far from here. The police think he was killed a couple weeks ago, but the body was only found last night. You remember that Brian’s uncle is part of the local police force? He heard about it an hour ago, when they discovered the body.”


    “Brian’s still here? Is he in the band, too?” Considering Sera had just told me that someone had been murdered, I shouldn’t have felt so happy to hear my old friend would be joining us. I schooled my features into a more appropriate expression of concern. “Same MO?” There it was again, the mouth twist. Something was definitely off. “Sera?”


    “It was suffocation by earth again, if that’s what you mean. The body was found at a campsite on the Nevada side. It looks like the recent storms buried it in snow, so no one found it for a while. There aren’t a lot of campers around in March. Besides, you know what it’s like in Tahoe. Lots of places where no one is around, no matter the time of year.”


    I knew. In many ways, it was the perfect region for a killer to hide. Lots of isolated wilderness and quiet mountain cabins, lots of inclement weather that kept people inside, and a large transient population from the tourists and winter skiers. If we didn’t know where to look, the bastard could evade us for years.


    “Was it another human involved with an elemental?”


    “No.”


    “But that’s always been his prey. Humans that interacted with us. He’s not just killing off random humans now, is he?” That would make our work a lot harder. There were a limited number of humans mingling with elementals in a small community like this, which made them fairly easy to identify and track. If every human was a target, we lost our strongest lead.


    “Not random, no.” She ran a hand through her hair, pulling the curls off her face in an abrupt, frustrated gesture. “It was a shifter.”


    I shook my head, not understanding. “A shifter involved with a human? Did the killer not know what he was?” After all, I hadn’t known shifters even existed twenty-four hours ago.


    “He knew. Calvin—the first man killed, the one before Christopher—he was a shifter, too.” She shook her head. “We all thought it was just a coincidence, because he was also dating an ice. It fit the profile. Only Simon thought it was a targeted kill.”


    “Why was he so sure?”


    “Calvin had been driving home from a costume party. He’d been a lion, of all the ludicrous things, but had washed his face and taken off his mane and tail before driving home. When he was found, he had whiskers painted on his cheeks. We all assumed someone just made a mistake, that he didn’t leave the party with a clean face. But this latest kill wasn’t near any costume parties last night, and someone painted whiskers on his face, too.”


    “That’s fucked up.” Sera nodded in agreement. “And worrying. Why’s he changing it up now? Why also target shifters who date elementals?”


    “That’s the thing, Ade. This guy wasn’t dating anyone. It looks like he was killed just for being a shifter.”


    This was very not good. The killer had always seemed like a deranged, extreme version of an elemental supremacist, so opposed to relationships with humans that he chose to remove the human from the equation altogether. Ten years ago, many humans died before we stopped him—or thought we had. This time, our killer seemed to have expanded that deadly prejudice to include shifters.


    In a horrible way, it made sense. My relatives would believe that shifters were perversions, the unholy offspring of acts of bestiality. The prejudice went so deep that even those who knew about them—as I was sure some of my relatives must—preferred to claim they were mythological rather than admit to their mere existence. It wouldn’t take much for a psychopath to decide that shifters deserved to live no more than the humans who were close to us.


    I thought about the beast currently throwing deck furniture through the forest. “Mac—he’s the other shifter, isn’t he?”


    “Yes. I don’t think he knew the guy who died very well, but he knew his brother, and he’s furious that someone would dare to take out shifters. It sometimes takes him a while to calm down.” That was an understatement.


    “What animal does he shift into?”


    “He needs to tell you himself. Shifter etiquette.”


    Fair enough. Of all people, I could hardly complain about someone’s desire for secrecy. So long as he didn’t turn into an enormous spider, I wasn’t too bothered. “What happens now?”


    “Now, we wait, at least for a bit. Brian needs to get his butt over here, and I’m waiting for my father to call to get his opinion on these latest events. Then, we’ll talk and figure out our game plan.” She laughed, a harsh humorless sound. “Plus, we should probably wait for Mac to stop scaring all the small forest animals.”


    I rolled my eyes at that. At the moment, despite years of actively avoiding conversation, a calm and reasoned discussion sounded like the perfect solution. It would bring a bit of order to what felt like an ongoing series of chaotic events. In less than a day, I’d been all but kidnapped by the former best friend I was supposed to hate, though it was turning out I didn’t hate her quite as much as I wanted to. I’d had to rewrite my entire knowledge of how the magical races were born, discovered that elementals weren’t the only magical beings, and faced a millennia-old prejudice about those formerly mythological creatures. I’d had to leave my home behind, with no idea when I was going to return. I’d been forced to stay up past midnight and then awakened by a shifter of debatable mental stability.


    So far, it had not been an especially promising twenty-four hours, and I was ready for a little order. I couldn’t make Brian move faster, and I couldn’t convince Sera’s father to pick up the phone any sooner, but I could surely do something about the bellowing giant on the back deck.


    I turned on my heel and marched up the stairs to the front deck. I could hear Sera behind me, suggesting that perhaps this wasn’t the best idea, but I was on a mission. Peace and calm would be mine, dammit. Either that, or the rampaging giant would knock me out, and at least I’d have the peace and calm of the unconscious.


    I walked through the living room and pushed the sliding glass door open, letting myself quietly onto the back deck. Mac was no longer throwing objects into the trees, mainly because there was nothing left to throw. In the distance, I could see several pieces of deck furniture strewn across the ground and over the roof of an Airstream trailer. A chaise longue dangled from a branch a hundred feet away. At the moment, Mac was crouched by the fire pit, grunting and sweating as he attempted to lift the metal frame bolted to the deck. The wood was already creaking; in a few more minutes, he’d have the entire thing loose and flying through the trees. He had removed his flannel shirt, stripping down to a plain white T-shirt. Despite the early morning chill, he was still covered in a light sheen of sweat.


    “You’re kidding me,” I muttered softly to myself. Not quite soft enough, because Mac whipped his head toward me, fierce eyes locking directly on me. I didn’t want to, but I shivered. Only a complete fool would be unafraid in the face of such raw anger. Of course, while I may not be a complete fool, I was at least a partial one, because I continued talking. “Dude. Impulse control.”


    His anger slowly turned to incredulity as he looked at me. The moment seemed to last forever as he stared, unmoving and unblinking. I wondered if this was how prey felt, caught in those deep brown eyes, knowing that escape was an impossibility. Any direction I moved, he would be there faster.


    Fortunately, I didn’t much care for the idea of running. I didn’t want to fight, either. I’m a talker, and a scowler, and I did both at that moment. Matching his stare with one of my own, I quietly told him, “If you remove that fire pit from the deck in freezing cold Lake Tahoe in the middle of March, Sera will immolate your ass and I will not put you out. Stand up, back the hell away from the deck, and go break your own shit. Leave ours alone. Or, better yet, calm the fuck down and come eat breakfast. I make pancakes that make a grown man cry. If you’re really nice, I’ll even let you crack the eggs.”


    He didn’t say anything for a very long time. He only looked at me, considering. In that moment, I felt as if I was being assessed in a way no one had before. Then, suddenly, he was done. He stood up and shrugged. “Real maple syrup?”


    I had no idea what was actually in the kitchen, but I saw no reason for reality to stand in the way of a snappy retort. “Of course. I’m not a heathen.” To my surprise, he smiled. I heard three people let out sighs of relief behind me. Apparently, they’d all had visions of me flying through the trees next.


    Mac grabbed his flannel shirt and flung it over his shoulder, still too warm from his exertions to put it on. I watched him, slightly concerned about the way something hidden deep inside had thawed a little when he smiled. When he wasn’t standing in near darkness or throwing a hissy fit that would shame a two-year-old, I had to admit he was a really attractive man. His hair and eyes were both a rich brown, and his broad face seemed open and honest. I didn’t want to look at his body, lest I discover that he was a mountain worth climbing, but I couldn’t resist a small peek. Apparently, ten years of deliberate solitude hadn’t done my libido any favors, and it was more than ready to remedy the situation.


    I immediately squashed that train of thought. Even if it had been a slightly more appropriate time, I had a long-standing policy against getting involved with men with anger management issues, and this little display proved that he really, really did not pass that personal litmus test. I snuck one last glance at his chest, then firmly put that idea out of my mind.


    The cabin’s dining area held a long trestle table, perfectly suited for one of medieval Europe’s smaller banquet halls. No one was sitting at it. Instead, people hovered in the kitchen, crowding the bar, perching on counters and generally interfering with my pancake-making skills. It was much like a party in the way everyone migrated straight to the kitchen, except instead of frivolity and general good humor filling the room, an undeniable tinge of despair and paranoia pervaded the air.


    It was a small kitchen, with limited counter space beyond one long, curving strip of counter that doubled as a breakfast bar. Sera had crammed four barstools around this, and currently Simon and Vivian occupied two of the seats. Mac leaned against the remaining section of counter behind me. With his large body taking up so much of the room, I was having undeniable personal space issues. I refused to let him know that, though, and concentrated on measuring and mixing the batter.


    In truth, I was only an average pancake-maker, but I was hoping he wouldn’t figure out that I’d lured him back into the house under false pretenses. I was just happy to be inside. Our crisp, clear morning had devolved into wind and rain, the mountain weather as capricious as ever.


    Sera was the only person not in the kitchen. From the breakfast bar, I could see into the living room, where she sat curled on the sofa, talking to her father on the phone. Josiah Blais had assisted us the last time, and I was relieved to know that he was still involved. Sometimes it helped to have the big guns on your side, and there were few bigger guns than Sera’s father.


    The front door flung open, letting in a fair amount of rain and one thoroughly soaked elemental. “Where is she? Where is that no good, runaway, never-writes, never-phones, so-called friend of mine that I’m not really talking to?”


    “Wouldn’t it be shorter to just call me Aidan?”


    His blue eyes lit up when they landed on me. “Well, damn and double damn. They told me but I didn’t believe it. Is that really you, cousin? Are you really back?”


    Despite the depressing tone of the morning thus far, I couldn’t help but grin. Sera had said he was arriving, but with everything else going on, the meaning hadn’t fully sunk in. Seeing Brian standing in the doorway, smiling that devil-may-care smile that had caused many a woman to ignore her parents’ well-intentioned warnings, I was suddenly, unquestionably glad to be there. “Aw, you knew I couldn’t stay away from you forever. Besides, I’ve been here hours by now. It’s about time you got yourself over here to greet me properly.”


    “You stay away ten years and I don’t get ten lousy hours? I call foul.”


    Putting the mixing bowl down, I walked into the main room to give—and receive—a hug so tight it may have squeezed several internal organs into one mighty super-organ. It was perfectly natural to raise my face for a sweet, happy kiss on the lips. It felt like coming home.


    We broke apart, laughing, to find three faces turned toward us. Only Simon seemed thoroughly uninterested.


    “You’re cousins?” asked Vivian, confused.


    “Kissing cousins,” Brian replied, nodding solemnly.


    I protested, lest Brian cause my new acquaintances to form a warped opinion of my character. “We’re not related. At all.” Cousin was a term of affection between closely related elementals, such as desert and beach or water and ice. Although ice was technically made of water, we had very little power over it once it was solid matter. Ice elementals were all born of the glacier and could only manipulate frozen water. Most low-level ices had very limited power, unless you wanted an ice sculpture for a wedding reception. A few had turned their skills into a respectable living by creating a thoroughly implausible series of ice bars in Finland. Brian was low even on the ice power chain, with so little magic that if he hadn’t been raised by an ice family, he likely never would have known what he was.


    Mac picked up the mixing bowl and lightly stirred the pancake batter. He glanced from me to Brian and back again. “So, you’re not such a stranger around these parts, after all,” he said to me.


    I grinned at Brian. Whatever ambivalent feelings I had about returning, and under such circumstances, Brian had nothing to do with them. He was my friend, simple and easy. “Not to everyone, no. I thought Sera told you I used to live here, years ago?”


    He poured a bit of oil on the pan and swirled it around. “Sera only said you were her best friend.”


    I couldn’t think of anything to say in response. Refuting her statement felt rather petty, so I just returned to the kitchen, took the frying pan from him and began to cook. I could hear Brian happily greeting Vivian and Simon. He claimed one of the breakfast stools and started cracking jokes. He was his usual upbeat, lighthearted self, a welcome addition to the morning. Even so, listening to everyone else fall easily into conversation, I slowly felt the easy happiness of a few moments ago drain away.


    I might have lived here before, but now I was the outsider. They all knew each other, and while I had been friends with some of them before, they were all friends now. As good as it was to see Brian, I knew he and Sera looked at me and saw a memory of who I had once been, rather than who I had become. I fought against the swell of self-pity that rose within me, knowing my thoughts were unreasonable. It didn’t matter. Standing in the middle of a kitchen, I felt closed in and overwhelmed by too many people. I wanted to disappear, to suddenly find myself sitting on my porch with nothing but uninterrupted solitude on that day’s schedule. It was too much, too soon. My anxiety simultaneously shamed and angered me. I only wanted things to be simple again, and I hated that simple was no longer an option.


    “You’re burning.”


    “Huh?” I asked, distracted.


    “You’re burning the pancakes. Turn it down.” Mac nodded toward the stove, where the gas burner was clearly several settings too high. Muttering some creative profanity, I grabbed the pan off the hot burner and reached for the dial, spinning it quickly down. It took a few seconds longer than it should have, but the fire eventually settled.


    “Cereal, then?” Mac grabbed a few boxes and some soy milk and set them on the counter. “Simon, I’ve got fish in the trailer. You hungry?” Simon looked pleased at the suggestion. He silently nodded, slipped off his stool and followed Mac outside. Distracted, I barely noticed their exit. I was too concerned about the way the stove had flared out of control. Whatever Mac might think, the burner had been set on medium, and the fire should never have flared so high. Either Sera’s stove was broken or her father had just delivered some upsetting news, and her control was no stronger than it used to be. I found myself wishing fervently for a faulty appliance.

  


  
    
Chapter 4


    I was back in Tahoe for one reason: to help find Chris’s killer. Reminding myself of that basic fact carried me through breakfast and the subsequent cleanup. It allowed me to ignore my fears that I wasn’t ready to be back here. Brian kept catching my eye and offering a reassuring smile, and his warmth and absolute certainty that we were still friends helped ease me through the worst of the panic. Even so, I knew he couldn’t help but notice my silence, so unlike the old me.


    The house had two showers but only one hot water tank, so we took turns. Like Brian, Vivian had an apartment closer to the lake and the university, but I gathered they were as likely to stay overnight as to return home. Vivian had spent the previous night in the bedroom across from mine, while Simon had claimed the loft space above us. With Sera in the master bedroom on the ground floor and Mac using the house’s facilities rather than those in the trailer, the large house suddenly felt quite small. While it might have been polite to offer the others first dibs on the shower, I figured it was more polite to avoid becoming as homicidal as the man we were chasing. I desperately needed some quiet time with my element, so I claimed the first shower before anyone could protest.


    Once clean and recharged, I locked my door behind me and savored the hour of peaceful solitude I had while the others prepared for the day. I dressed for Tahoe in practical layers of cotton and wool, sadly putting aside my Converse for a pair of black boots with a heavy tread, a more practical choice in an area still covered with ice and snow.


    In the bottom of my bag, I found a heavy white sweater and green knit scarf I hadn’t worn since I was a student. I almost hadn’t brought them, although they were warm and comfortable. It seemed wrong to look the same as I had ten years ago. I felt like a different person should stare at me from the mirror, her skin covered in scars that whispered of things she had done. Instead, the same familiar face looked back.


    I stuck my tongue out at myself, annoyed at my inability to shake these thoughts. I combed out my long hair and sat near the radiator to dry it. Outside my door, I could hear the rest still moving around, calling to each other and making plans, but in here there was only quiet. For the first time since Sera had appeared on my porch, I had a moment to myself.


    Almost giddy with the opportunity, I grabbed the small notebook and pen from my inside coat pocket and opened it to the first blank page. I didn’t think or plan or stare into space. I placed the pen to paper and watched the words flow. It was a habit I’d developed after purchasing my house. I might not want to talk to anyone, but I’d discovered that being alone with my thoughts was nearly as poisonous as being around people. Over the years, my journal had turned into my therapist.


    Like always, the simple act of writing, of placing my disorganized thoughts on paper, served to purge the worst of my fears and doubts. I lost track of time as I transferred my convoluted brain to the page. When I finally heard Sera call my name, my mind was again calm, and I had formulated the first part of a plan. I slid the notebook back into my coat pocket, then headed toward the living room. It was time for a field trip.


    As I made my way back downstairs, I heard Sera speaking quietly. “Look, I understand that you want to know more about the last time, but, for now, please trust that you know what you need to know. When she’s ready…”


    “Aidan!” Brian interrupted. From the dining room table, everyone’s heads swiveled toward me.


    “Subtle,” I noted.


    Sera stood to meet me at the foot of the stairs. “Are you okay to tell everyone what happened before?”


    “No.” She blinked at my direct answer, then nodded, her face carefully neutral. “I don’t want to talk. I want to see where Christopher died.”


    Lake Tahoe sprawls across the California and Nevada borders, and a large percentage of its shoreline not already claimed by luxury homes or resorts has been designated as state parks. The lake is stunning, a large expanse of pristine blue water ringed by the snow-capped Sierra Nevada mountains, and throughout the year the area draws outdoors-loving vacationers. In the summer, one was lucky to camp without a reservation.


    In March, when snow still covered the ground and storms were more likely than sunny days, only a few tents dotted the landscape, turning the parks into ideal spots to drop bodies. The previous killings had occurred in fall and winter, and the bodies had always been found at one of the campgrounds. It was yet another way the killer taunted us. We knew roughly where the bodies would be dropped, but the lake’s perimeter was more than seventy miles long, and the parks took up a substantial share of that. The local police never had enough officers to watch them all, and our attempts at video surveillance had proven useless. All we could do was wait for the next body and inspect the scene after the fact.


    The police tape had been removed from the crime scene, leaving no outward sign that a good man had been murdered here. I stood in the midst of a clearing, gazing around me, and tried to forget this was the last view Chris had ever seen. The others waited against Mac’s Bronco, curious to see what I was planning. I was equally curious, because so far my plan didn’t extend beyond “show up and see what happens.”


    “Did you already examine this scene?”


    Sera shook her head. “Too many police in the area until a few days ago. I relied on the police reports my father acquired for us.”


    “Where was his body found?”


    Vivian tapped the screen of a rectangular metal device about the size of a piece of paper. “Near that tree.” She pointed.


    “What is that?” I asked, indicating the device.


    She looked at me curiously. “It’s just my tablet.” She spoke as if that should be enough explanation.


    “Is that like a full-sized Palm Pilot?” I was impressed. It sounded like a useful bit of technology.


    The look Vivian gave me suggested I was barely speaking English. “A what?”


    Sera interrupted. “We’ll get you caught up later, Ade. Somehow.” I was unconcerned. I couldn’t imagine technology had leapt that far forward in a single decade.


    I moved toward the tree Vivian had indicated and studied the ground, stomping on it several times. The top layer was soft from that morning’s rain, but below that it was still frozen solid. “Vivian, how much power would it take to shift this earth?”


    She handed her tablet to Simon and knelt near me, placing her hands on the ground. Eyes closed, she began her silent communication with the earth. Each element’s magic manifested in different ways, so I was not certain what she felt, but I knew enough not to interrupt her communing. I walked to the others, who were equally silent, and waited.


    It took a long time, because Vivian wasn’t especially strong, but eventually she opened her eyes. They were unfocused, seeing things the rest of us could not, and I almost thought I could see her aura, the magic crackling around her. “This earth hasn’t changed. It has been covered with snow and ice and remains as steadfast as the trees.” She shook her head slightly, and the power vanished. Once again, she was a quiet and reserved graduate student. “This isn’t what killed him.”


    “But the soil from this area matched what was in his lungs. Could you check a few other areas, please?” I asked. She nodded, her face somber, and started moving around the campsite in a pattern only she could see, occasionally kneeling to touch the ground.


    I looked at the rest of the team Sera had gathered and considered. Simon sat in the Bronco, cleaning his nails with a small piece of paper, steadfastly ignoring the rest of us and showing no inclination to be part of the investigation. “Sera, why did you invite Simon to join us?”


    “I’m right here,” he pointed out. “And capable of speech.”


    “He owed me.”


    “Yes, but what can he do? How can he help us solve this?” I knew that ignoring him would rile him up. I was counting on it.


    “Still right here.”


    Sera didn’t even glance at him. She’d immediately figured out my plan and played along without batting an eye. “Well, you know, he’s a cat. He’s pretty cute when he’s furry, and when he’s around I don’t have to worry about mice in the house.”


    Simon decided the conversation had gone too far. “Do you really have so little imagination as that? I’m a cat. A black cat. I am small, dark, quiet, and able to jump several times my body height. Can any of the rest of you do that? There are few places I cannot sneak into—and out of—with ease. I am the perfect scout. Also, I’m cute all the time, as you are well aware.” He climbed out of the car and stood as tall as his 5’9” would allow.


    “You’re like the world’s most egotistical ninja,” offered Brian.


    “Exactly,” said Simon, without a hint of offense. “I am the only one here who can scale a tree and survey the entire area.” He removed his sweater and began folding it neatly into a pile. The shoes and jeans followed. Standing in just his underwear, he turned to face me. “And that is why Sera invited me.” I nodded soberly. As usual, my intended expression was not what anyone else saw. Simon sighed. “You could have simply asked me to scan the area.”


    “Yeah, but this was more fun. And involved you volunteering.”


    Simon rolled his eyes but apparently found himself without a retort. He shimmied out of his boxer briefs and placed them on top of his pile of clothes. A moment later, he was running along the branches above us, reviewing the area.


    “What does he owe you?” I asked, curious.


    Sera snorted. “He was a theater student at Southern Oregon University. He was here last summer for the Shakespeare festival at Incline. That’s how we met. Let’s just say there was an incident involving too many White Russians, an unplanned shift, and a naked drunk on my roof early one morning. I got him back to his hotel without anyone finding out.”


    I tried very hard not to smile. I didn’t succeed, but I did try. “How did he make it all the way to your house?” Incline Village was quite a distance from the cabin.


    “I was living in a different house. You know I try to only live here in the summer. I was renting on the Nevada side last year. I came back as soon as I heard about the first body.”


    “So we’re staying in…?”


    “My house,” said Mac. “I rent it to her, and I live out back. I thought I was renting to some rich college girl without a care in the world, and it turns out she’s running an independent murder investigation.” He smiled at me, far too pleased with what he was about to say. “So, this morning, I actually was breaking my own shit.”


    “Yeah, well. You were still an ass.” I turned to him, as if a light bulb had just gone off. “Hey, you don’t turn into a donkey, do you?”


    Brian guffawed, and Mac narrowed his eyes. I had no doubt I’d be paying for that comment later.


    At the moment, though, I was distracted by a naked Simon standing before me. Despite the increasing cold, he showed no sign of wanting to clothe himself. “There’s a slight depression running from the water to the tree.” Vivian stepped carefully toward the water and plunged her hands into the mud.


    “As if something had been dragged?” asked Brian.


    Simon shook his head. “Not a body, though. It’s too regular. If someone was dragging a body, particularly a heavy man like Christopher was, it stands to reason that they would struggle with it. The movement would be erratic. This depression is perfectly smooth.”


    “Could the body have been placed on a sled or some other object, and then moved?” said Sera.


    Simon considered the question carefully, then nodded. “That is possible.”


    Vivian waved mud-covered hands at us. “Over here. This ground has been disturbed recently. It is more pliable, from the water’s influence, and it has been moved in a way only an earth could manage.” She looked angry at the thought, the first negative expression I’d seen cross her face.


    “Because some of it ended up in Chris’s lungs.” Sera was grim, the slight levity from earlier completely gone. She might be wearing the brave face people expected to see, but there was no doubt that grief moved just beneath her skin. “So, he was killed by the water, loaded on some device and moved to the tree. Why go to such effort?”


    Mac watched the water lap against the shore. “It was storming last week, and the water level rose quite a bit. If he’d been where Vivian is now standing, he might have been pulled into the lake.”


    “And they wouldn’t have found the body. Not quickly, at least,” Brian concluded.


    “Whoever did this, they wanted the murder to be discovered,” I said. “So, we’re dealing with a narcissist, someone who wants to flaunt his elemental powers, no matter the cost.” From her spot by the water, I saw Vivian nod in agreement.


    “Or,” said Sera, “someone who knows we were involved last time and wanted to get our attention.”


    “Well, fuck,” I eloquently replied. I hadn’t thought of that. It made a horrible sense, particularly considering the victim’s identity. I looked at the five glum faces that surrounded me. “So, who wants pancakes?”


    Though it was a feeble attempt at a joke, pancakes actually sounded good. I was certain that some comfort carbohydrates would pull the worst of the chill from my bones. Unfortunately, our trip to the diner was canceled when Sera’s phone rang. She took the call while the rest of us piled back into the Bronco.


    Whatever she learned from the phone call triggered the tense coil of energy always buried just below her surface. Her left fingers tapped steadily against her thigh, and she swung her cartoon devil keychain around in circles. “Good news,” she announced, hanging up. “That was the medical examiner’s office. My father has arranged for me to see the body. Also, it’s probably time to do some damage control and learn what the cops are thinking.”


    Vivian looked a bit green, obviously questioning what about that was good news. “Do you need any help?” she asked, clearly hoping the answer was no. I understood her hesitation. I also wasn’t particularly eager to enter a sterile white room lit by fluorescent bulbs and populated by the reluctant dead.


    “I’ve got this. I’ve done it before, you know. But Aidan, this might be a good time to tell everyone about the role we played last time.” She climbed into the front seat, and Mac began driving us back to the cabin and her car.


    “I’ll wait until you return,” I said. I wasn’t procrastinating. I was just waiting for the right time. The fact that I was kind of hoping the right time was the fifth of never was beside the point.


    “Nah, don’t wait. I was there, remember. I don’t need to hear it.” She stared directly at me, her fidgeting momentarily stilled. “And I know that you’ll tell the story accurately.”


    Her words were loaded, but glancing around the car, no one else seemed to pick up on any meaningful subtext. I, however, was overwhelmed. For the last ten years, whenever I’d thought of the fire and its aftermath, it seemed as if Sera and I had very different versions of events. Now, she was explicitly trusting me to tell one story and incorporate her experience into my own memories of the night. She was forcing me to be honest and to recognize her point of view. The woman was diabolical. “Brian, you want to come? You already know the story, and you can help, if…” she tapered off, trying to think of a believable way he could be helpful. I knew she was giving him an excuse to avoid reliving the past.


    “If you need anything kept moderately chilled?” he finished for her, laughing. He was unconcerned about the less than impressive way his powers manifested. “Are you asking because you know I love all that science-y stuff?”


    “I’m asking because you love the women in lab coats.”


    “There’s that. Not as much as I love Aidan, however,” he assured me, making a surprisingly gallant bow for someone strapped into a car seat. “I’ll stay and hear the story.”


    Several minutes later, Mac pulled into the driveway. Sera immediately transferred to the Mustang and took off, her music clearly audible even through closed windows. I found myself faced with the task of telling three people I barely knew about the worst night of my life. I really could have planned this better. I briefly wondered if there was any plan I could have made that would have left me alone on a Caribbean island for the next week.


    We headed inside and gathered around the dining room table. It was a more formal setting than the living room couches, and this wasn’t a story that encouraged comfort.


    “So, should I start at the beginning? How much do you already know?”


    “Tell us everything. I want to hear your version,” said Mac.


    Everything. Excellent. “Ten years ago, Sera, Brian and I were students at the college, and friends. We met when we lived in the same freshman dorm. There were a lot of elementals here, back then. I don’t know where they all went. Some might still be around. I’d have to ask Sera. But most left, once the killings started.”


    “I was one of them,” said Vivian. “I thought it was the smart thing to do. Now, I just feel like a coward for running.”


    Simon looked at her. “There is a fine line between cowardice and self-preservation. Do not be so sure you landed on the wrong side of that line.” She shook her head, unconvinced.


    “Everyone left because it was an elemental doing the killing,” said Mac, keeping us on track.


    “Yes. The humans… their hearts were frozen solid. It’s how they died. With the first body, we hoped it was just a freak natural occurrence. I guess we were trying to be as good at denial as the humans. But then there was a second body, and a third, and we couldn’t do our ostrich imitation anymore.” I glanced at Brian, who gave me a slight nod. “One of them was Brian’s girlfriend, Felicia.” The rest looked at him, their faces a mix of shock, sympathy, and that strange uncertainty when someone has no idea what to say.


    I continued with the story, wanting to move past the painful memory. “An elemental was killing humans, and it became obvious he was targeting humans involved with elementals. One of the reasons we live so long is that we are really good at conflict avoidance. You wouldn’t believe how fast the town cleared out. Everyone wanted to distance themselves from the murders. Soon, the only members of our old group still in town were the three of us. I guess we’d spent too much time watching Perry Mason as kids, because we decided we could find this bastard and bring him to justice, or something like that.” Vivian, Simon and Mac all looked blank. Apparently, none of them had been born in time to catch my reference. I didn’t even think Brian was old enough. I opted not to point out their deprived childhoods, lest I simultaneously point out how old I actually was.


    “Why didn’t you leave, too? It would seem like the far more sensible choice,” said Simon.


    “Yeah, well. What evidence have we given you that we are sensible people? No matter how old we were in human years, we were still dumb college kids. We thought we could do anything. We live so long and are so powerful that the threat of mortality never entered our minds. We wanted excitement, and we wanted to do something important. Maybe, we also wanted to do the right thing, but I can’t say that was the driving force, not then.”


    “I’d like to know how you amateur Holmes and Watsons actually managed to find this guy. At the moment, it sounds like a rather implausible movie plot,” said Simon, the man who turned into a cat.


    “Well, nothing would have happened without Sera’s father,” I began. I didn’t make it any further than that, however. A loud whistling noise pierced the air, followed by the unmistakable sound of broken glass in the living room. There was a split second in which we all froze, looking at each other and hoping we hadn’t heard what we all knew we had, then we moved as one.


    Simon immediately shifted, a process that took the blink of an eye. A small black cat ran out of the neck of his t-shirt, leaving a pile of clothes behind. He clambered his way up the wood posts and ran along the beams that decorated the living room’s ceiling. He was in the room a moment before everyone else, and his furious yowl confirmed that something unpleasant was waiting for us.


    We entered the room as a group, and immediately pulled to a stop. Vivian gasped. The sofa was ablaze, the fire already rising with unnatural speed. The hungry flames sought out the floor-length drapes and the plush rugs, eager to consume anything in their path. In a few minutes, the entire house would catch fire, and the wooden A-frame would be nothing but a burnt-out shell soon after. If the fire was left unchecked, everything would be destroyed.


    I’d seen this in my nightmares. I’d watched fires rising and rising, unstoppable, ravenous forces capable of taking everything from me. I’d dreamt of fires destroying my childhood home, my first apartment, my haven in the country. I had lived this moment so many times in the last ten years, imagining the horror, the screams, the absolute sense of powerlessness. It had finally found me.


    “Get out,” I hissed, not looking at anything beyond the hypnotic flames, dancing gleefully and mocking me with every snap. “Everyone, get out,” I said, loudly this time. Vivian gave my arm a quick squeeze, the only support she could realistically offer, then ran from the room.


    “You want me to call the fire department?” Brian asked. I shook my head, and he reluctantly stepped away, leaving the fire to me.


    “You too,” I said to Mac.


    “I’m not running while my house goes up in flames. There’s an extinguisher by the door.” The door was on the other side of the room, with a wall of flames separating us. It wasn’t an option. Mac didn’t seem to care. He’d ripped off his flannel shirt and was tying it around his face, an impromptu smoke mask. I decided he was both quite brave and an absolute idiot.


    “Get out of here. I can handle this, but I need to focus, which will be a lot easier if I’m not worried about you dying from smoke inhalation.”


    He looked doubtful, and shook his head. “I’m not leaving you to the same fate.”


    I was running out of time. I turned to face him, giving him my best glare, one I meant with every fiber of my being. “I am a water, you stubborn ass. This is something I can do. But if I’m more worried about extinguishing you than the sofa, I won’t be able to give all my attention to finding water molecules. Molecules this fire is rapidly eating, by the way. So get the hell out and let me work.”


    He looked uncertain, but he didn’t budge. “Now,” I insisted. I couldn’t afford this. With each passing moment, the fire grew more intense. Slowly, reluctantly, he turned and walked back through the dining room. I had to assume he was leaving through the back door. Not even a minute had passed since we’d discovered the fire, and I hoped our conversation hadn’t just cost him his living room.


    Taking a deep breath, I found my fear and locked it away in a distant part of my mind. Later, it could have free rein, but right now I needed no distractions. I called the magic that rested in my very core to the surface, feeling it spread throughout my body and fill up every cell. My skin started to vibrate, the power clinging to each pore. I waited until the sensation intensified, until I felt all my humanity slip away and I was nothing but pure magic.


    I hadn’t been wrong when yelling at Mac. The fire was rapidly eating every molecule of oxygen in the room, taking the last bit of humidity with it. It wasn’t going to be enough. I guided the magic through the house, sending some of it backwards to the dining room, the rest upstairs to the bedrooms and even higher to the loft above. Splitting the magic required further concentration. I tried to take another calming breath, but the fire had filled the room with enough smoke that I ended up coughing instead. My concentration dimmed, and I felt a long moment of panic as the fire climbed higher.


    This was my nightmare brought to life, a living, burning reminder of my utter uselessness and the knowledge that I wasn’t truly in control. I indulged the panic, longer than I wanted, before I remembered this wasn’t a dream, and this wasn’t some figment of my imagination.


    This was the result of a firebomb. Someone had deliberately set the fire, had tried to hurt or even kill us, and I was not letting the bastard win. I might have a few neuroses to work through, but I was also competitive as hell, and I was damn sure going to use that. I refused to be afraid or panicked. I refused to even be angry. Suddenly, my focus returned, sharp and pure. I became nothing but the magic.


    The fire continued to grow, now blackening the walls and reaching for the ceiling. I closed my eyes, blocking out the fire until I could only feel the magic as it found every cool particle of water in the house. It went willingly, happy to find the element from which it was born, so many millennia ago. Gently, I attached the magic to the water molecules. I waited just a moment, letting the union settle, then gave a tug.


    Eagerly, it rushed downstairs, from the loft to the second floor and then down the staircase, picking up more water as it flew ecstatically through the air. The magic reached me as a wall of water. I grabbed it and pushed, directing it toward the charred sofa, putting the fire out at its source. Water met fire with a hiss, but the fire surrendered, unable to defeat the powerful wave crashing over it.


    It wasn’t enough. The source of the fire was eliminated, but it had already spread too far. The flames had consumed all the moisture in the room, so I couldn’t simply make another go. I was running out of time. Soon, the flames would reach the ceiling, and there was nothing I could do against a ceiling collapse. Nothing except get crushed and die, that is.


    I still had the magic I’d moved into the dining room, and I sent the rest in to join it. I was losing oxygen rapidly. I crouched down, desperate to get below the smoke. This was my last chance. If this didn’t work, I would need to abandon the house to the fire. With no other options, I performed the elemental equivalent of a Hail Mary, asking the magic to find any water it could. Its nature is to find and attach to water, so I didn’t worry about that. I only worried that there wasn’t enough water left in the house to put out the flames.


    When I felt the power settle, I knew it had joined to as many molecules as possible. On my hands and knees, coughing, I gave one powerful tug, pulling everything back to me and sending it toward the living room. I felt the water fly over my head, cold and determined, and heard the sizzle as it beat against the remaining flames, extinguishing them instantly.


    Slowly, I raised my head, fearing that it hadn’t been enough. I needn’t have worried. Though the room was still filled with smoke, there wasn’t even the slightest flicker of a flame. Water covered everything. It soaked the carpets and the furniture and ran in rivulets down the blackened walls. Exhausted and yet oddly triumphant, I crawled into the dining room, reveling in my success. I’d done it. Screw the memories, screw the nightmares. I had just controlled a fire intended to harm me. Years of counseling couldn’t produce as satisfying a breakthrough as I enjoyed at that moment.


    Hearing a rustling near me, I pulled myself up to sitting. There, on the dining room table, sat an extremely wet cat with singed whiskers who obviously hadn’t listened to my order to get out. He cast me a baleful glance before grabbing his jeans in his mouth and dragging them outside. I followed his progress and saw Mac, standing in the kitchen doorway with a fire extinguisher he’d apparently grabbed from his trailer. He was as wet as the cat, his clothes plastered to his body and his hair dripping water. A puddle was forming where he stood, but he seemed completely unaware of that fact. He stared at me with a bemused expression.


    “Did you just re-route the Truckee River through my house?” he asked.

  


  
    
Chapter 5


    “Well, this complicates things,” noted Sera, looking around the charred living room. “I just ordered a new rug, and it doesn’t go at all with this new ‘damp and burnt’ design aesthetic.”


    “It’s ‘incendiary chic,’” I explained. “Only your finest domestic terrorists can really pull it off.”


    “I knew I should have bought that chandelier hand made from detonated grenades when I saw it on Etsy. I’ll never be able to pull the room together now.”


    “Don’t be so pessimistic. A few throw pillows will make all the difference.” I paused. “What’s an Etsy?” She only shook her head at my ignorance.


    We stood in the middle of the room, shivering in the chill. All the windows were open to air out the house, and we’d turned off the power until we had a chance to check the electrical damage, so the house was currently without heat. Just for fun, the gathering clouds and rapidly dropping temperature indicated it would soon be snowing, as well.


    Vivian looked between us, trying to decide if we were being enormously inappropriate or simply deranged. I wasn’t sure I could help her out, either.


    “Someone tried to kill us,” she pointed out.


    “It sure looks that way,” agreed Sera.


    “Why?” Vivian asked. Sera shrugged, unable to offer a clear answer. “I’m not okay with that.” Vivian sounded scared, but her stiff back and the stubborn set of her jaw suggested she wouldn’t be giving in to the fear anytime soon.


    Sera agreed. “It is a bit discomfiting.”


    “Whoever did this, they know where we live. Do you think they know where I live, too?” she asked. She looked nervously around the room, possibly looking for assassins hidden behind the burnt remains of the potted palm.


    “It’s a possibility,” I acknowledged. “You and Brian should probably move in here full-time. He and Simon can share the loft. Safety in numbers and all that.”


    Vivian considered this for a moment. “Wouldn’t it be safer to move to a completely different house?”


    Sera shook her head, determined. “I don’t run. It only makes you look like prey. Hey, Mac,” she called as he entered the room, hauling a bucket filled with warm, sudsy water. “Is it okay if we turn your home into a fortress?”


    He looked around the room, noting the damage that someone’s deliberate actions had caused to his home. He was not a happy man at the moment, but at least he wasn’t throwing things. A man who funneled his anger into cleaning was one I could deal with. “Do whatever you need to do to protect us, Sera. Just keep the boiling oil to a minimum, okay?”


    “Of course. That stuff never comes out of carpets. Get your coat, Ade. We’re going shopping.”


    Several hours later, Sera had loaded Mac’s Bronco with window film, security cameras, bags of soil, and several large plastic bins. We also found some severely discounted curtains and several rolls of wallpaper in the sale bin of a local shop. We needed to be frugal, because it had been a long time since my last major withdrawal, and I knew she avoided using her father’s money whenever possible. Fortunately, it’s easy to find good deals if you’re willing to buy bright orange drapes and teddy bear wallpaper.


    “We’ve got one more stop to make,” she said, passing the turnoff for the house. “I need you to meet some people.”


    “That’s… very vague of you. Where are we heading?”


    “Stateline.” That was over an hour away, on the Nevada side. Before I could protest, she added, “It’s the local FBI resident agency.”


    “We’re bringing the feds into this? Don’t get me wrong. I appreciate the opportunity to use ‘G-men’ in everyday conversation, but don’t we usually avoid the feds?”


    “Usually, yes. Unfortunately, they’ve invited themselves. It’s what happens when bodies start crossing state lines. They’ve connected the murders, not just the ones from this year but from ten years ago, too. The method of death might be different, but he’s using the same dumping grounds. The local police are far out of their league and doing their best to ignore the weirdness, but the agents are actually trying to solve the case.”


    “So, what’s the plan? We visit their office and try to convince them we saw the bad guy heading out of town on a black horse, and he’s probably halfway to Stockton by now?”


    “Wouldn’t that be nice? No, we’re going to go tell them everything we know about Christopher. Someone who doesn’t know about elementals or shifters will never be able to see the real link behind the killings. But it will tell us what they know, and maybe we’ll get some new information. Until we know more about these guys, we’re going to cooperate.” There was no disguising the disgust she felt for that last word.


    “How’d these guys find you?”


    “Oh, it was so romantic. There I was, studying the toe tag on a Jane Doe, and in they walked, all shiny and serious, wanting to see the inside of a man’s chest cavity. They asked me if I came there often, we compared bodies, and fate just took over from there.”


    “They were there to see Mark’s body too?”


    “Or there’s your boring version of events. They were postulating all sorts of unlikely theories about a killer using bags of soil and a funnel.” We’d just bought several bags of soil and a funnel. It suddenly seemed that we ought to have considered our purchases more carefully. “They have no idea what they’re dealing with. That’s the one advantage of being a creature that doesn’t exist in their version of reality. No one ever suspects you.”


    We drove on without talking. It was a long drive to the local FBI office, and I enjoyed the complete quiet that fell in the car. It was the kind of rare peace one only finds in the still moments between murders and arson attempts, and I was going to take every second of it I could get.


    After a few minutes, I hesitantly reached out to the radio and looked for a country station. Johnny Cash’s unmistakable bass-baritone sang to us of the pain of living and loving. This time, Sera didn’t attempt to change the station, and the sounds of “Unchained” filled the car as we circled the lake.


    When we pulled up to the office, we were both in a quiet, somber mood. Johnny Cash will do that to a girl. With the local headquarters almost two hours away in Sacramento, this was a small satellite office, and about as impressive as one would expect.


    Sera procrastinated for several long minutes, checking email, sending a bunch of texts, and explaining this strange new technology to me. Most elementals feel a combination of disdain and aversion when it comes to the authorities, simultaneously afraid of discovery and scornful of how little the law actually knew. Sera and I were walking a fine line even showing up at this office. “Be brave, H20,” she said, and immediately headed to the front door. I followed at a slower pace, wondering when we’d returned to nickname status.


    We were immediately led to a small office that bore little resemblance to any crime show on television. There were no bright lights, no one-way glass, and no ashtrays on the table. Instead, the room held a long wooden table and four matching chairs, two on each side. It looked more like the setting for a casual meal than a tense interrogation. When they brought us cups of tea, I even felt myself relax slightly.


    The door opened, and in walked two men. They at least lived up to my stereotypical ideas of the FBI. Both wore perfectly ironed suits so pristine I would have been hard pressed to find a speck of lint on either of them. I found myself wishing I could sic Simon in cat form on them, just to muss them up a little. Although their coloring suggested they came from very different gene pools, they might as well have been twins. Neither smiled, and I got the feeling they would not need to invest much money in wrinkle cream to fight future laugh lines.


    “Thank you for coming in, Ms. Blais,” said the slightly taller of the two. He was the younger one and looked like he’d transferred directly from the Marines to the Bureau. His shoulders did an impressive job of filling out his suit. He kept his curly hair clipped short and worn close to the skull, and his dark face was dominated by his large brown eyes. He looked at each of us in turn, holding our gazes for just a fraction longer than was altogether polite. If he had been a shifter, I mused, he’d be a predator. “You remember my partner, Agent Carmichael.”


    “Yes, of course. Agent Johnson, this is my... this is Aidan Brook. She just got into town last night, so she doesn’t know anything about recent events, but she was also friends with Christopher. We were roommates ten years ago.”


    Carmichael looked me over, perhaps assessing the likelihood that I’d gone on a murderous spree during my previous time in the community. His hair was a blond so dark some would call it brown, and his blue eyes did not blink as he considered me. He seemed to be in his early thirties, the age when so many human men finally shrug off the boyishness that dogs them through their twenties and settle into their rougher adult faces. He looked like a grown-up version of the boy scout, high school quarterback, and college valedictorian, all rolled into one impressive, square-jawed package. He seemed slightly more friendly than Johnson, but that wasn’t saying much. I firmly told myself to make no jokes in front of these men.


    “Please describe your relationship with the deceased, Ms. Brook,” said Carmichael.


    “I didn’t know Mark… I guess I don’t even know his last name.” Both agents stared at me. “Oh, you mean Christopher?” I was off to an impressive start, I was.


    For the next several hours, I answered approximately five hundred questions about my friendship with Christopher, and then I watched Sera do the same. The questions were, in turn, bland, repetitive, gentle, heart-breaking, and insinuating. When the interview was finally over, I wanted to curl up in the fetal position.


    Since Sera had re-entered my life—was that really only yesterday?—I’d been so busy moving from one situation to the next that I hadn’t stopped to consider the tragedy that had brought me here in the first place. I knew Chris was gone, but my heart hadn’t bothered to catch up to my brain until now. Thanks to their invasive questions, I felt like I’d just relived Christopher’s and my entire relationship with two men who seemed to be composed of equal parts robotics and granite.


    Finally, they thanked us for our time and released us. I barely made it out the door before I was sobbing, all the grief unearthed by the interview rising to the surface and demanding I react. As much as I loved Chris, it wasn’t only his loss causing the pain. The questions reminded me of what my life had been, and what it had since become.


    Once, I had cared about those who surrounded me. I would have known immediately if one of them had died. Now, I was a hermit, hiding in my beat-up old house, deliberately unaware of events passing in the outside world. The past had long since stopped being a memory that plagued me. It had become a monster, a constant shadowy presence that stalked me slowly, attacking whenever my armor dropped. I’d learned to defend myself, to surround myself with such a barrier of apathy that the beast nearly gave up, finding no easy prey in my heart.


    That had been the cost of my freedom, the only way I was able to live with myself: I chose to feel nothing.


    It had taken two days amongst old friends to put cracks in the armor I’d spent years building, and another hour with the agents to destroy it altogether. The shards of my defenses crashed about my feet, useless and shattered. With no further warning, I felt again. I felt everything, and it was horrible.


    Sera said nothing. She merely ushered me to the side of the building, providing me with a bit more privacy in which to fall apart. She stood quietly and waited.


    She waited a long time. I sobbed until I was gasping and fighting for air. It took long minutes, but the sobs finally tapered off. I managed to build a temporary protection, just enough to function again. “That was...” I didn’t know how to finish. I wasn’t even certain whether I was talking about the interview or my subsequent breakdown.


    “I’m sorry about that. I didn’t realize they were going to want quite that much detail.” She dug in her purse and pulled out a packet of tissues. She gave it to me, and I attempted to clean up. She fidgeted the whole time, fingers tapping restlessly against her thigh. She had something to say and was only waiting until I was done crying to say it.


    Finally, the words burst from her. “Ade, do you really hate me?”


    I could only be honest. “Sometimes. If it helps, I hate myself for all the same reasons I hate you.” I paused long enough to wipe my face again. The tears were finally drying up, and my face felt tired and puffy. “Do you hate me for leaving?”


    She nodded. “Sometimes.” Though her eyes were still serious, still full of the pain from the interview and my breakdown, she offered me a hesitant smile. “But I’m glad you’re here.” Deciding that was enough emotional honesty for one day, she added, “God knows why. All you do is mope and cry.”


    Humans might make a face or lightly punch a friend in the arm for such a comment. I was only half-human, so I chose to hurriedly gather a bit of water from the damp air and dump it on her head. The best part was that she couldn’t get me back in equal fashion. A quick blast of water was a practical joke; third degree burns were not.


    Sera glared at me. “That comment did not deserve an impromptu shower,” she protested, wiping her face with her sleeve.


    “No,” I grinned, “but it made me feel better. Plus, you just subjected me to the world’s worst therapy session. What the hell did we even get out of that? They asked all the questions. We learned nothing.” Narrowing my eyes at her, I menacingly brought another ball of water toward her head.


    She eyed the water, then glanced around. At least one of us was still considering whether humans were watching. I really had been away too long. Fortunately, there were no windows on this side of the building, but I was an idiot to have forgotten at all.


    Embarrassed, I started to disperse the rain, but Sera was too fast for me. She drew a ring of fire around the water, letting the flames gobble up the oxygen until none of the water remained. Then, she rearranged the fire, painting a lion in the air, his fiery mane flaring behind him as he silently roared in my face. There is nothing more obnoxious than an elemental with artistic talent.


    “Show off,” I muttered.


    “Cheer up. You might find that our trip was not as fruitless as you imagine.” She moved to the car, unlocking my side first. “Check the back seat. We seem to have picked up a stray along the way.”


    I glanced inside the car to find a very naked Simon reclining along the bench seat. On his lap, covering the one thing I probably shouldn’t examine too closely, was a manila folder with the FBI logo and a label reading “Lake Tahoe Killings.”


    It was dark by the time we returned to the house. Mac had apparently decided it was safe to turn the electricity back on, and every light in the house glowed warmly, small beacons in each window welcoming us back. We were assaulted by a wave of heat the moment we opened the front door, and Sera sighed in relief. Simon promptly sat next to a radiator to warm himself, and even I had to admit it felt good.


    Mac and Vivian were playing cards in the dining room. Rummy, it looked like. Vivian nodded at us as we entered, and for a moment everything felt completely normal. We were just coming home after running a few errands, about to enjoy a casual night at home with friends. Then I glanced at the living room to my right and remembered that normal was still several zip codes away.


    “Would you like to join us?” asked Vivian, holding up her cards in illustration. “We decided the cleaning could wait until morning.” She had her dreads loosely tied at the nape of her neck, and she wore a beat-up pair of sweatpants and a t-shirt that read “No, I won’t fix your computer.” She looked relaxed and confident in a way she never had in a button-down shirt. It was a reminder that in the ten years I’d been gone, the world had changed and moved on while I stood still. An unexpected, desperate urge to play catch-up grabbed at me, and I spared a wasted moment to wonder who I would have been if fire and death had never touched me.


    Mac turned to me, waiting for my answer. “Maybe.” For a moment, I thought longingly of my quiet room upstairs and the empty pages in my journal still waiting to be filled. It was tempting, but so was the thought of practicing my neglected rummy skills. “Where’s Brian?”


    “Work.” answered Sera. “He’s still at the Rat Trap, proudly getting people drunk on a nightly basis. We might visit him later. For now, Vivian, I’m afraid you’ll have to kick Mac’s ass on your own. I need to borrow Aidan for a while.” To me, she said, “Go grab something warmer. It’s freaking cold out there.”


    Curious, I did as she said without asking any questions.


    Twenty minutes later, we pulled to a stop outside a tall iron fence. There were few lights, but enough to see what waited on the other side, and the lights reflected off neat rows of white marble and angelic statuary. “You feeling nimble?” she asked.


    A minute later, she waited for me on the other side of the fence. She had climbed over easily. I lacked her upper body strength, but I was skinny and too stubborn to ask for help. While most of the fence reached to the ground, there were several inches of space below the locked gates. I stripped off my bulky layers and threw them to Sera, then shimmied underneath to join her.


    “Why did we just break into a cemetery?” I asked through chattering teeth, quickly bundling back up.


    “Because I was halfway to Oregon when they held his funeral. Come on.” I followed her through the night, ignoring the chill that nipped at both my ears and my heart. Chris was here, in this quiet and desolate place. His big, strong body and laughing face were trapped here forever, and I would never see them again.


    Sera stopped by a plain headstone, engraved only with his name and the dates of his birth and death. “Shouldn’t it say he was beloved of someone?” I asked.


    “They wouldn’t have enough room to write everyone who loved him. They’d need one of those.” She indicated an ostentatious tomb to our left. “It doesn’t matter. He knew.” I shook my head, remembering ten years of silence. “He knew, Aidan. I told him what we were years ago. He knew why you left and why you weren’t writing or calling. He always understood. He missed you, of course, but he understood.”


    I swallowed. I thought that, after my earlier outburst, I had no tears left, but that seemed overly optimistic of me. “I should have…”


    “Yes. You should have.”


    “Now it’s too late.”


    “Only for some things.”


    I sat on the frozen ground and placed my gloved hands on his grave, as if I could suddenly channel Vivian’s power. “I’m sorry, Chris,” I whispered. “I’m sorry I left you.”


    Sera knelt beside me and pressed a hand to the earth. The other she wrapped slowly around one of mine until we were all connected, Chris’s grave to Sera to me. There were still hundreds of words left to be said, words of recrimination, apology, and maybe even of forgiveness, but we said none of them.


    Instead, we knelt on the grave for a very long time, until the snow that had been threatening all day finally began to fall, and even for a long while after that.

  


  
    
Chapter 6


    A few days later, I awoke to find a toy fireman’s hat resting on the other pillow. I looked for the outrage and fear that I would expect to find, knowing that someone had snuck quietly into my room, but all I found was a warm glow and undeniable sense of pride. It was a silly little gift, but I welcomed the light-hearted token of my mad fire-fighting skills.


    I had slept for a long time the night before, my body still recovering from a couple of fast-paced, stressful days. The others were already up by the time I stumbled my way downstairs. I grabbed a cup of tea and a plate of toast and joined them. It was rare to find everyone gathered together. Most days, Vivian was at school or Mac at work, and it was rare for Brian to join us before noon. It was Saturday, I realized, and no one had anywhere else they needed to be.


    Simon lounged across the living room floor, studying the FBI file closely, looking for some telling detail he had missed in his previous reviews. Vivian sat in the window with a newspaper, filling in the New York Times crossword puzzle with a pen. Mac was reading an Elmore Leonard novel, and Brian and Sera whispered quietly in the corner. It was a remarkably peaceful tableau, especially considering how the room had looked three days earlier.


    Days of hard labor had transformed the living room from a charred ruin into a fully livable space. Vivian and I tackled the walls, washing them and putting up new wallpaper. Mac hadn’t raised a single objection about using teddy bear wallpaper in his house, which suggested he was either insane or convinced another attack was forthcoming.


    Sera couldn’t safely light a fire inside, so she arranged for a desert friend to fly up and help me dry out the carpet before it mildewed. She was only in the cabin for a couple hours, but that was long enough to turn the place into our own Mojave Desert, at least temporarily. The friend left the minute the job was completed, declaring herself utterly freaked out by all the trees and water. Sera steam cleaned the carpet herself, and it actually looked better than it had before. Mac had ransacked the local shops, finding every available oversized pillow and scattering them across the floor in place of the ruined sofa and armchair, which currently sat in the back yard, enjoying their second life as a cozy hotel for various small animals. Brian had skillfully avoided manual labor by offering his bartending services, making sure we all stayed so pleasantly buzzed that we didn’t mind the work ourselves. He also supervised.


    Unfortunately, he’d been liberally imbibing his own concoctions at the time and thus failed a bit in his supervisory duties. This might explain why the wallpaper hung upside down on one wall. There was now a twelve foot stretch where it appeared hundreds of teddy bears were dive bombing the floor pillows. I was fairly certain I was responsible for that stretch of wall, a fact I kept to myself.


    While the rest of us tackled the living room repairs, Simon sketched designs for a home security system, and we’d spent the previous day rigging the house from top to bottom. The windows were all covered with one-way film, ensuring no watching psychopaths could track our movements. Motion sensor cameras covered the house’s entire perimeter, including Mac’s trailer, and the recordings uploaded directly to a data cloud we could access at any time. Well, the others could, at least. I’d nodded and smiled when the discussion turned to server farms.


    Each room also held several large plastic bins filled with soil or water, providing me and Vivian with easy access to fire prevention. A few bins even perched on the ceiling beams, ready to be dropped down at a moment’s notice if anyone dared to start a second fire. We didn’t know if the arsonist meant to warn us, scare us, or outright kill us, but it didn’t matter. He wasn’t going to succeed.


    I stepped around one of these bins on my way to an empty cushion. “Do you think we’re covered? Are you sure you don’t want any land mines, Simon?” I asked, finally making my way to a pillow.


    “Why? Elementals can’t control explosives,” he replied, his concentration on the files so great that he completely missed the sarcasm.


    Vivian stretched in the window, almost as fluid and languid as Simon. It seemed like Mac noticed as well, and I fought an unexpected urge to throw a cushion at his head. “I like it. When this is all over, I’m planting in this soil. I’ll turn your house into a small jungle.” I was pleased to note that Mac looked more amused than impressed by her suggestion.


    “You got your fortress, Sera. A fortress of… well, it’s definitely not a fortress of solitude,” I said, looking around the crowded room.


    “A fortress of the screwed and pursued?” suggested Brian.


    “Too negative. It’s the fortress of the renewed,” countered Sera.


    “Fortress of the slightly skewed,” said Mac.


    “You’re all wrong. We’re living in the fortress of he who mewed,” I stated, nodding at Simon. “Live with it.”


    “I need to shower and be shampooed,” said Vivian, her mock serious tone the perfect counterpoint to her Dr. Seuss-inspired words. She stood and moved toward the stairs.


    “You hear that, Ade? She’s going to denude.”


    “How very lewd.”


    By now, we were all grinning. Even Simon allowed a small smile to escape. In the back of our minds, we were all aware of the events that had drawn us together, but it’s hard to maintain a sense of despair and helplessness when forming really bad rhymes.


    The laughter faded. No one said anything for several long moments, preferring to enjoy the cheerful quiet that filled the room. The last few days had been strangely light-hearted, the cleanup a welcome respite from the investigation, and no one wanted to return to discussions of homicidal elementals.


    Mac walked to the kitchen, where he prepared cups of tea and coffee. Several more moments were taken up by the disbursement of the drinks, the pouring of milk or sugar. Simon shuffled the papers, moving items from one pile to another for no clear reason. Even Brian, always so outspoken and charming, seemed disinclined to interrupt the quiet moment. We worked quietly, reading or writing or just relaxing on the pillows. No one spoke until Vivian rejoined us, dressed in a clean pair of sweats and towel drying her wet hair.


    As usual, Sera was the one to start. “We’ve avoided it long enough. We have no more interior design left to do. We need to talk about the next step.”


    There was a long moment of silence. I knew how to fill it: with the one subject that would destroy any residual good mood. “So, if you’re going to understand what’s happening now, you need to know what happened ten years ago.” Sera shifted places, moving several cushions to her left until she was sitting closer to me. I crawled through my memories, looking for the one I needed. It was well buried, held with iron chains deep in my subconscious. Reluctantly, I ripped it free, and it flew toward me as eagerly as a drowning swimmer desperate for air. It was creaky and disused but as powerful as it had ever been. It wanted to be heard. I began to speak.


    It was late February, and we’d been looking for the killer for months. The bodies had started appearing in October, but it took a while for us to recognize the pattern. The first death slid completely under our radar. It wasn’t considered a murder by the local authorities, and who could blame them? There were no clear signs of foul play, just a dead body in a campsite. Someone who had apparently died from a heart attack at a freakishly young age. We did not live in an especially high crime area, but it was still like any other place: people died, and died often.


    The second death was the boyfriend of someone we knew, an earth elemental in several of my classes. This time, the autopsy determined how he’d died: his heart had been completely frozen. The cops still assumed natural causes, but we knew what we were dealing with. With the third death, we saw the pattern fully. We knew we were facing an ice that killed the human partners of other elementals. This time, we couldn’t fail to notice: it was Brian’s girlfriend who died.


    Brian was destroyed. He left town completely, unable to stay when he saw memories of her wherever he looked. He simply packed up his car and left, and the only thing he said to me before he drove out of town was, “Find this bastard.”


    We did our best. Though we had many friends, Sera and I discovered that most were leaving town. Vivian was one of them, packing soon after the first murders. For whatever reason, that instinct for selfishness—or possibly self-preservation—had completely bypassed the two of us. We were brash, relatively young, and highly motivated. Plus, we both came from old families, and we had the power that only comes from the sort of lineage and upbringing we were given. Between the two of us, we had little doubt that we could handle one ice elemental, no matter how dangerous. As a team, we thought we were invincible. The only problem was that we had to find him first.


    It took us months. We tried to identify the elementals’ partners, figuring they were potential victims, but that proved little more than an exercise in frustration. After all, it was still a college town, and many people swapped partners more often than they changed classes. When we did find a probable victim, we could only follow him or her, hoping to catch the killer if he struck. It was a far from ideal plan, and after an afternoon spent sitting in a car, waiting for an earth’s girlfriend to finish getting her highlights done, we scrapped that plan entirely. She died a month later.


    At this point, Sera phoned her father. We were clearly in over our heads and wanted his help. Josiah Blais had little interaction with humans, but he did have a vested interest in making sure no unstable elemental was risking our exposure.


    He provided motion sensor cameras, similar to the ones currently in the fortress. He hired a man to install them throughout all the parks, and each morning we scrolled through the footage from the night before, simultaneously hoping and fearing that we’d catch the killer on film. This continued for weeks. Then, one morning, there was finally some movement on one of the tapes.


    A figure, clearly male, stood in front of the camera. He wore a thick winter coat, the sort you would see on half the locals. He appeared to be of average height and build, and his face and hair were covered by a skier’s balaclava. It was difficult to tell beneath the mask, but he appeared to be smiling. A moment later, ice started to form over the lens, thickening into a layer at least an inch thick. The frame was completely obscured.


    Sera and I drove immediately to the park, but we already knew it was too late. The body of Steve Marconi, the longtime partner of a water we sometimes met for drinks, lay frozen on the ground. The camera was still covered with a thick layer of ice. We phoned the police, telling them we’d happened upon the body while out for a morning jog. They asked us a few perfunctory questions we could easily answer, and then we watched from outside the yellow tape as the forensics team appeared. They found nothing. There were no bootprints in the ice, no marks or fingerprints on the body. As before, it appeared Steve had died suddenly from a freak heart attack.


    I watched the cops stand at the edges of the crime scene, whispering and shaking their heads. Their faces revealed their complete bewilderment and no small amount of fear. They might not want to articulate it, but they knew what they were seeing was not natural. They had no idea how a human could commit these murders, and the only thing stopping them from looking for non-humans was their stubborn belief that we didn’t exist. I wondered how long that belief could hold in the face of more impossible murders.


    That night, over dinner, we quietly told Josiah about the crime scene and the cops’ reactions. The next day he made a phone call, and within hours a personal security detail appeared at his door. They all wore matching uniforms, head-to-toe black relieved only by the red collars on their motorcycle-style jackets. He assigned one bodyguard to each potential target, with the strict instructions to call us the moment anything suspicious happened. The guards were humans, and therefore told not to interfere directly. It really is amazing what can be organized with a large enough bankroll.


    It took another three weeks before anything happened, during which time Sera and I let down our guard a little. With Josiah assuming responsibility, we could almost pretend things were normal again. We starting hanging out at the bar like we did before, but it was different. Now, the elementals stuck together, avoiding any human contact. We never flirted or exchanged numbers anymore. We were too afraid to turn someone into a target. The only human we dared talk to was Christopher. The bar between us felt like a natural barrier, one that kept him safe. Besides, it was Chris. We didn’t know how not to be his friend.


    When the call finally came in the small hours of the morning, we had nearly forgotten we were waiting for it. Josiah had returned to Hawaii. It was only the two us. The bodyguard informed us that an unfamiliar man had visited the human to whom he was assigned. Her name was Amanda Wilson. Neither of us knew her, but she had just climbed into her own car with the unknown visitor and been driven to an abandoned warehouse on the outskirts of Truckee. They were both inside the building now, but the guard did not think she had entered the building willingly. He asked permission to enter himself, clearly thinking himself a better offensive unit than two college girls. We refused and told him to wait where he was. To do otherwise would have been the same as signing his death certificate. He hung up, unhappy, and we drove as quickly as we could to the warehouse.


    When we arrived, the guard was nowhere to be seen. I don’t know why that didn’t worry us more than it did. Maybe we assumed that he didn’t want to be our lapdog and had left. More likely, we didn’t want to consider anything that would interfere with our long-awaited chance to be heroes. We ignored that warning sign, a mistake we had cause to rue every day since.


    There were no houses nearby, and the warehouse stood on several acres of its own land. There was one car in front of the building, but otherwise the entire place appeared abandoned. Clouds covered the moon and the thousands of stars that normally lit up the Tahoe sky. Dawn was only an hour away, but at that moment it still felt like the deepest part of night. It was cold and windy, the trees rattling in the breeze. A storm was clearly on the way.


    “Well, this doesn’t feel creepy at all,” muttered Sera. “Got your high heels on? I hear that’s the standard footwear for dealing with serial killers.”


    I knew that humor was Sera’s primary defense, and she was probably using it to cover her own uneasiness, but I was in no mood to banter. “What’s the plan?” We’d never bothered to discuss what we’d do if we ever found the guy.


    “Wait here.” Sera took off with no further explanation, and for several minutes I was alone. Nothing is louder than the sound of a forest on a windy night. Every crack, every brush of the leaves sounded like someone sneaking up behind me. I took several deep breaths, trying to center myself.


    I found the core of magic within me and let it glide through my body, let it reach out and find all nearby sources of water. We weren’t close to the river, but the impending storm provided plenty of humidity. I let the magic attach and simply held it there, asking it to wait until I needed it. As always, I found comfort in this simple act, this reminder of the energy that gave me life every bit as much as my beating heart.


    Sera silently returned. “We’re good. There are no windows in the sides or back, and only one door. I already set a fire by the door, blocking that one. Assuming they were here when we arrived, they’re still here.”


    I felt my calm control slip. Her impetuousness had cost us the element of surprise.


    “Dammit, Sera. This is your plan? Run in like Butch Cassidy and the fucking Suicidal Kid? Besides, he’s an ice, you idiot. He can put out a fire.”


    Looking at her, I was shocked to see that she was excited. She wanted to storm in like the conquering heroes, knocking down walls and saving the day. She’d been waiting for this for months, and she would not be denied her moment of victory. “Not like you can. He can put out a fire eventually, and only with enough melted ice. It was a big fire. It would take an old one to summon a block of ice big enough to put this one out. We’ve got this, Ade. I’ll create a lovely, fiery trap, and you just keep an eye on everything, make sure it stays under control.” She actually grinned. “I don’t think control will be at the top of my priority list.” Still smiling, she summoned a fireball to her hand and redrew it until she appeared to be holding a revolver. “Let’s go, Butch.”


    In moments, she was through the door, and I had no choice but to follow her. The warehouse was a long rectangle, with the front door directly in the center. Entering, we could see most of the ground floor, a vast empty space in which our footsteps seemed to echo. We knew not even to whisper, lest our voices carry where we did not intend them to go.


    It was even darker than it was outside, and our eyes needed time to adjust. The only light came from Sera’s fireball and the rear door directly across from us, with the fire illuminating the cracks around the door frame. The smoke wasn’t creeping into the building yet. It appeared the wind was favoring us, at least for now.


    To our right, three closed doors suggested hiding spaces, and a rusted metal staircase on our left led to a catwalk that wound around the building, creating what amounted to a second story. Several rooms with large windows were at the top of the stairs, likely offices from the days when the warehouse was still in use. There was no light in any of them, and the rooms were so dark the windows might as well have been opaque. It was as likely a hiding space as the far rooms, and we were stuck between them. Checking the upstairs offices would give him the chance to escape through the front door, an unacceptable option.


    Using a complicated series of hand gestures, Sera told me to stay put. I didn’t mind. If she did encounter our prey, fire was a far more effective weapon than water. Unless I was willing to drown him or carry him away on a displaced tsunami, there was little I could do other than get him very wet. I didn’t think a clean serial killer was our goal at the moment, so I stayed where I was, between the various rooms, trying to simultaneously watch every hiding place and keep an eye on Sera as she cautiously moved toward the first door.


    With the fire held before her, she twisted the handle of the first door and pushed it slowly open. I completely forgot to look anywhere but at her, my breath caught in my throat.


    Everything remained still and quiet. Finally, she thrust the fire into the room, illuminating the darkness and revealing a completely empty room. I wanted to pause for a moment, but she was already at the second door, repeating her actions. Again, the room was entirely vacant and covered in dust. It did not appear that anyone had set foot in this building in years, if not decades.


    Sera tried the final door. Nothing happened. She turned to face me. “Locked,” she mouthed across the room. They had to be in there. Grinning, she increased the size of the fireball, and bounced it from hand to hand. The damn woman was psychotic.


    As the fire grew in size, the room grew lighter, my vision better. I don’t know what caused me to turn around at that moment—some sound I heard without realizing it, a flash in my peripheral vision, a whispered warning from some ancient lizard brain part of my human mind—but I suddenly glanced above me and saw movement at one of the windows. A single figure, clearly male, was watching us. We’d found him.


    Sera followed my vision. She never paused. The fireball flew from her hand to the office door, setting the rotting wood instantly on fire. I indicated the door behind me, and felt the increased heat as she set up a blockade at that exit point, too. The windows were the high, narrow kind that no one could use without a ladder, and so we left them unprotected.


    This time, I led the way up the stairs. Now that the escape routes were blocked, I needed to control the fires while we corralled our prey. Fighting down my nerves, I drew water to me, providing a protective layer against the heat as we moved closer to the new fire. It was a large building, and it would take time for the smoke from the two fires to replace the clean air, but we were still working with limited time.


    Reaching the first office, its door completely aflame, I peered through the window. I could just make out the man through the glass, sitting against the far wall. He was alone. The smoke was already filling the room, and it seemed he’d moved as far from it as possible, trying to buy a few more moments. That told me he wasn’t an especially powerful ice. The weaker ones can freeze small things, about the size of a human fist—or a human heart—but they cannot create the type of protective barrier I currently wore. It required more magical energy to build than they were able to summon. Relieved, I knew we had him. With his amount of power, he’d never be able to best Sera and me combined. I checked again, confirming that he was the only one in the room, and let the fire burn for several more minutes, hoping to weaken him further. It was the cruelest thing I’ve ever done, and I paid for it more than I could have ever imagined.


    Eventually, I felt enough time had passed, and I indicated to Sera that she should drop the flames. She immediately drew the magic back to her, extinguishing the fire as it came in contact with her body. Sera grabbed the metal door handle, easily able to bear the heat, and turned. She held the door open and let me through, so I was the first person to see what we had done.


    Against the far wall sat the crumpled, wasted body of a man, staring at us with empty eyes. He looked to be well into his 50s, but years of outdoor living had weathered his skin, and even more years of heavy booze consumption had reddened it. His clothes were old, covered in dirt, and so faded that they all appeared to be the same color. Against one wall lay a pallet covered by a threadbare blanket, and a few empty soup cans littered the floor. He clutched a single brown knapsack, holding his only possessions close to his body as if they were his treasures. They might have been. The air had slowly vacated his lungs and been replaced by the cruel black smoke, and all he had done was curl up in a ball, cradling the few insignificant items he’d managed to acquire in this world, and let death find him.


    I stared for several long moments, feeling denial and horror struggle in my mind. We had caused a man’s death. This couldn’t be real. Somehow, there was another explanation for this. I knew, though. I knew that he had been alive when we entered the building, and he was dead now, and we were the reason. Beside me, I heard Sera’s intake of breath as she struggled with the same realization.


    “He...” her voice tapered off. There was nothing to say.


    I felt rather than saw the flames in the door grow, the earlier effect of Sera’s dampening fruitless in the face of her volatile emotions. I half-heartedly attempted to put them out myself, but I could not easily access the magic through my own rage and despair. I did not particularly care, either.


    “Who do we tell?” I asked, my voice flat.


    “We’ll call my dad. He should know, anyway.”


    I nodded. I didn’t want to leave him like this, alone in death as he appeared to have been in life, but I didn’t know what else to do. I grabbed his blanket from the pallet and carefully spread it over him, covering his spindly legs and arms. I knew I should be careful of fingerprints, but I didn’t care. With my thumb and index finger, I closed his eyes.


    It wasn’t enough. Leaning over, I pressed a soft kiss to his grimy forehead, trying to wordlessly tell his vacant body how sorry I was. I felt several tears slide down my cheek and land on his face, drawing a path through the dirt on his own cheeks. It still wasn’t enough, but I didn’t know what else I could do.


    Slowly, we turned and walked through the door, its flames now flickering merrily in marked counterpoint to our moods. As we turned toward the stairs, we heard a distinctive thump. It came from the second office.


    I didn’t even look at Sera. I was certain she felt the same way I did, and even if she didn’t, she’d still have my back. This bastard was the reason we were here. He was the reason multiple people had died in horrible ways. He was the reason Sera had thrown a fireball at the door and the reason I had let it burn. There was no way that man was going to walk out of here. I felt the rage boil through me, and Sera definitely felt the same. I saw the flames rise. Even the fires still blocking the doors appeared to glow brighter.


    I didn’t bother to look through the window. I didn’t bother to gather my magic about me. I simply slammed the door wide open and stepped inside, ready to face whatever waited for us in the room.


    There was one other person in the office. Amanda Wilson lay on her side, her face a rictus of shock and desperate fear. I ran to her, irrational hope fueling me. Maybe he hadn’t had time to finish. I knew CPR. I could still save her. She was warm and pliable, and I doubted she’d been dead for more than a few moments. The loud thump had likely been her body hitting the floor.


    I rolled her onto her back, tilted her head back, and began chest compressions, silently begging her to respond. She remained still, and completely dead. I continued the compressions, pressing down with greater force, imagining her heart beneath my hands pulsing and returning to life, picturing the water in her blood and trying to pull it through her blood vessels. I forced the magic through her inanimate cells, attaching it to her blood cells, sending it through the aorta and outward through the veins and arteries. I felt the movement, but no life.


    “Take your time working on that desperate case, Aidan Brook. It just gives me more time to get away. Really, quite thoughtful of you.”


    The voice rang through the warehouse, the acoustics magnifying it and blurring its origin. It could have come from below, behind, or even above us. I could continue my attempts to revive Amanda, or I could find the thing that had killed her and force a wall of water into his lungs. I made what seemed like the only possible choice at the time, though I still do not know if it was the right one. I abandoned Amanda, and I went to confront the monster that was taunting me.


    He stood on the ground floor. I felt like it should be shocking to see him in person for the first time, but he looked much as he had on the tape. He still wore black clothes and the ski mask. It was too dark to make out his eyes or lips through the slits in the balaclava, but his voice told me he was smiling. The bastard was playing a game with us, and enjoying every second.


    “Are you going to kill me this time? Third time’s the charm!” Without warning, a fireball sailed over my shoulder, flying at top speed toward its target. He dodged it neatly, letting it crash behind him. It caught fire where it landed, devouring the wooden floor and heading for the support beams. I took grim satisfaction in watching the fire spread near him and made no effort to stop it whatsoever.


    “Temper, temper. If you kill me, you won’t ever hear what I know. And I know oh, so much, Aidan Brook. I know secrets you’ve never even imagined.”


    I knew he was merely taunting me. It was part of his game, and I refused to play. I reached for my magic, determined to find enough water to shove down his lying throat, but for the first time ever, it wasn’t there. My rage and pain and frustration were blocking it. I forced myself to breathe, to be calm, and met with no success. I tried again. Nothing. Even my protective shield of water had vanished. In that moment, I might as well have been completely human.


    Sera flung another fireball at him, and again he dodged it. He laughed as this one also struck the floor and caught fire, spreading across the dry wood. “Careful, there. You’re setting a lot of fires you might not be able to put out. Will you, Aidan Brook?” Sera flashed me an inquisitive glance, but before I could say anything, our quarry had left the room, opening the previously locked door of the third room and slipping inside.


    “Damn him!” she swore, running down the stairs. I followed more carefully, starting to notice all the fires that surrounded us. The single fire on the upstairs door had spread throughout the room, swallowing the pallet and heading hungrily for our victim, and it looked like it was considering the room in which Amanda lay as well.


    Downstairs, both doors were engulfed in flames, and the two fireballs Sera had just aimed at our target were progressing at an alarming speed. We only had a few minutes to eliminate this monster before I would also be a victim. At the moment, I wasn’t even concerned about that possibility. I only wanted him dead.


    Sera stood in front of the door, holding the largest fireball I’d ever seen. It writhed and twisted in her hands, and I could almost see bodies pulsing within its depths, pushing against the barriers as if seeking escape. “Just open the door, Ade. I’ve got this.”


    Hoping he hadn’t bothered to lock it behind him, I reached out. The knob twisted easily in my hand, and the door silently swung open. I had only a moment to look inside the room before Sera threw her missile, and I saw the lone figure I expected to see—except this man was dressed in a black jacket, with a red collar circling the man’s neck.


    “Sera, no!” I shouted, a fraction of a second too late. The fireball flew into the room, smacking directly into the guard’s back. His clothes were instantly aflame.


    Fortunately, the man was no fool. He immediately removed the jacket and got low on the ground, crawling toward us. It did little good. He had been restrained, his left leg shackled to the wall, and could only move a few feet. Behind him, he had only the solid wall of the building and an eager fire. Ahead, he saw the two of us, standing amidst an inferno of our own creation. Desperate, I reached again and still found no magic. The flames rose higher, and I could do nothing to help.


    “Put it out, Sera,” I screamed. She looked at me, confused, wondering why I wasn’t doing my part. I only shook my head at her. The fires stoked the panic and anger building inside me, and I could find no words to explain.


    Her brows drew in, her face a mask of concentration. I knew she was focusing on pulling the flames to her, but she might as well have been attempting long division for all the good it did.


    The fire continued to burn, and I was unable to stop it. I kept reaching for my magic, only to find it inaccessible through my borderline hysteria. The more I tried, the more upset I became, a vicious cycle of futility. The fire continued to rage.


    Sera’s efforts were no more successful. She had simply started too many fires to control. Everywhere we looked, wood burned, the flames eagerly consuming anything in their path. We only had minutes before the catwalk crushed us, or possibly the roof. Longevity is not the same as immortality, and if we wanted to live, we needed to get out of there. “There’s no way,” I said, looking blankly at the front door, now a wall of flame. Sera could get through it, but I could not.


    “Come on, Ade. Let’s move.” She pulled me to the door. “Here’s what’s going to happen. I’m letting go of all the other fires. They don’t exist. It’s just this one now. I’m going to make it as small as possible, then I am wrapping myself around you as much as I can and we are rushing through that door. You hear me?”


    I shook my head. “You do that, the guard has no chance. You let those flames burn at full strength, and he’s dead.”


    “It doesn’t matter. If I don’t do this, you’re dead, and that is not going to happen.” The debate was over. A moment later, the flames before us lessened enough that we could see the dawn sky through them, and Sera decided that was good enough. Grabbing me, she leapt through the door, landing on her back and immediately rolling to put out any fires that clung to my clothes. “You hurt?”


    Mutely, I shook my head no. I felt nothing. A moment later she was back inside the warehouse, searching for the guard. She couldn’t have been inside for more than a minute, but each second felt like a small eternity. I knew that Sera should be safe with fire, but I should also be able to control water. Should wasn’t worth much this night.


    Finally, she walked back through the flames. There was no mad rush, no quick roll this time. She was alone. She looked at me, her black eyes pools of regret and sorrow, and shook her head silently. “Let’s get out of here before the fire trucks arrive,” she said, climbing into the driver’s seat. Slowly, I joined her. There was nothing else to do here. As we drove out, the flames in the doorway were once again burning at full strength, blocking me from seeing inside, but also blocking anything else from escaping. Whoever was in there, he was dead.


    Two miles down the road, the storm that had been threatening all day finally broke. The rain poured down in sheets, removing any evidence of our presence at the warehouse. It drenched the land and extinguished the fire. Sera and I said nothing, and I only stared out the window, watching nature accomplish what I had been unable to.

  


  
    
Chapter 7


    When I finished my story, the room was silent for several long moments. Sera looked at me and offered one silent nod, letting me know that she agreed with, or at least accepted, my version of the story. Brian stared into space, perhaps imagining the fiery death of the man who had killed his girlfriend. Vivian met my gaze directly and nodded, though I could not tell whether she was merely acknowledging the story or harshly judging our actions from that night. I hoped it was the former, if only because while I might consider myself an irresponsible killer, it would be hard to work together if others shared that opinion.


    Mac stood up, grabbed my coat off the rack, and chucked it to me. “Let’s see it, then,” was his only comment. I followed him out to his Bronco, and a moment later Vivian and Simon slid into the back seat. Sera and Brian were meeting her father at the airport, and so the four of us drove in silence to the scene of all my worst memories. When we’d run away years ago, the fire seemed to stretch halfway to the stars, its power so all-consuming I thought the building had no chance of survival. I’d expected to find nothing when we arrived. And yet, here it was, its four walls black and burnt, but standing.


    The inside hadn’t fared as well. The flames had devoured large chunks of the roof, and years of exposure to the elements and wildlife made this formerly industrial building feel raw and primitive. The fire had stripped the entire building down to bare bones, leaving ragged holes in walls and gaping wounds where doors once stood. The catwalk no longer ran completely around the building. Parts of it had fallen to the ground, and in other places only one end had come loose, dropping to the floor and creating ramps that only the most adventurous soul would dare to climb. The metal staircase still stood, untouched, but it was no longer connected to anything. Despite the destruction, I could easily picture the building exactly as it had stood that night. I doubt I’d ever forget.


    “Show us where you last saw the guy,” said Vivian. She wandered around the warehouse, peering at concrete and tapping various support beams. It looked like she was considering buying the place. Mac stood still, slowly moving his eyes over every inch of the building, an expression of pure focus on his face. I suspected that, if asked, he’d later be able to draw it from memory.


    “Over here,” I called, pointing out the room closest to me. There was no longer any door to speak of, nor even much of a room.


    Simon shifted and prowled, appropriately enough, around the decrepit catwalk, and the rest of us stood together in the burned out warehouse, looking for clues and explanations that were at least ten years old. I had never been back here. The day after the fire, I’d told Sera I never wanted to see her again, climbed into my car and headed north with no plan beyond escaping any place or person that reminded me of that night.


    I didn’t know who I blamed more: Sera for her recklessness and uncontrolled power, or me for my utter impotence when my magic was most needed. It didn’t matter. I crossed the state line and did my best to pretend that I could outrun memories, and I kept running until Sera appeared on my porch four days ago. Standing in the building where our decisions had killed two innocent men and contributed to the death of an innocent woman, I felt everything come full circle. There was no running, and no escape. The previous ten years of solitude might as well have never happened.


    I was certain Simon wouldn’t find anything. The fire department and time would have long since removed any evidence, if there’d been any to begin with. We were mainly here for that third room, the concrete block into which the killer had vanished. If we were to understand what was happening now, we had to grasp what had transpired before. “The fire was all through here,” I said, though it was unnecessary. The charred ruins told the story of the fire’s progress clearly enough. “And both doors were completely engulfed in flames.”


    Mac walked to the back door and studied it closely. “You’re sure he couldn’t have run through here when Sera was carrying you out? If he’d rolled immediately, he might have made it.”


    “Maybe, if he didn’t have to walk through two hundred feet of uncontrolled fire to get to the door. The minute Sera concentrated on the front door, she lost all control of the others. No one could get through those fires. The guard didn’t make it two minutes before he... before he died.”


    I stopped, remembering his face as I’d last seen it, terrified and confused. He’d been a large, healthy man, much like Mac, and probably expected death to come in the form of cancer or heart disease much later in life. I doubt he’d ever pictured being overwhelmed by a fire caused by a woman who barely reached his armpit. I never learned his name, but the face I would never forget. “Plus,” I said, pulling myself back to the conversation, “that was one hell of a fire outside. Sera really wasn’t messing around.”


    “Shouldn’t his iciness or whatever have protected him?” I wondered how much time Mac had spent with elementals, considering how unfamiliar he seemed with our magic.


    “An ice’s powers work similar to how a water’s does. I find the water, either in the air or in something like a pond or river, then do pretty much whatever I want with it. But I can’t make water where there is none, just as he can’t make ice when there is no water in the air. We can only manipulate what is there, and by the time we left the warehouse that night, the fire had certainly consumed all the water in the air. Some of us can store a small amount of our magic, so in theory he could have frozen something small, but that’s it.”


    “Something small, like a heart.”


    “Exactly. But since he’d just frozen Amanda’s, he wouldn’t have had any reserves to set up even the smallest protective layer. He was dealing with the same human weaknesses as the guard. I don’t see any way he could have escaped.”


    While we talked, Vivian examined every corner of the third room, standing on tip-toes to run her fingers along the ceiling and crouching down to examine the ground. “I do. I see a way,” she said.


    We looked at her in surprise, and Simon jumped down to join us. The room in which she stood was completely enclosed. It had no windows, and the only door led to the main area of the warehouse, where the fires would have destroyed any living thing.


    Vivian pointed down. Parts of the warehouse had been modernized over the years, but these rooms hadn’t been updated since the building was first built over a hundred years earlier, and the floors were packed dirt. “I don’t think he had time to dig his way out,” I offered. Vivian didn’t respond. Instead, she reached out a hand, fingers spread. Slowly, the floor responded to her summons. Five separate streams of earth rose gently upwards, attaching to each finger.


    She repeated the motion with her other hand, then yanked on them both, moving the earth easily into a pile and creating a large hole immediately next to the concrete wall. She did it again, and the hole enlarged. The entire process took no more than twenty seconds. In several minutes, Vivian would have a space large enough to crawl outside.


    “Would he have had the time?” asked Mac. “That’s a lot to do while smoke is filling your lungs.”


    Vivian nodded. “I might be able to do it. And remember that I’m not an especially strong earth. Anyone with more magic than me could definitely do it.”


    It made a horrible, unimaginable kind of sense. Everything else had gone wrong that night. Why would our one goal, to eliminate the killer, have been successful? Of course he’d gotten away. Of course he had.


    I knelt down on the floor, staring at the ground. I could see it now, all the pieces that had never quite added up. Before we arrived, he’d grabbed the guard and locked him in the room. Maybe he’d been hiding there when we first came in, expecting us to check all the unlocked doors first.


    When we moved upstairs, he’d snuck out, leaving the guard trapped inside, and frozen Amanda’s heart from below. He’d taunted us from a safe distance, counting on Sera’s temper to start a fire in the main building, and she had played right into his hands. The moment he ran back into the room, we had thought he was trapped, but he was only using that time to escape. If I hadn’t seen the red collar on the guard’s jacket, I would never have known he wasn’t our target.


    I wondered how much had been planned. Did he know Sera well enough to predict her actions, and how could he know my powers would fail so spectacularly? The night, which had previously seemed like a series of chaotic events, suddenly took on the sheen of premeditation. There was only one problem.


    “But he was ice. Not earth. He couldn’t move this much earth,” I said. It took longer than it probably should have to make the connection. In my defense, the possibility was almost too horrible to consider. “There were two of them,” I whispered. “The bastard has a partner.”


    Six people sat on dark leather sofas and armchairs so soft they could double as underwear, if one were so inclined. They surrounded rich mahogany coffee tables that held red lilies the owner of the hotel suite had undoubtedly not chosen himself. The walls were a pristine white and hung with original pieces of art. There was not a single speck of dirt to be seen, and I could swear the dominant scent in the room was the smell of money, which seemed to rise in waves from each object d’art and every piece of furniture. Some parents, when their children go away to college, call too often or drop in unexpectedly. Sera’s father bought the local luxury hotel and converted the penthouse for his personal use. It was stunning and opulent, and I found myself longing for upside down wallpaper and Sacramento Kings throw pillows.


    I was not the only one, if the body language of the others was an accurate indication. Brian and Vivian were perched on the edge of a love seat. Mac had claimed one of the armchairs and, at first glance, he appeared relaxed. His back slumped slightly, molding itself against the leather. A closer look revealed that his hands were pressed lightly against the chair and his thigh muscles were tense, ready to spring up at the slightest provocation. Simon sat upright in the other armchair, perfectly still except for his eyes, which moved constantly, tracking everyone’s movements. I had the feeling that, if he’d been in cat form, his ears would have been flat to his head. Sera and I were on the remaining sofa. We were calmer, being more familiar with the situation, but we still weren’t teasing each other or, for that matter, even talking. It was hard to relax when one of the world’s oldest and most powerful elementals sat five feet away.


    The source of all this tension sat at an enormous desk, silently sifting through the files Simon had pilfered from the feds. Josiah Blais had asked for the file when we first entered, gestured for us to sit, and then not spoken a single word for the last twenty minutes. No one dared to talk, fearful of interrupting his concentration. It didn’t matter that we were all adults. In his formidable presence, we felt like children.


    I often wondered how Sera had been raised by this man without developing enough neuroses to keep her in therapy for the next hundred years or so. It was remarkable enough that she’d managed to maintain her vibrant character after her mother died when she was barely a teenager. To have this man then step in to raise her, with his overpowering, unpredictable personality, and still turn out as balanced as she was, spoke volumes about the iron-hard strength that lay within her.


    Josiah was a purebred fire, and so diametrically opposed to the purebred waters who had raised me that he might have been a different species, so little did I understand him. Waters were fluid and flexible. While that fluidity rendered them quite adaptable, they still appeared consistent, much like a river coursing over rocks, always moving but remaining the same. Fires were far more mutable, reacting to the slightest stimulus and avoiding even the appearance of constancy. Josiah was intense and mercurial, prone to quick energetic movements and sudden fluctuations in volume, but he was equally likely to sit sullen and morose, staring into the flames that constantly burned near him. The only thing predictable about the man was his unpredictability, and that made people nervous. I suspected he liked it that way.


    “They know nothing,” he suddenly announced, laughing. He closed the file and slid it into a desk drawer. “They believe it is an especially deranged human.” As abruptly as the laughter began, it ceased. He looked around the room slowly, making eye contact with each of us, seeming to weigh us each in turn. He looked at me last and seemed to stare for several seconds longer than he had with the others, until it became difficult to meet his gaze. I wondered how much he knew of my failures on the night of the fire. “It is good to see you again, Ms. Brook,” he said quietly. His voice gave nothing away. If he knew about my lack of control, he kept it to himself.


    “You agree with us, though?” asked Sera. “You know it’s not?”


    He stood up and began pacing the room, picking up random objects and placing them in new locations as he walked, the unnecessary movements highlighting his restless intensity. “The coincidences with the previous killings and the manner of death itself are compelling evidence. I am forced to agree with you, much as I might wish it were otherwise. We must end this, immediately, before anyone else makes the link to ten years ago.” Again, he stared at us all in turn, as if daring each person to be the one to stop it. Then he spun around, placing himself before the fireplace that took up the better part of one wall. He warmed his hands.


    Vivian spoke up hesitantly. “Even if anyone does make that connection, no one would ever trace it to an elemental. Humans just don’t think that way, not on their own.”


    “Yes, their lack of imagination has been well documented. I rely on it. However, it’s not a risk I am ever willing to take. No human should have evidence of our existence, regardless of whether or not they can identify it as such. Some day, one of them might actually be clever enough to doubt that science they hold so dear.” Almost as an afterthought, he added, “Also, I see no reason more humans should die. Now, inform me of all pertinent information not included in these files.” He suddenly stopped pacing and stood quietly in a corner, hands clasped in front of him. He bowed his head, eyes closed, as if demonstrating his readiness to listen. He looked like a repentant schoolboy, an image so at odds with reality it would have been comical in other circumstances.


    Haltingly, we filled him in on the attack on the cabin and our new theory about the partner. He was particularly interested in the firebomb. He listened intently as I detailed how I put the fire out, black eyes unwavering. He seemed surprised and pleased by my competence. Yeah, he definitely knew about my involvement in the fire at the warehouse. He likely didn’t trust me, not that I could blame him. Even with my recent success, I’d be surprised if he let me near an especially large candle anytime soon.


    After we finished, he made a slow, deliberate circle around the room, then dropped suddenly into his chair. “A partner.” He leaned back in his chair, steepled his fingers together, and pressed the tips of his fingers to his lips. “What do you think, Brian?”


    “Sir?”


    “Why would an ice need a partner? Please explain that to me.”


    Brian looked like a student in Algebra II who had just been asked to complete a calculus equation on the board. Possibly while naked. “Maybe the ice did all the killings, but the earth shared his beliefs? He might have watched, or helped arrange things?” He did not sound certain.


    “You are suggesting two people who shared the same deeply rooted prejudice colluded in the murder of those humans, though perhaps did not share equally in the actual killings.”


    “Yes?”


    “That is a likely scenario.” Brian visibly relaxed as Josiah focused his attention elsewhere. “However, there is one flaw with your theory. Serafina, you know the police report lists four bodies found in the warehouse, one of which was unidentified, suggesting that a) while we may not know who it was, we do know he is dead, and b) there was no earth nearby to pull him out.” He held up two fingers, ticking off his points as he made them.


    His words were deflating, the logic behind them causing me to question my second gunman theory. Except... “He wasn’t scared. Not at all. In fact, he smiled at us as he closed the door. He didn’t look like a man trapping himself in a burning building. I don’t think he expected to die.”


    “Assuming your perceptions were accurate at such a chaotic time, Ms. Brook, that leaves us with two possibilities. First, the man was psychotic and simply didn’t fear death. Based on his previous actions, I think psychotic is a reasonable assessment of the man’s character, though it does not explain why we have a similar killer running around now. Second, he had a partner who was unable or unwilling to help him escape at the last minute, leaving him to die and who, ten years later, chose to resume the killings for reasons of his own. Each theory contains several unanswered questions. I suggest we stop wasting time and attempt to answer them.” He stood quickly, as if he was ready to single-handedly find all the answers himself.


    Sera looked like she wanted to protest his definition of wasting time, but he merely glanced at her and she shut her mouth. “Ms. Charles, Mr. Campbell,” he addressed Vivian and Simon. I was a little embarrassed that Josiah Blais had been in town two hours and already knew everyone’s last names, when I’d just been thinking of him as “Simon the Cat.” By now, I accepted that Josiah just plain knew more, but it was a reminder of how many social niceties I’d forgotten in my years of seclusion, like learning people’s names. “You seem to have a knack for electronics and security. I will provide the cameras, and you will rig the campsites as we did before. You can climb easily, Mr. Campbell? Good, good. Perhaps this earth killer cannot disable the cameras as easily. I assume you have already compiled a list of every earth you know in the area? Ms. Charles, review it to confirm its accuracy. Arrange to have all earths followed and collate the data gathered. I will employ guards again, though I would appreciate it if you did not kill any of them this time, Serafina.” He said this mildly, as I imagined a human parent would scold their child for missing curfew.


    Josiah studied Mac for several long seconds, then shrugged helplessly. “I have no idea what you can do, Mr. MacMahon. Do you have any special skills? You’re quite large, certainly. Please feel free to beat up any bad guys we might encounter. Ms. Brook, I’d like you to identify likely targets and establish a protection scheme. Serafina can help you with that.”


    I looked over at Mac. His jaw was twitching, and I wondered if he was in danger of hulking out. “I could use Mac’s help. He’s a local, and he can help with the shifter population, since they also seem to be targets.”


    Josiah airily waved a hand, unconcerned. It wasn’t clear if that was his response to Mac’s involvement or to the threat against shifter lives. “Mr. Grant, your uncle is still a local policeman and a low-level ice, is he not? Inquire whether anyone’s thoughts are moving in a less-than-human direction. I am leaving town this evening, but I will return in a week for updates. That is all.” With that, we were dismissed.


    Outside the hotel, we gathered in a small huddle, laughing and talking too loudly to release our tension. It felt as if we had spent the last hour being squished into insignificance, and now we wanted to assert ourselves as much as possible, to remember who we were when seen through our own eyes rather than through someone’s freakishly intimidating father. Slowly, we came back to ourselves, until we were merely six people standing in a chilly parking lot, surrounded by snow drifts. Sera and Brian climbed into her car with Vivian and Simon, and Mac and I watched them drive off. Without any warning, I was alone with Mac for the first time since our encounter on the deck. I found myself missing the buffer the others provided. He seemed somehow larger when it was just the two of us. Without any distractions, his focus fell entirely on me. It was hard not to feel disconcerted with those brown eyes fixed on my face. Anger lurked in their depths, though I could not identify its source.


    I hastily searched my brain for something witty to say that would cover my nervousness. When that proved unsuccessful, I said something stupid, instead. “So, I take it Muscles isn’t your preferred nickname.”


    His look was sharp. “I can read.”


    It seemed I had blundered right into a sensitive issue. “I know,” I muttered. “Sorry.”


    He unlocked the passenger side door, the action putting his body mere inches from mine. He was close enough for me to feel his warmth, to smell the clean, soapy skin at his throat. I closed my eyes and counted to five. When I opened them, he was still watching me, still standing altogether too close. “Ms. Brook,” he said formally, opening the car door and indicating I should enter.


    He moved toward his side, tension radiating from his entire body. There was no way in hell I was trapping myself in a small space with this man. Somehow, I needed to defuse the situation. A solution presented itself, and before my conscious mind had time to explain all the reasons this was a very bad idea, I scooped a snowball from the ground and threw it at his head.


    He stared at me from across the Bronco’s roof. Snow clung to his hair and the shoulders of his coat, but he didn’t look comical. He looked like a man capable of breaking small trees in two. “Something to say, Aidan?”


    At least I was no longer Ms. Brook. “I’m not going anywhere with you in that mood.”


    “What mood is that?”


    “The ‘I’m going to throw everything that’s not tied down’ mood.”


    “You think you know my moods that well?”


    “No, but I know when I’m afraid.” The words were blunt, and out of my mouth before I could consider their effect.


    Mac froze, and I watched the tension leave his body in a rush. He took a long jagged breath and spoke carefully. “I’m not mad at you. And even if I was, I would never hurt you. I’m sorry I gave you any reason to think otherwise.”


    I nodded and climbed into the Bronco, silently accepting his apology.


    He joined me and started the car, then waited for it to warm up. “There is a difference between angry and violent, Aidan. There is even a difference between physical and violent, especially among shifters.”


    “That’s not a world I know. I’m not really physical or violent,” I answered.


    “That’s a shame. The first one, at least.” My eyes jumped to his face. He wasn’t looking at me, but the slight curl of his lips told me he knew exactly what he’d said. I hadn’t meant it that way, but the word suddenly took on a whole different meaning. Once again tension flared between us, though this time it was of a different, and perhaps even more dangerous, sort.


    Change the subject. Change the freaking subject. “Will you tell me why you were so angry?”


    He pulled out of the parking lot and started the drive back to the cabin. Just when I thought he wasn’t going to answer, he simply said, “Sometimes, you elementals can be asses.”


    He was thinking about Josiah. “Yeah, I guess we can be,” I said, remembering how determined my relatives had been to ignore my humanity.


    “He seems fond of you, though.”


    “Well, Josiah’s a snob. I was raised by the old ones, so I guess I don’t bear the taint of humanity for him. In my home, there are lots like him.”


    “It sounds like a charming place. Make sure to get me the address before you leave.”


    “It’s my home.” I didn’t know how true that was, but it was the easiest explanation. “The island is beautiful, but it’s also isolated and the people are slow to change. Even though I’m mixed race, I didn’t even know humans existed before I was twenty. No one talked about shifters, either. I didn’t know there was anything else for much of my life.”


    He nodded, thoughtful. “You said mixed race. Many would call you mixed species.”


    “What, like a mule?” I knew he was asking a serious question, but it was not one I wanted to seriously answer. “I don’t like to think of myself like that. I feel whole. As much as anyone does, I’d guess. What about you? Aren’t you the ultimate mixed species? Human and—what animal are you, anyway?” The question popped out before I remembered that I was violating shifter etiquette. It didn’t matter. He completely ignored the question.


    “It’s not like that. I feel whole, too. This is who I am, man and animal together.”


    My brain flashed to sudden, animalistic images of Mac in his white tank top. The air in the Bronco was definitely too warm, I decided. “So, why aren’t there more shifters running around? Don’t you have, er…” Halfway through that sentence, I realized it wasn’t going to end well. I stopped abruptly and hoped he wouldn’t notice.


    No such luck. He snorted. “Large litters? No, we don’t. And the reason there aren’t more of us is that sometimes the shifter gene wins out, but more often it doesn’t. Two of my brothers are human, despite having the same parents.”


    I started to ask more about his family, but even as I began to speak, I could see his face shutting down again, closing me off from that line of questioning. I knew what it was to avoid certain topics, to need to avoid them, and I didn’t push. I redirected the conversation as if that moment of tension had never occurred. “It’s very different for us. For me, anyone other than a water elemental would dilute the magic. That’s why so few are as powerful as Sera. Josiah is scary old and pure-blooded. I’m pretty sure he can control a volcano. And her mom was at least half-fire. I never met her, though.”


    “What would happen if Sera had kids with an earth, say, or a water?”


    “I’d call the devil to see if he needed earmuffs, because hell will have clearly frozen over the day Sera has kids. But assuming we are speaking generally, there aren’t really any mixed-elemental kids. Most of the strong ones never wander far enough from home to meet others, so they just mate with each other, or maybe a nearby human. No inbreeding comments, please. When different elementals do have a child, the kid only seems to have the mother’s element. Maybe the nine months of gestation expose the kid to so much of her magic that it crushes the father’s. I have no idea. It’s just not something that comes up.”


    “So any kid you have would be a quarter water?”


    I nodded. Of course, if I mated with another water, the child could be stronger, but I found myself strangely reluctant to mention that possibility. “And any rug rats of yours would be human or… what, exactly?” I couldn’t help pushing.


    He smiled at me, and the simple movement of his eyes sliding toward me in a sidelong glance nearly stole my breath. Oh, but I was an idiot. Flirting would have been a thousand times less dangerous than honest conversation. Honest conversation about having children, for fuck’s sake. If this kept up, I was going to start liking him in addition to feeling a distracting amount of lust. That was more than I’d signed up for.


    “Haven’t you guessed?” he asked. “Where do you think my name comes from?”


    I hadn’t considered it much, but until I’d heard Josiah use his last name, I’d assumed it came from his resemblance to a Mack truck. I told him so, and he laughed.


    “No, it’s not a nickname like that. As you gathered, it’s short for MacMahon, my family name. Son of bear.” He mock growled at me, and I couldn’t suppress the shudder that ran through me. It wasn’t a shudder of fear, either. I forced myself to picture him catapulting furniture through the trees, reminding myself that his temper made him a wholly unsuitable lust object. That only led to me picturing how easily he could throw me about, too. Ten years of celibacy was definitely biting me in the ass.


    I wanted to ask him about his first name, about his history and his family and the reason he was so angry earlier, but the warm glow building in my chest warned me that curiosity might be a very dangerous thing. I decided it might be best if we drove the rest of the way home in silence.

  


  
    
Chapter 8


    Our plans to get straight to work were derailed when we pulled into the driveway to find a black sedan waiting for us. It was the sort of car that could only belong to one type of person.


    “I dislike coming home to find federal agents waiting at my house,” Mac said. “Call me paranoid.”


    “They’re probably just here to ask more questions about Christopher.” At least, I hoped that’s why they were here. While I couldn’t imagine any topic they had neglected in the earlier interrogation, it seemed unlikely they’d figured out that a cat had broken into their offices while they were interviewing us and swiped a copy of the case file. “They’re the good guys,” I added, reminding myself as much as him.


    We got out of the Bronco and walked toward the house. Carmichael and Johnson met us by the front porch. They looked every bit as polished as they had at our last meeting. I was fairly certain every individual hair on their heads was in the same position. If they hadn’t changed their ties, I’d have wondered if they’d spent the last few days in a state of suspended animation. In a place like Tahoe, where people’s idea of dressing up meant putting on a clean pair of jeans and wearing a shirt with buttons, they stood out.


    The two agents studied Mac, who returned the favor. While he might not appreciate being relegated to the role of goon by Josiah, he also had no problem using his size when it suited him. He stared at them with a blank face that belied how much I suspected he was enjoying this.


    “Gentlemen,” I greeted them, “what brings you by?” I knew I should politely introduce Mac, but I had to admit to an inappropriate enjoyment of witnessing his effect on the otherwise unflappable agents. Sometimes taking the high road is overrated.


    “We’d like to ask you a few more questions, Ms. Brook,” replied Carmichael. It was impossible to determine his mood through the dark sunglasses covering his eyes, but his tone sounded worryingly officious. I had a feeling I wasn’t going to like these questions.


    “Really, I told you everything I know about Christopher. If I could help you more, I would.” I wasn’t lying, not really. Keeping them away from the supernatural aspects of this investigation was the most helpful thing I could do.


    “This isn’t about Christopher, Ms. Brook,” stated Johnson. He held up a photo of a man I had dated for several months while a college student. “This is about Mark Foster. I understand you knew him, too.”


    The two agents wanted to interview me inside the cabin. I considered them seeing a house decorated with bins full of the murder weapon to be a poor idea. I babbled some explanation about being very hungry and having no food in the house, and minutes later we were sitting in an old diner down the road. I hadn’t missed the speculative gaze Johnson cast at the house as we drove away. He knew I was hiding something, though his thoughts were probably more in line with decomposing bodies than the ingredients for mud.


    Both agents ordered coffee. I was amused to see that Carmichael used both cream and sugar. He definitely lost some badass points with that move. Johnson, at least, drank it black and bitter. I was glad to see some stereotypes still lived. I ordered pancakes but decided to skip the tea this time. They were here because I was connected to two of the murder victims, which made me, at the very least, a person of interest. I was jittery enough without any added caffeine.


    Once the coffees were delivered, Johnson began. “Ms. Brook, why did you inform us that you did not know Mark Foster?”


    “I didn’t know it was that Mark. It didn’t even occur to me. We only dated briefly freshman year, mainly because we lived in the same dorm and were bored. We weren’t star-crossed lovers or anything.”


    Carmichael studied me, doing math in his head. If I was around the same age as Mark, I would be at least thirty-two right now, and I knew I didn’t look it. There was a reason most of us avoided close, extended contact with humanity. We could only blend for a few years before our longevity became obvious. A good moisturizing regimen can only explain so much.


    Johnson continued the interrogation. “And how did you even know his name in the first place? I don’t recall telling you.”


    This one I could answer honestly. “Sera told me.” This should have been obvious to them. They’d met Sera at the morgue, after all. I suspected they were only asking these questions to lure me into a false sense of complacency before they sprung their trap.


    “We are still unclear why Ms. Blais was at the morgue.”


    And there it was. Sera and I relied a lot on her father’s connections to get us into places and cover up our involvement, but any investigator worth his badge wouldn’t need more than five minutes to discover that we really didn’t belong there. This one would require some careful handling. Fortunately, my pancakes arrived just then, so I was able to take several long moments loading them up with butter and syrup. I didn’t come up with a good answer in that time, so I took a large bite and chewed for a minute. I still didn’t have a good answer, so I settled for any answer. “Well, she and Christopher were close. I guess she wanted to see him one last time before he was buried.”


    “His body wasn’t there. The funeral had already been held. Wouldn’t Ms. Blais know this?”


    I said it wasn’t a good answer. “I don’t know. You’d have to ask her.”


    “You are aware that the morgue is not open to the public, yes?”


    “Sera can be very persuasive. Sorry, you really have to ask her. All she told me is that she met you guys there, and she told you she knew Christopher. When you requested an interview with her, she brought me along, because I knew him, too. I don’t know any more than that.” I figured it couldn’t hurt to remind them of how very helpful we’d been up to this point.


    Carmichael suddenly took over the conversation. “Just how close were Ms. Blais and Christopher?”


    “She told you. They starting dating just a few weeks before his death, but otherwise they were friends. Had been for years.”


    “Just the few weeks?”


    “So far as I know. They didn’t invite me to witness any of the dirty details, so if it was more I couldn’t say.” There went my perfect little witness performance. And it had been going so well up to that point.


    “Did Ms. Blais want the relationship to continue?”


    I didn’t like the direction this was going. When this interview had started, I’d assumed I’d only need to defend myself. Instead, I needed to speak for Sera—and I had no idea what story she wanted told. Playing dumb really seemed like the best possible choice at the moment. “I have no idea. Sera and I had been out of touch. I wasn’t even in the state. I don’t know anything about their relationship.” It’s nice when “playing dumb” meshes so well with reality. Even so, I couldn’t resist defending her a little. “But I’m certain she didn’t want things to end the way they did.”


    “Yes, you were in—” Johnson checked his notes. “Oregon. A ways outside a small town called Three Rivers.”


    I nodded. They waited. “I mean, yes. That’s where I was.” Damn. It was the truth, and I still sounded guilty.


    “How did your affair with Mark Foster end, Ms. Brook?” asked Carmichael, abruptly changing the subject. I had a feeling these two were using FBI Interrogation Techniques for Dummies. It pissed me off that it was working.


    “I wouldn’t call it an affair. We dated.”


    “Tell me about the night of this party.” He slid a photo across the table, of a New Year’s Eve party from freshman year. I spared a brief mental curse for the ways the Internet had grown over the past decade. So far as I could tell, the rise of social media ensured no embarrassing party photos could ever really disappear. In this photo, Mark and I hugged each other tightly, faces turned toward the camera. We were cheek to cheek and grinning. We looked like we were in love. Really, we were just drunk, and I said so.


    “So, you weren’t upset when you caught him kissing another woman at midnight?” he asked.


    Of course they knew that story. “It wasn’t like that. I mean, yeah, I was upset. He was my date, and I didn’t expect him to be slutting around the party before going home with me. And yeah, I told him so in no uncertain terms.” I vaguely recalled my exact words being “you asshole, you’ll regret this,” but I figured the feds didn’t need to know that detail. “I’d had a lot to drink, my pride was hurt, and I was young and stupid enough to enjoy the drama. But I also forgot about the whole thing two days later and was probably dating someone else.” Better to be a floozy in their eyes than a spurned woman, I decided. Carmichael and Johnson both looked dubious. “Come on, are you serious? It wasn’t a big deal. This was over a decade ago. That’s why I didn’t remember him until you showed me his photo.”


    “What about Calvin Diaz?” Carmichael pushed another photo across the table. I felt my world shrink until nothing existed but a single 4x6” photo on a formica table. The other diners’ conversations slowed to a droning noise, and my mind froze. Something was going very wrong.


    “Ms. Brook?” urged Johnson, watching me carefully.


    “I... I dated him, too,” I said. “The following year, I think. Yeah, it was sophomore year, for a couple of weeks.”


    “Would you describe the manner of your breakup, please?” They already knew, the bastards. They were just looking to catch me in a lie. I refused to give them one.


    “Cal was dating other women. I found out when he cancelled our Valentine’s plans to see someone else that night.”


    Brian had been the one to spot him at the restaurant. He’d been out with his own girlfriend, eating a meal containing an unnecessary amount of heart-shaped food, and noticed that my supposed boyfriend was sitting at a table with someone who was decidedly not me. The news had devastated me. I’d spent many nights under my blanket, watching truly terrible television and wondering why this horrible man didn’t want me. Sera had been out of town the entire time, refusing to return for another Tahoe winter when Hawaii was so nice that time of year, and wasn’t available to help me see reason. It hadn’t been my finest hour.


    “How did you take the news?”


    “Obviously, I added his name to my ever-growing kill list.” I couldn’t help myself. I smiled at them and took a large bite of pancake. “And I cried and ate too much and wrote longing journal entries like an idiot. Then I realized he was an asshole, and I got over it.”


    “Are you familiar with Arthur Elbin, Ms. Brook?” Another photo slid across the table. Again I tensed, dreading what I might see, but this time my body sagged in relief as I looked at the unfamiliar face.


    “No. I’ve never seen him before, unless you want to tell me he had plastic surgery and changed his name. I have no memory of killing him, either. I thought there were only three bodies? Calvin, Mark, and Christopher.” All of whom I knew. The relief of only a moment ago abandoned me.


    “Arthur Elbin makes four. He was found several hours ago at a campsite about twenty miles from here.” Carmichael gathered up the photos, watching my reaction. I didn’t need to feign my shock. “We are not suggesting you did it, Ms. Brook. We are merely gathering information.”


    Johnson ignored Carmichael’s words. His gaze was fixed on me, and I was pretty sure he’d be happy to accuse me of a few murders. “Where were you on the nights of these men’s deaths?” he asked, citing four recent dates.


    “For the first three, I was in my house in Oregon.” I felt a pang at the thought of my beautiful rundown farmhouse, where no one ever died and no FBI agents ever requested an alibi. “I arrived in town the night Mark’s body was found. And last night I was home. Sera and our roommates can confirm that.”


    “What neat alibis you have,” stated Agent Johnson. “Who can confirm your presence in Oregon on those dates?”


    Hell. I thought back, wondering if I’d spoken to anyone in the weeks preceding Sera’s appearance. I’d gone to the local market for some basic groceries, surely, and the postal worker must have seen me a few times. Maybe. I was discovering a downside to my efforts to disappear: I’d been a little too successful. “A few locals, I think. Can you get the security tapes from the gas station in Ashland? They’d show me and Sera in the car, after she picked me up.”


    Carmichael continued to sip his coffee, watching me closely. Johnson wrote the information down in his notebook. “We appreciate your cooperation, Ms. Brook. We will confirm your alibis and be in touch. Would you like a ride back to your house?”


    I shook my head mutely, and the two men stood, throwing enough money on the table to cover their coffee and my meal. Just before walking away, Johnson turned back, as if he’d only just remembered something. “I understand that Christopher was considering ending things with Sera. I find that... interesting.” Without waiting for my reaction, he followed Johnson out the door.


    I sat alone with a plate of cold pancakes and a knot of dread in my stomach. Of the four murders, Sera and I had dated three of them, and the agents clearly thought the relationships had not ended well. I could see the picture forming in their minds. Two scorned single women, angry at their treatment by callow men, decided to enact their own form of revenge. Maybe they worked as a team to secure each others’ alibis. It was sexist, it was ridiculous, and it was still more believable than the truth.


    Something was wrong here. The pattern from ten years ago had shifted too dramatically. It wasn’t just that the method of death and the targets had evolved. The victims weren’t being chosen for their connections to elementals. They were being chosen for their connections to me and Sera.


    Someone was setting us up.

  


  
    
Chapter 9


    “They’re all men. All of them!” I shouted, bursting through the door. I’d just walked forty minutes back to the cabin. The walk had provided lots of time for thinking and dispersing the nervous energy I’d built up from the session with the federal agents. The thinking part had worked, but the energy wasn’t going anywhere.


    I crashed into the living room, where Sera and Vivian sat poring over a list of names. Unsurprisingly, my ranting disrupted their work. I immediately had their full attention.


    “Last time, he killed both men and women, right? No women have died this time. Why did we not notice this?”


    Sera leaned back into one of the cushions, looking disgusted with herself. “Because we’re idiots,” she stated plainly.


    “You don’t even know,” I told them, filling both women in on my session with the agents. I only left out Johnson’s final line about Chris considering breaking things off. I didn’t know if it was true, but it didn’t matter. Sera didn’t need to hear it. When she heard the name “Mark Foster,” she lightly banged her head against the wall and continued to do so throughout the rest of the story.


    “Fuck me. Just... fuck me. I didn’t even recognize him in the morgue. He gained some weight and thirteen years. But I should have known the name, damn it.”


    “And Arthur Elbin?”


    “No idea.” Sera made a few quick strokes on her laptop and began searching.


    Vivian sifted through the file, landing on the photos of Mark and Calvin. “You dated them and never knew they were shifters?” I shook my head, feeling a little simple-minded. “They are really good at hiding themselves, aren’t they? Why do you suppose that is?” She sounded fascinated.


    “Focus, Vivian,” I said. “Bad guys trying to railroad me and Sera, remember?”


    Sera sat back with a stunned expression. “Hell on wheels. Yeah, I knew him. He used to go by his middle name, Scott. He took the summer drama program with me, the year you went to Venice for break.” Her face was grim and her voice, more so. “You know what’s next. I dated him for a while. I guess it’s official, Ade. We really are femmes fatales.”


    “What about that guy with the goatee and the ear plugs that I always said smelled of broccoli?” asked Sera.


    “Study partner. We never dated. The one with one green eye and one blue?”


    “Bought him a drink when he lost his wallet, but that was it.”


    Mac entered the room mid-conversation. After a moment, he turned to Brian, who was currently trying to turn vodka, grenadine, and ginger into a working cocktail. It was definitely time for a liquor store run. “What are they doing?”


    “Making a list of everyone they ever dated. I’m helping. Aidan, what about the professional bicyclist with the Celtic tattoo?”


    “The Italian one? Hell, no. Way too much spandex. Sera, you remember the coffee shop guy?”


    “The one that was prettier than me and played guitar? Of course I dated him. Find me a college student that wouldn’t. And he was more than one kind of player, so an outsider might think it ended badly. Put him on the list. His name was... Richard something. Richard Hill.”


    Mac leaned over me, watching me add the name. “You’re making a list of everyone you slept with?” I wasn’t sure if his dubious tone was due to the questionable use of our time or the length of the list.


    “Not slept with. Dated,” I clarified.


    Sera nodded. “Yeah, we weren’t the Whores of Babylon, Mac. We weren’t even the trollops of Tahoe. Coquettes of the college is as far as I’ll go.”


    “Why are you making a list of everyone you both dated?”


    “Not everyone. Just those who dumped us, or otherwise did us wrong.”


    “They’re preparing to write a country song,” Brian offered.


    Mac continued to study the list. I couldn’t help but feel offended. It was only a single sheet of paper. It wasn’t a scroll or anything. “So, this is, what, about half the men you dated?”


    “Half?” asked Sera, offended. “You assume that at least half the men we dated willingly gave us up?”


    “They ran away screaming,” said Brian in a mock whisper. A moment later he was leaning away from a small fireball that threatened his eyebrows. He blew it out easily and tried adding bitters to the grenadine/ginger concoction. His contorted face let us know just how ill-advised that experiment was. “Screw this. I’m going to the store,” he announced, grabbing his coat and keys. He shut the door carefully behind him. With so many buckets perched in the living room beams, no one was slamming doors at the moment.


    “Ade, what about that guy who thought pot was a vegetable and playing Resident Evil was a form of exercise?”


    “You mean Jeff Brown. I thought you dated him, not me. Didn’t he get kicked out of school and take a job at one of the ski resorts? There was no dumper or dumpee, at least the way I remember it.”


    “I dated him?” Her face scrunched in her attempt to remember. “That must have been a love for the ages. You’re sure it wasn’t you?” I shrugged, only mostly certain. “Fine, put him on the list.”


    Mac was silent. I felt a flicker of embarrassment about my dating history and wanted to defend myself. I was feeling a little like the slut of the ski slopes, despite what Sera had said. “It was college. You know how it is.” His face was blank. Maybe he didn’t know. I hurried on, hoping to cover any awkwardness. “Anyway, these weren’t all serious. Most of them weren’t, really. They were just guys we went on a date or two with who never called us back.” I really wasn’t making things better. “We didn’t sleep with most of them. Besides, the majority of them are Sera’s,” I finished, happily putting the blame for our slutty ways on her.


    “Only because I’ve lived here every summer for the past ten years, while you’ve spent that time doing your best impression of a nun wearing a chastity belt.”


    That was really not information Mac needed to know. I hurried to change the subject. “The point is that the killer seems to be targeting men that done us wrong. Or who might appear to have done us wrong,” I added, thinking of Mark. I had never really cared about him or what he did, but he was every bit as dead as Cal, who had broken my heart. “And the feds know it.”


    “So you’re trying to figure out possible targets?” We nodded. “What’s so special about you two?”


    “For the sake of our friendship, Mac, I’m going to pretend I never heard that.”


    He waved off Sera’s false indignation. “That’s not what I meant. Why you? From what I understand, there are elementals all over Tahoe, dating humans and shifters, and last time any one of those humans was an acceptable target. Why are you the focus this time?”


    I’d had a lot of time to ask myself this very question on the walk home. “If we’re still working off the second gunman theory, then this guy knows who we are. He knows Sera and I were involved. Hell, maybe it’s revenge for killing his partner. He’s taunting us, or maybe trying to set us up. The more ex-boyfriends turn up dead, the less innocent we look. We can’t really explain to the feds that it couldn’t possibly have been us, because the killer’s earth, but I’m water and Sera’s fire.”


    “Just one more reason to find this bastard as soon as possible. I wasn’t meant for hard time. Here,” Sera said, ripping the list in half. “Tomorrow, you track these guys down, see who’s still in the area. And let’s ask Simon to redo our security system. We can put the soil in my trunk, and I’ll dump it. If the feds get a warrant, it will look a lot better for us if we don’t have buckets of the murder weapon lying around. No one looks good in orange, and I refuse to spend the next forty years wearing a jumpsuit that color.”


    I discovered one upside to modern communication. Private investigation was a lot easier in the internet age. A few basic searches of various social media websites told me that most of the men had moved on—no surprise for a bunch of college students in a resort town. They’d left to find jobs, and in the process may have saved their own lives. On my list, only three of the possible targets might even still be in the area. Finding their current addresses had been a little trickier, at least until Vivian got her hands on the laptop. Five minutes later, Sera and I had all the information we needed. I decided not to inquire about her methods.


    The first man, one of Sera’s recent local flings and a shifter, lived in King’s Beach at the north end of the lake. It was a classic wood cabin set amongst the trees. Pulling into the driveway in Mac’s Bronco, I noticed that his truck was almost entirely packed, and the man I was looking for was throwing a cooler in the back. “Excuse me?” I called, using my perkiest voice. “Hi! Sorry! I’m your new neighbor, just down the road,” I pointed vaguely behind me, trying to hit as many different directions as possible. “I just wanted to introduce myself, but it looks like you’re heading out? I don’t want to interrupt.” I really didn’t. The sooner he got out of town, the sooner I had one less potential victim to worry about.


    “You’re not,” he replied, slamming the tailgate shut. “And you’re not my neighbor, either.”


    “I’m sorry?” I could feel my face turning red.


    “It’s not my home anymore. Tahoe ain’t exactly the place for me at the moment.” He looked me over carefully, obviously noting my classic water coloring and body type. I was getting a little tired of these shifters seeming to know everything about me when I still knew almost nothing about them. “And you definitely don’t look like the sort of woman a guy like me wants to be hanging around these days. Good day.” He climbed into his truck. Moments later, he was headed for the highway, running from whatever was threatening the shifters of the area. I hadn’t anticipated being this lucky, but it seemed the local shifters were more aware of the situation than I’d expected. It made sense, once I thought about it. If the elementals could figure out what was happening, the shifters certainly could, too.


    My next stop was a full hour away in Carson City, Nevada, to visit a drunken junior year fling. I wasn’t much looking forward to the encounter, since I hadn’t figured out a believable cover story that didn’t make me sound like a stalker, so I was relieved to learn from the man’s neighbor that my former fling was visiting family in Wyoming and wasn’t expected back for at least two weeks. For the moment, all I could do was drive down to South Lake Tahoe to check on Richard Hill.


    It was another long drive, and it was already late afternoon. Steve Earle kept me company most of the way down, singing to me about how his “fearless heart just comes back for more.” I knew I couldn’t claim to have lived with a fearless heart—quite the opposite, this last decade—but something about Steve Earle’s certain delivery made me sing along and wish the words were true. Maybe, just maybe, when I wasn’t looking, I’d started to become fearless again. Just a little bit, but that was better than before. Whatever had happened years ago, I really was back, and this time I wasn’t going to abandon the story halfway through. I was going to see it completed and be certain this time. I didn’t know what would happen after that, but I knew, as clearly as I knew the feeling of a wave about to peak or a river swirling around jagged rocks, that I didn’t want to be fearful any longer. It wasn’t who I was, not really. Once, I’d been the sort of woman a man might write a country song about, and I liked that woman a lot more than the scared, hair shirt-wearing hermit I’d become.


    It was in that spirit of hope and strength that I pulled up outside Richard’s condo. I was going to find this guy, I was going to get him out of town, and then we’d find this psychotic earth bastard, all without once wearing a bright orange jumpsuit, because Sera was right. No one looks good in orange. The positive feeling lasted only until I arrived at the front door. The lights were all on, but no one answered the door. I checked the mail box. It had been emptied recently, and the plants on the front porch had been watered. I rang the bell a second time, but again no one answered. Remembering some basic caution, I pulled on a set of gloves before hesitantly trying the door. It was unlocked.


    “Hello?” I called. Silence greeted me. I walked slowly through the house, continuing to call out and receiving no answer. I felt sweat beading on my forehead. Richard kept his house ridiculously warm. Even Sera would feel toasty in his house. I wiped a forearm across my face, picking up the drops of sweat gathered on my brow. The living room held a couple of old guitars, suggesting he hadn’t completely given up his old life, but it also contained a plaque recognizing him as a local car dealership’s salesman of the month. I smiled. Sera would take a certain pleasure in hearing that, I knew. If he’d lost his hair, it would be even better.


    If he was still alive, that is.


    “Anyone here?” I asked, heading into the small galley kitchen. Food lay on the counter—mozzarella, mushrooms, and pepperoni. A pizza stone held dry dough covered in crusty tomato sauce. The heat came from the oven, which someone had preheated in anticipation of the planned meal. One shriveled mushroom lay on a cutting board, only halfway cut. Nothing appeared disturbed, but it also appeared that Richard had been interrupted while preparing dinner. Based on how warm the condo was, I imagined it had been the previous night’s meal, because it felt like the oven had been on for at least a full day. I looked through the rest of the house. I opened every closet and even peered behind the shower curtain, but there was nothing else to see. Suitcases rested on the closet floor, and his toothbrush remained in its charger. There was no evidence that he simply decided to take a vacation in the middle of making pizza. Neither was there any sign of a struggle. Richard simply wasn’t there.


    Carefully, I closed every door that I’d opened, leaving the house exactly as I’d found it, although I did turn off the oven. I wasn’t going to be so stealthy that my caution caused a gas explosion. Once the front door latched behind me, I felt the tension I’d been holding in my shoulders slide away. I wanted to get away from Richard’s home as quickly as possible. Nothing about it felt right.


    As soon as I turned around, the tension slithered back up my spine.


    “Why, Ms. Brook,” said Agent Carmichael. “Fancy meeting you here.”


    The office was much quieter on a Sunday night. Only a few dedicated agents lingered in the building. There were no ringing telephones or clunking copiers to disrupt the quiet. I sat in the same room I had a few days ago, only this time it was just me and Carmichael. The room’s fluorescent lights somehow seemed brighter, harsher in contrast to the peaceful night I’d left behind. I leaned back in my chair and tried not to fidget. I held the cup of tea tightly, locking my fingers around the mug so they weren’t free to tap against the table. I suspected I looked guilty enough, even without any nervous habits. Even so, under the table my toes performed a slow, silent tap dance of anxiety.


    Agent Carmichael didn’t say a word. He was mirroring my pose, sitting back in his chair and simply watching me. I knew it was an interrogation technique. I knew he was deliberately hoping that the more silence he provided, the more I’d want to fill it. Sera had always used the same strategy when she wanted me to talk. I resisted it about as well with him as I did with her.


    “Are you following me now?” I asked.


    “Now why would I do that?” he replied.


    “So, you were just coincidentally visiting one of Sera’s exes?”


    “Does that seem likely?”


    “No Johnson tonight? Or is he following Sera?”


    This time I only received an enigmatic shrug. Great. He was taking the therapist’s approach to interrogation. “Look, I know how this must look. You think Sera and I are black widows, vengeful killers intent on ridding the world of heartless men. But, and I mean no offense, that’s stupid.”


    I got an eyebrow lift. I wasn’t sure that was progress.


    “Think about it. Why would I wait ten years to get my revenge? Even if I was a shrill bitter harpy, that’s a long time to hold a grudge. Plus, someone shoved earth into these guys’ lungs. The killer would have needed to hold the guys down, and we’re not that strong. I mean, Sera’s got muscles, but she’s barely 5’5”. Me, I don’t even work out.” I flexed my non-existent bicep as evidence. “So, yeah. Stupid.” I forced myself to stop there. He was not going to silently stare me into the “I’m water and she’s fire!” defense. Underneath the table, my toes continued their silent audition for the next touring company of Stomp.


    “You know, the manner of death isn’t widely known,” said Carmichael. “In fact, it’s the sort of information one might only learn from reading a missing confidential file. For example.”


    Oops. Look innocent. Look really freaking innocent. “One of my friends has a relative on the force. We don’t get a lot of murders up here. People talk.” I really hoped I hadn’t just sold out Brian’s uncle, especially since I knew Stephen Grant was probably the cleanest cop on the force.


    “There could always be a co-conspirator. A man who shares your outrage at the poor treatment you received at the hands of these men. From what I see, you two have never lacked for loyal male companionship.” The words were snide, but the tone was not. In fact, Agent Impassive was smiling. “Relax, Ms. Brook. I actually don’t think you’re the killer.”


    “Really?” I asked, likely sounding as surprised as I felt. I definitely had to work on this whole “appearing innocent” thing. It shouldn’t be as difficult as it was, considering I wasn’t guilty.


    “Really. Though I’d still love to know what you were doing there and why you felt the need to wear gloves indoors, it helps that you showed up at the condo after Richard Hill disappeared. And honestly, it never seemed the most likely scenario. You don’t fit any serial killer profile I’ve ever seen, and you really don’t have the required strength, do you?”


    I shook my head happily. “Total wimp. And I was at the condo because you scared the hell out of me earlier. Since I knew I wasn’t doing the killings, it seemed someone else was targeting guys Sera and I knew. I wanted to find them and, I don’t know, tell them they’d won a fabulous deluxe vacation and had to leave town immediately. And I wore gloves because I’m not an idiot. If one of those men had disappeared and my prints had been all over his house, I’d find myself in front of a grand jury pretty damn fast, regardless of how innocent I might actually be.”


    “So, you’re telling me you were helping us.”


    “Yes. I’m a very helpful person. Please remember that if more evidence turns up against me.” I smiled winningly. He appeared more amused than won-over, but it still beat accusatory. “But if you don’t think I did it, why didn’t you tell me at the diner? Why let me think I was a suspect? And why were you following me?”


    “I said I didn’t think you did it. I didn’t say anything about Agent Johnson. And I wasn’t following you. I was doing the same thing you were, tracking down yours and Sera’s exes, making sure they were all still alive. I arrived twenty minutes before you did. I saw you arrive from the window and just headed out the back door. I was curious to see what you would do.”


    “How’d you find him so fast? It took us hours to compile a list of our breakups.”


    “Facebook is a magic and generous land for those with hackers on staff. It is amazing the photos people will post—particularly ones from their days as young guitar gods who dated beautiful women.”


    I nodded. I was still getting caught up on the whole social media revolution and kept forgetting that privacy was nearly as obsolete as dial-up or cassette tapes. At least one advantage of my recent disappearing act was how little I existed online. I didn’t think I’d ever be ready for my life to be an open book to anyone with the right URL.


    Echoing my thoughts, Carmichael said, “You were a bit harder to find. Any information we acquired on you came through third party sources and other people’s accounts. We didn’t find a single record of your existence during the last decade.” He obviously expected a response.


    “I went off the grid for a while there. I decided to try the whole Walden Pond thing for a time.” That sounded likely enough. I had been an English major, after all.


    He didn’t seem fully convinced, but neither did he press the issue. I wasn’t surprised when he asked for a list of my ex-boyfriends. I handed him the half sheet with the names and my notes on it and told him what I’d learned on my visits earlier that day. I even volunteered Sera to come in the next day with her list. Now that I knew he didn’t consider me a cold-blooded killer, I was far more willing to help him.


    “Even if I don’t suspect you, you’re hardly out of this investigation, Ms. Brook. There’s no way the victims’ connections to you is purely coincidental. We’re looking at two possible scenarios. Either the killer is outraged at the way these men treated you both and is performing an extreme form of chivalry, or he is attempting to implicate one or both of you in these murders, suggesting that he really dislikes you. In either case, you are dealing with a dangerous man who happens to be obsessed with you and Ms. Blais.”


    When he put it like that, it really didn’t sound very good. He gathered our empty mugs and stood, indicating that our second meeting of the day was completed. In that moment, I saw the slight stoop in his strong shoulders, the dark shadows beneath eyes lined with lack of sleep. I knew he was working hard, and a case as bizarre as this one had to take its toll. This man had the same goals we did. He wanted to catch the bad guy and make the world a safer place. He just had no idea how to do it in this particular case.


    “I wish I could help more,” I said. I meant it. He was floundering in a world he didn’t understand. If I told him what was really going on, he’d surely lock me up, though it would be in a psych ward rather than a prison. “But hey, I’m just glad you think I’m innocent.”


    He looked directly at me, his expression once again wholly unreadable. “Ms. Brook, a quick investigation into your past reveals that very little about you holds up to close scrutiny. I said I didn’t think you were a killer. I never said I thought you were innocent.”

  


  
    
Chapter 10


    A ball of fire approximately the size of a basketball flew into the air. It was immediately doused with water, extinguishing it. The sound of sizzling filled the air as we repeated the action over and over, the elemental version of skeet shooting.


    “Again!” commanded Sera, sending two balls rocketing in opposite directions. I easily put them out.


    “This isn’t a challenge. I’m calm. Also, we’re standing next to a river.” We’d been working all morning, testing my ability and endurance in an attempt to understand what had gone wrong at the warehouse. Every time, I easily controlled the water. “I’ve been practicing with the pond by my house for years. Controlled circumstances aren’t the problem.”


    “Right, then. Let’s lose control.” A moment later, a hundred-year-old tree burst into flame. I instantly put it out.


    “Without causing irreparable harm to the local environment?” I said.


    “Tree hugger,” she muttered. “Hey, Vivian, get over here.”


    Vivian had been watching us from the porch for the last hour, where she was attempting to manipulate the packed earth, trying to turn it into as effective a defense as the loose soil had been. Despite Carmichael’s reassurances, we still feared a search of the house and had moved all the soil into Sera’s trunk and emptied the bins of water. Now, no matter how low the temperature dipped at night, we always left a window open so I could easily draw the river into the house in the event of a repeat attack. Almost a week had passed since the firebomb, but no one wanted to take any chances.


    When Vivian joined us, Sera said, “I want you to piss off Aidan.”


    “What?” We jointly replied. The idea was ridiculous. Vivian was quiet and polite, the sort of woman who might apologize to inanimate objects if she bumped into them.


    “I’d do it, but she’s used to me pissing her off. She won’t even notice.”


    Vivian considered Sera’s request, then nodded. Beneath her relaxed exterior, I saw a flash of steel in her hazel eyes, a glimpse of the high-achieving honors student she had once been. If this was an exam, she was going to ace it. “What makes you angry, Aidan?”


    “Groups of people that walk two miles per hour while taking up the entire sidewalk. Tailgaters. The drivers, I mean, not people who barbecue before a football game. They’re cool. Endangered species poachers. Bottled water. The way we’re all supposed to tip twenty percent now, even when the service is crap.”


    Vivian simply looked at me, her face calm and impassive. “Sera, keep throwing the fireballs. Aidan, will you answer my questions while you put them out?”


    I nodded, feeling confident. If Vivian wanted to challenge me, she was welcome to do so, and she was welcome to lose.


    “How old are you?”


    That was unexpected. “What does this have to do with anything?”


    “Does it upset you that I asked?”


    “Of course not.” It totally did. Sure, we might currently be flinging fire and water through the air, but that didn’t mean I liked admitting to things that took away from my humanity. I decisively doused more fire as evidence of my emotional stability. “I’m sixty-five.”


    “Grandma!” cackled Sera.


    “You’re fifty-four, you wrinkled hag,” I retorted. I had no idea where Vivian was going with this.


    “You didn’t leave for college until you were fifty years old?”


    “Hey, not all of us were raised in the outside world with our human dads, Vivian.” I only imagined I hit that last fireball more forcefully, I was sure. Vivian gave no indication that she had noticed any difference, and I calmed myself again. She waited until I hit several more fireballs before continuing.


    “Why weren’t you?”


    “My mother said she didn’t think he would make a very good parent. I don’t even know who he was. She didn’t want to raise me in the human world. She gave birth to me on the family’s island, and they all raised me there. I was forty the first time I left, on a day trip to Bellingham.”


    “It sounds like your human half is a mystery to you.”


    “Physics and people who don’t eat carbs are also a mystery to me, but I’m not upset about it.” One fireball flew dangerously close to a tree before I managed to extinguish it.


    This time, Vivian did not wait before asking the next question. “Why didn’t you return to the northwest when you left Tahoe?” The unpredictability of her questions was starting to rattle me. Like a lot of people, the version of the past I told myself was familiar and comforting, but she refused to let me get comfortable. I studied her, wondering where kind-hearted Vivian had gone. She offered me a bland, inoffensive smile in return.


    “I liked being independent. I wasn’t ready to go back.”


    “Liked being on your own, or liked being in the human world?”


    Okay. She was starting to piss me off. “My place was ten miles from the nearest town. I shopped for groceries every two weeks and only saw my mail carrier when he had to deliver a package I ordered from a catalogue. If that’s the human world, concerns about overpopulation have been greatly exaggerated.”


    “But you were isolated from other elementals. You effectively functioned as a human.”


    “She’s right, Ade. You didn’t have a single waterfall in your house or a moat surrounding it.” Sera was not helping.


    “Because a freaking moat in the middle of the countryside might have aroused a bit of curiosity! I had a pond. That was enough. I only needed a quiet place to think and practice controlling the magic.” Frustrated, I reached for a bit of water. It eluded me. Deep breath. Try again. This time I found it, and quenched the fireball lobbed directly toward my face. I glared at Sera, who only grinned. Vivian ignored us.


    “The same magic that betrayed you when you needed it?” She delivered this bomb with the same serene face with which she had asked every other question.


    “The magic was fine.” I didn’t even attempt to extinguish the fire that flew toward me. I simply ducked out of the way and stepped closer to Vivian. “It was my emotions—my humanity—that caused my loss of control.”


    “You never resent being an elemental, even when it has caused so much pain?”


    “Of course I resent it! I was raised to be a powerful elemental, but I have too much humanity to control the magic and too much magic to exist in the human world. The only place I belong is out in the country, hidden away from anyone I might hurt. Of course that pisses me off!” Even as the words erupted from my mouth, I knew them to be true. I had spent the last decade trying to convince myself that I wanted to be alone, but I was a damned dirty liar. I’d just been lying to myself. I’d told myself I was scared and guilty, and that was part of the truth, but it wasn’t everything. I was also angry, so angry, because I knew there was no place for me in this world. Sera and Vivian stared at me with more compassion than I deserved or could handle. I turned away, feeling something deep within come unmoored, as if part of my soul had floated loose, and I found nothing within me to anchor it.


    Sera threw no more fireballs, but it was too late. The wood pile burned, flames slowly eating through the stack of firewood. I half-heartedly reached for some water, but I might have been standing in a desert for all the success I had. I heard my own voice as if from a distance, the words both pained and resigned. “There are a fair number of half-blooded elementals in this world. I have no idea why I turned out so broken, but I did. My humanity fucks me up. I can create all sorts of pretty fountains, and no one’s ever thirsty when I’m around, but when you really needed me to do the one thing I was born to do, I failed. Yeah, I put out the fire in the cabin. So what? My power is erratic and relies too much on my emotions. I’m a liability, and we all know it. Well done, Vivian.” I knew that was cruel and unfair, and I regretted the words immediately. Without another glance at either of them, I walked away.


    The knock came several hours later. I’d been sitting on my bed, emptying my tumultuous thoughts into the pages of my journal, but the sense of peace I usually found in writing eluded me. I kept hearing Vivian’s voice saying that magic had betrayed me. I wasn’t ready to talk to anyone. Maybe sixty-five was a bit old to be sulking in the bedroom, but I was doing it anyway.


    “Come in,” I said, in a voice that was probably still too petulant for my own good.


    The door creaked open just enough to let in Simon’s slim form. He quietly sat on the corner of my bed and watched me for several long moments. “Do you know what Vivian’s mother does for a living?”


    I blinked at him. I had absolutely no idea.


    “Her mother is an incredibly successful clinical psychologist. The type who gives seminars and writes best-selling books. Vivian grew up being analyzed on a daily basis. Plus, she is smarter than the rest of us put together. You never had a chance.”


    I closed my eyes and took a deep breath. A normal person might have known that. A person who remembered to ask people about their families and last names and occupations. “And Sera knew, of course. Remind me to give her a dunking later.” We sat in silence, and it occurred to me that I could start being a more functional member of society that very moment. “What do you do, Simon?”


    “My degree is in theatre arts. Naturally, that means I am unemployed.”


    I waited for him to elaborate. Instead, he carefully picked up my journal. Without looking at my words, he slid a piece of paper between the pages and carefully closed it, then set it on the bedside table. His movements were, as always, deliberate and efficient. He wasn’t stalling. He was giving me time to prepare for what he was about to say. Finally, he looked me directly in the eye and said, “You need to get over it.”


    He was so matter of fact that I couldn’t even be offended. “That easy, huh?”


    “It can be, if you let it.”


    “What am I getting over, exactly?”


    He waved a hand lightly through the air, brushing off all the possibilities. “All of it. It’s a waste of your time and energy. You cannot change who you are. You should really stop trying, particularly since your attempts to do so alienate people who would care for you.”


    “Maybe not change, but I can control it.”


    “Is that what I saw outside? Control?” He tilted his head and stared at me with those unblinking green eyes. “Did Sera tell you I was adopted?”


    I shook my head. “That’s common with elementals, I know. When moms fear their children will be too human, they often find a less magical family to raise them. That’s what happened to Brian.”


    “Maybe my biological mother knew what I would become. Maybe not. I choose to give her the benefit of the doubt and assume I got my shifter DNA from my father. Regardless, she gave me up and, like you, I grew up in an environment where part of me was misunderstood or rejected. In my case, it was even feared.” He spoke without rancor or self-pity. I did not know why he was telling me, but I listened without interrupting.


    “My first adoptive family rejected me outright, only three months after bringing me home from the hospital. I was too young to remember, of course, but the records are extremely thorough. I can only assume I changed in front of them. I imagine it would be disconcerting to find a kitten playing in their son’s crib. It is a bit annoying, though. Humans are supposed to love kittens, and I’m certain I was quite adorable. Regardless, they sent me back to the adoption agency with no explanation. This happened again, and again—one family after another brought me home, only to send me back a few months later. The agency had no idea what was happening. I imagine the humans feared sounding mad if they accused the agency of giving them a cat. Humans do spend far too much time worrying about what others think. Eventually, the agency stopped trying to find me a loving, proper home. When I was five years old, I went into the system, and soon thereafter I was placed in foster care.”


    He pulled his legs onto the bed, curling them beneath him. He was wholly relaxed. “You hear horror stories about foster families, and I’m sure some are terrible, but that was not the case for me. The first two foster families did not work out, for the same reasons the adoptions failed, but they were not deliberately cruel. They did not need to be. With each rejection, I became more and more certain that I was unlovable. Do not try to argue,” he said, waving me off when I started to open my mouth. “It’s a fact. When I was five years old, not a single person in the world could claim to love me, and I was old enough to guess the reason. I couldn’t yet control my shifts, and no family wanted me as a son. None, that is, until the Campbells.” He smiled, a tiny upturn of his lips that conveyed more affection and pleasure than the widest grin would on most faces.


    “I managed to live with them for an entire year, due to a combination of luck and a slowly emerging control over my whiskered half. Tom and Beth were kind and gave me more love than I’d ever known in the entirety of my short life. One day, I returned from playing outside. I was famished, and I looked for a snack. In the refrigerator, I found a butcher’s bag of raw hamburger meat. Before I even had time to consider it, the bag was on the floor and I was tearing into it with sharp claws. When I was done eating, I sat back on my haunches and began to lick my whiskers. Only then did I look up and see Beth standing in the pantry. She was staring at me, her face utterly frozen. I suspect she hadn’t moved a muscle since I first transformed. I’d been in this situation before, and I knew what happened next. Leaving the remaining hamburger on the floor, I ran back into my room. Still in cat form, I hid under the bed. I remember thinking that, if she couldn’t find me, she couldn’t send me back.


    “A while later, I heard her enter the room. I could only see her feet. ‘Simon, can you change back, please?’ she asked. Her voice was calm, no different than if she was asking me to pass the salt at dinner. I peeked out. ‘I can’t talk to you like this. I need you to be my human son now.’ That was the first time I was able to deliberately change, when she asked it of me. I would have done anything for this woman who still called me her son. There I sat, naked before her. All she did was throw me some pants and say, ‘I always did like cats, but Tom said he didn’t want one scratching up the furniture. Guess he’s going to have to change his mind, now. Still, I suppose we ought to home school you until we’re sure you can control yourself a bit better. And do try not to scratch the sofa.’ That was it. She was my mom from that moment on. A year later, they formally adopted me.”


    My heart broke a little for the younger version of Simon, though I knew he didn’t want my pity. “She sounds like an amazing woman. I’m glad you found her.”


    “She was, but that is not the point I sought to make.”


    “You’re saying I need to find people who accept both sides of me.”


    He lightly swatted me. “Look around you. You already found those people. You could belong here, but you are the one who needs to accept both sides of yourself.” He leaned over as if to give me a hug, but instead rubbed his cheek lightly against my shoulder.


    He nodded toward my journal and the piece of paper he’d used as a bookmark. “Vivian asked me to give that to you.”


    I cringed a little, remembering how inexcusably rude I’d been earlier.


    He shook his head at me, uninterested in my guilt. “I suspect she has already forgiven you. This is the address of a half-blooded water she knows in Nevada City, someone who might be able to answer some of your questions. You can visit her tomorrow.”


    He stood and walked to the door. “None of us can be anyone other than who we are, Aidan. Your life will be a lot easier once you figure that out.”


    Opening the door a sliver, he slid carefully out, leaving me alone with doubts and fears that felt a little lighter than they had minutes before.

  


  
    
Chapter 11


    Nevada City was neither in Nevada nor a city. It was a small town about fifty miles west of Truckee, and far enough down the mountain to be showing the first signs of spring. I hadn’t wanted any company for this visit, and I enjoyed the quiet drive to Lana Pond’s house. Well, as quiet as Sera’s beat-up Mustang could ever be. The directions I’d been given took me to the center of town. Narrow streets were lined with buildings constructed during the town’s gold rush days, all lovingly preserved by history-conscious locals. It occurred to me that my mother had already been alive for a century before the first miner ever struck gold in these mountains. I didn’t often think about how long I might live—when you have centuries, passing years feel less urgent—but I sometimes worried that I’d missed the best years, when there was still untarnished land to be found. It was hard to believe that tablet computers were an adequate compensation for miles of unblemished wilderness and unpolluted water.


    I was a young elemental and an old human. Just one more way my two worlds were always in conflict, I supposed.


    Eventually, I arrived at a small house tucked well off the road. Through the trees, I saw a large lake. It was the sort of view that made me long for a camera, so I could make a futile attempt to capture the peacefulness of the moment. I suddenly found myself more than a little envious of the home’s inhabitant.


    She was expecting me, and the front door swung open as I walked up the path. “Aidan!” she exclaimed, running out to greet me as if I were a long-lost cousin. Heck, maybe she was a distant relative. It was always possible. Although the day was still cold enough for me to be wrapped in a wool hat and scarf, she was swathed in nothing but light layers of sheer fabric, a swirling mess of blues and greens. Her blond hair was wrapped messily at the nape of her neck, and though her eyes settled on my face, the look they held was decidedly unfocused. This woman would have fit in perfectly at my aunts’ parties.


    “Did you find the place okay? Of course you did. I realized after I hung up that I didn’t give you the fastest directions. But if you hadn’t come the wrong way I told you, then you wouldn’t have seen our town, so, really, I must have told you the right way, after all. Would you like some tea or coffee? Juice?”


    I said yes, but I wasn’t certain she heard me. She was already leading me down the hall, talking the entire time about her long-ago visit to my family’s island. While she described my own home to me, I glanced around her living room. It was cozy, stuffed with hand-knit afghans and comfortably worn furniture. Framed photographs of horses decorated the walls, and sparkling crystals dangled in the windows. There were several fertility goddess figurines and books on female spiritual empowerment strewn about. I appeared to have wandered into the lair of a mountain hippie.


    She saw me studying her wall art and sighed happily. “Aren’t they gorgeous? Don’t you love horses? I’ve loved them since I was a young girl, as so many do. Years ago, I even dated one. It was… remarkable.” She didn’t elaborate, and, if possible, her eyes became even more unfocused, drifting into the uncertain realm of memory. I had to believe she was speaking about a shifter, but I chose not to clarify that particular point, ignorance being bliss and all that.


    It seemed a good idea to get straight to my questions, because I had a feeling it would take us a while to get to the point. “Thank you for meeting me. I was hoping to ask you a few questions about how being part human affects your ability to use magic.”


    “Affects?” she asked, the word sounding wholly unfamiliar, as if she needed me to define it. “Oh! Come look at this, Aidan.” She turned and headed to the back of the house, leaving me to follow. I mentally upgraded “take a while” to “take too damn long.”


    She led us to a wooden deck. The lake was less than a hundred feet from her property, and it was a gorgeous view. Lana spun in a circle, arms out. “Isn’t it glorious? I know all the waters around here think Tahoe is the place, or maybe the coast, but I’m telling you, they are overrated! I’ll take this over one of those spots any day. This is my water! I will live here until California falls into the ocean, and maybe even after that.” She laughed out loud, a big, open-mouthed laugh that started deep in her chest. It was an appealing sound, and I might have laughed with her if I wasn’t so determined to guide the conversation back to one particular subject. I had no idea how to convince this woman to focus on my questions, and I felt frustration creep through me. I reminded myself that I was a guest in her house, and I should be appreciative of her time. I did my best to manage a tight smile.


    “It is a beautiful view, Lana. I was hoping you could tell me a bit about your magic and how…”


    “Magic, yes! I haven’t had another strong water to play with in ages. Here, make it rain!” She actually clapped her hands.


    “Maybe later. First, I’d really appreciate if you could tell me how your magic works.” I inched my way toward the door in an attempt to lure her back inside.


    “Like this, of course,” And, without any warning, I found myself doused in water, much as I had done to Sera days before.


    “Lana,” I warned. I felt my entire body tense.


    “You’re not angry, are you?” she asked, surprised. “But… it’s just water. It’s like blowing air on a human! You can do it to me, if it helps.” She threw her arms to the side and raised her face, eyes closed, waiting for my retaliatory strike.


    I knew her apology was sincere, and her confusion warranted. There was no reason for me to be angry because she’d splashed water on me and, honestly, that wasn’t the cause of my anger. I was angry because she was the only person I knew who might be able to answer questions that had plagued me since the night of the warehouse fire. She could explain why my abilities were erratic and why I had such a dangerous lack of control over my own element, but instead of listening to my serious inquiries, she was fooling around.


    I spoke through gritted teeth. “I’m not here to play. Maybe later. Could we go inside for a few minutes?”


    “On such a lovely day? Really? Have a seat, please.” She indicated one of two weather-worn Adirondack chairs near the end of the deck, both turned to face the water. She dropped gracefully into the other one and waited for me to join her.


    I walked slowly to the chairs, forcing myself to take deep, calming breaths the entire way. I attempted to perch on the end of the seat, resisting her efforts to make me more comfortable, but the slanted seat really wasn’t built for perching. The entire chair tilted forward, dumping me ass-first on the deck.


    “Damn it,” I swore, jumping back up. “Can we please just go inside?”


    My outburst clearly confused her, and I understood why. If any of my aunts had tumbled to the ground, they would have laughed happily and blamed it on their excessive wine consumption. They wouldn’t be yelling at their host in barely controlled anger. I didn’t know a water who would be.


    “Aidan, are you okay?” For the first time, her eyes focused, and they looked directly at me, trying to understand the anger that seethed just under the surface. It was as foreign a language to her as Mandarin was to me. She knew others spoke such a language, but she could make no sense of it.


    I almost apologized. I knew that was the proper response in the situation. I should just tell her I was sorry and make a quick escape, leaving her to wonder about the crazy Brook girl who couldn’t handle a quick dunking. But when I opened my mouth to speak, I found the words had fled. I looked at her calm, caring face and felt my frustration build and peak. Of course it was easy for her to be so calm. She had no idea what I was talking about.


    She was half human, just like me, but one would never know it to watch her. She was light and fluid like all the waters I’d ever met, with a gentleness of spirit found among many of them. Her water came when she called it, and my outbursts confused her because she’d never had any reason to be frustrated with her magic. She’d ignored my questions about her power because they made no more sense to her than my anger had.


    Lana Pond wasn’t going to provide any answers. I knew, without any doubt, that I had driven all this way for nothing. Maybe there was another half-human with my problem, but I was beginning to fear that my quest was a wasted one. The problem wasn’t that I was half-human, because otherwise other halfs would have my issues. The problem was that I was me.


    My anger might have been irrational, but that didn’t make it any less real or intense. I hated the fear that crept through me at the thought that I could never be fixed, because I was inherently broken. The fear, frustration, and anger swirled inside me, taunting me. It demanded an outlet. Before I could question my motives, I decided that it would actually feel quite good to dump water on Lana, even if it didn’t bother her a bit. I reached far out toward the lake, aiming for an especially large ball of water, and found… absolutely nothing. My magic was gone, lost in the tangle of emotions now ruling me.


    Being a guest in another’s house, I should have quietly apologized for my temper and poor behavior. That’s what I should have done. Instead, with my emotions firmly in command of my actions, I let out a wordless, guttural shout and kicked the railing. Hard. Lana stared at me with round, amazed eyes, and I immediately felt like an idiot. “I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. See, I tried to dunk you, and I couldn’t. It’s just… this is why I came here.” I heard the desperation in my voice, the pleading. It shamed me, but still I forged ahead. “I was hoping you had the same problem. I lose control of my emotions, and I lose control of the magic.”


    She shrugged helplessly. “I’m sorry, Aidan. I think there’s been some confusion. I thought you were a strong water.”


    “I am a strong water,” I gritted out. My toes were starting to hurt, so I leaned over to grab my foot. It occurred to me that I owed Mac an apology for ever giving him grief about his temper.


    Lana looked at me, at my misbehaving foot, locked jaw, and angry face, noting the utter lack of Zen calm that characterized most waters. “Are you sure?” she asked doubtfully.


    I nodded. “I’m sure,” I said wearily. I knew how ridiculous I’d been, and shame and guilt replaced all the earlier fear and anger. I took several long breaths, feeling myself relax, then drew a quick circle of water. It was nothing fancy, but it was mine.


    “Huh,” she said, watching me. “Wow. Okay, um. That’s different. Yeah. I got nothing.”


    I nodded. It was what I’d been expecting, as much as I wished otherwise. “Nothing at all?”


    “Well, Vivian said you wanted to speak to me about how your human half interferes, but I honestly didn’t believe her. It was just too ridiculous, the mere thought of losing your power.”


    “It’s never happened to you? Never?”


    She shook her head. “Not at all! The water is part of me. I always feel it. I can’t imagine not having it there, always.” I knew what she meant. It was the same way I felt when I was calm. “Of course, I don’t really get worked up the way you seem to.” She glanced at my foot again, where I was still rubbing my toes. “Maybe your human half is just a lot more volatile than mine is. My father was a dentist. Any chance yours was some sort of violent criminal? I mean, not that you’re half psychotic or anything, but it might explain a few things.”


    I shook my head. My best hope for answers, and her only guess was that my father had a history of assault and battery. It really wasn’t what I’d hoped to achieve with this visit. “I don’t know. Maybe I should ask my mother about that,” I lied. I hadn’t spoken to my mother in years, and I didn’t think reestablishing communication by asking if she’d slept with a violent man was the best way to go about it.


    “But, really, thanks for meeting me. And I’m sorry about your balcony. At least you know it’s well constructed.” I looked at the undamaged wood, which had fared considerably better than my toes.


    “Oh, that! I hate that thing. It only serves as a barrier between me and the lake. I think every day about tearing it down. I have a sledgehammer in the garage if you’re interested.” I was fairly sure it was a sincere offer, but I demurred and started to head toward the front door.


    Lana asked me to stay, to drink some tea and chat, and though I knew the offer was well-intentioned, I couldn’t imagine staying for a moment longer. It was already too much effort to smile politely and thank her for her time, when I really just wanted to sit in the car and alternately sob and beat the steering wheel.


    I was halfway down the path when she called to me. “Wait! I just remembered. There was one man a long time ago. I haven’t thought about him in decades, my gosh. His name is Trent. He was my brother, actually. Well, half-brother, different fathers, of course, but both human. I never knew him. He was so much older than me. He left home two hundred years before I was even born. But I remember the old ones talking, well, whispering when they thought I couldn’t hear. There was something wrong with him, with his magic, but no one would ever tell me what it was. Maybe it’s something similar to what’s wrong with you?”


    It was something. It was the thinnest shred of hope, but it was better than leaving here with nothing. “Do you know where he is?”


    For a moment, her eyes focused once more, all distraction and dreaminess replaced by a look of absolute sadness. “He’s in Eureka, up north on the coast. He’s in the mental hospital the elementals have there.”

  


  
    
Chapter 12


    I drove home from Nevada City slowly, uncertain whether to feel disappointed that I’d learned so little from my visit or horrified that the only knowledge I’d gained pointed toward mental instability. Granted, I had no reason to believe that her brother’s illness had anything to do with him being half-water, especially considering how relatively stable Lana seemed to be in her magic use, but it was more of a coincidence than I felt comfortable with.


    I didn’t feel crazy, but I imagined few insane people would say they did, and knowing that at least one half water was nuts was more than a little disturbing. When I tried to access the magic and couldn’t, something felt… wrong. I felt the sense of wholeness I’d described to Mac abandon me, leaving me fractured and uncertain. I might not be a resident of Crazyville, but at those moments I wondered if I lived a few towns over.


    I would go to Eureka, when this was all over, and speak to Trent. I’d vowed that I wouldn’t hide anymore, and I would keep that promise to myself, no matter what answers might await me in the small seaside town. Briefly, I toyed with the idea of telling the others what I’d learned but dismissed it. They would be kind and understanding—even Simon—but I didn’t think I could bear those kind expressions, loaded with pity and concern. With every passing day, I felt a bit less like the outsider, and I didn’t want to give anyone reason to view me differently.


    I dug through Sera’s music, looking for some raucous country appropriate to my mood. I needed some boot-stomping, noisy, dive bar kind of twang, but of course she had nothing like that. Giving up, I decided the Ramones were better than nothing. I shoved the tape into the stereo and turned it up loud. A minute later, I was nodding my head to the frenetic beat, resolving to never admit to her that I actually kind of liked it.


    Several days passed in relative peace. There were no visits from the FBI, no murders, no attacks on the fortress. Josiah was still out of town, and though Sera spoke to him often, he had no new information. Vivian and Simon checked the newly installed campsite cameras every morning, but there was never anything more serious than a raccoon or a carload of teenagers sharing a six-pack. We did what we could, compiling a list of all the earth elementals we knew. There were only eight still in the area aside from Vivian, and it was easy to have such a small number followed around the clock. We tried to track down Richard Hill, even going so far as to hire a private investigator, but he seemed to have disappeared into thin air. His condo remained empty. It was worrying, but we didn’t know what else to do. We’d run out of options until the killer made his next move.


    With so little to do, we spent a fair amount of time lounging in the living room. Vivian had interrupted my awkward attempts to apologize for my earlier behavior by holding up a pack of cards and dealing two hands, and most nights now saw us engaged in epic rummy battles. We drank and chatted while we played. More than once I looked up to see Vivian gazing at me with a bland, harmless expression and suspected she was attempting a drunk therapy session.


    It was rare that all six of us were together at once. Brian typically appeared after he finished his shift at the bar, and he would linger in the living room long after the rest of us were yawning and climbing to our beds. Vivian was always the first asleep and the first up, often in class long before the rest of us were stumbling to the kitchen for our first hit of morning caffeine. Mac spent his days working on the Squaw Valley ski patrol, and when he was home he moved easily between his trailer and the house, often disappearing for hours at a time only to reappear in the living room as if he’d never left, lounging across several cushions with a mystery novel firmly in hand. I spent some time alone in my room, writing or simply recharging, but I never remained there as long as I expected. I’d hear laughter from below, the unmistakable sounds of Sera teasing Simon or Brian making the cocktail shaker dance, and I’d find myself slipping a bookmark between the pages and winding my way down the spiral staircase to join them.


    On days when the sun was bright and the temperature rose several degrees, we’d spend afternoons outside in the crisp air. Simon would shift and climb the trees, running from one branch to another, leaping onto the roof and jumping through the upstairs windows into the loft. Though there was no one around but the six of us, I never saw Mac shift. He would sit in a rusted metal chair on the back deck, reading a book or sculpting small pieces of wood into figures only he could see, and he’d watch the elementals play.


    Neither Vivian nor Brian was very strong, but they joined in the fun. Vivian would raise and lower the earth, creating happy faces or three-dimensional hopscotch squares that we would happily jump through, utterly ignoring the fact that some of us were at least fifty years too old for such games. Sometimes, she would shape the earth into carefully lined rows, and Brian would, with tremendous concentration, pull icicles from the eaves and place them, point down, into the ground. He would shape them, slowly and carefully, into lines of flowers, ice roses and tulips and sunflowers. It took him a long time, but it was worth it to see the enchanting garden sparkling in the afternoon sun, and to see his grin at each completed piece. When they did this, Sera kept her fires far from their work. These March days were never very warm, and the ice garden could remain for several days if left on its own. Sera would rather wear extra layers and two scarves than hasten the destruction of Brian and Vivian’s beauty.


    Sera and I continued to practice my control. We moved the fire pit off the deck, placing it well away from the house—keeping both the house safe and sparing Mac any third degree burns he might acquire by sitting in the wrong place. I would attempt to douse every flame she created, and then Vivian would get to work. And so I began an unorthodox and very public counseling session. Everyone learned about my mother and my ancestors, on the elemental side at least, and how I’d grown up with the constant insistence that my humanity was negligible. My mother had always assured me that my affinity for water was the only thing I needed to define me. Vivian asked question after question about my life. I couldn’t answer most of them, but I felt them circle my subconscious, whispering and repeating the most essential questions anyone can ask themselves. Who was I? Who did I want to be?


    After days of exhausting practice, I was no closer to control. It didn’t matter how many childhood issues I faced or how determinedly I confronted my memories of the warehouse. We’d spent enough hours on those topics that, if she was actually my therapist, I would have owed her a small car in compensation for all her work. No matter what we did, I could not reconcile my two halves. I was a powerful water, but only until I became emotional. Then, my abilities seemed to vanish altogether. I was beginning to fear my success with the house fire had been a fluke.


    It was so easy to forget why I was there. These people had found their way into my life, slipping into the cracks that first appeared when Sera held my hand on Chris’s grave. I had forgotten the way Brian could remove every fear and doubt with a quick hug, a wink, and a splash of whiskey. I had forgotten the extent to which I was defined by Sera, the way our senses of humor had developed to better play off each other or the way we knew exactly whose turn it was to talk and whose to listen. I hadn’t foreseen the extent to which I’d learn to appreciate Simon’s focused and contradictory nature, or the quiet competence and compassion Vivian brought to her every action. And I found myself waiting for the next time Mac’s gaze would fall on me, with its heart-stopping mix of sly humor and quiet strength, so that I never knew whether I wanted to tease him or curl up next to him, and I wasn’t sure which prospect was more appealing—or more terrifying.


    Quite simply, in the midst of a manhunt for a killer that had confounded us at every turn, and who had a disconcerting interest in me personally, I was truly happy for the first time since the night at the warehouse. Of course, it couldn’t last.


    With so little new information, Josiah stayed away for a full two weeks. There was nothing for him to do here, and he despised being away from the Hawaiian compound if it wasn’t altogether necessary. I had never fully understood how Sera was able to live in the Sierra Nevadas. No matter how many sweaters she wore or fires she huddled next to, it could never be the same as living near an active volcano in a tropical climate. Quite often, Tahoe was too cold even for me.


    That was Sera, though. She was a bundle of pure will, and if she had a reason to stay in a chilly mountain climate, then by god she would stay and be perfectly happy, thank you very much. Though Josiah was every bit as stubborn as his daughter, he rarely had to do things he didn’t want to do, including living for an extended period of time away from his home.


    This explains why, when we received a call at eight in the morning summoning us to Josiah’s hotel room, we were immediately concerned. He wouldn’t be back here if he didn’t need to be. None of us had gone to bed before one the previous night, but we were instantly awake. No one said much. We simply filled several travel mugs with coffee or tea and piled into the Bronco.


    The hotel lobby was full of people bustling around and setting it up for the day. Old flowers were replaced with fresh blooms, newspapers neatly arranged on tables, and the cafe was full of people eating breakfast. We were surrounded by the mundane and normal, a marked contrast to our anxiety. We all knew something had gone terribly wrong. While we’d spent the last week relaxing and having fun, the killer had been working. Somehow, we’d forgotten that.


    We entered the room quietly and sat in the same seats as before. We clung to the simplest routines, the repetition providing a tiny bit of order. Josiah watched us sit, his fingers steepled beneath his chin, face grave. His clothes were rumpled, and there were dark circles beneath his eyes. I had never seen this man look anything other than pristine and healthy, and his appearance was as worrying as the hour of our summons. His laptop was connected to the television, and we were all looking at the first frame of video taken from the campsite. The date and time were clearly indicated. The film was from two o’clock last night, or this morning. It was only about seven hours old.


    “I take it you have not yet watched last night’s surveillance footage,” he said.


    We shook our heads. Simon or Vivian usually checked the footage first thing in the morning, but today we’d come straight here.


    Josiah sat perfectly still, all his energy focused inward, as if seeking strength for his next words. “I keep the feed running on my office monitors. Last night, around eleven my time, the cameras began recording. I assumed it was just another animal. When I saw what was happening, I attempted to phone Sera, but she did not answer.” This was no surprise. When Sera slept, nothing less than a sonic boom could wake her. “I ordered my jet and flew most of the night to be here.”


    He pressed a button on the computer’s remote, and the film began. Because it was a motion sensor camera, there was no buildup, no wasted frames. As soon as he pressed play, a man appeared on camera. I felt my breath hitch. I was seated, and yet I felt myself falling, felt the world shift as an impossible sense of deja vu crept over me. For the second time in my life, I watched a grinning, masked figure stand before the camera. He wagged one finger at us, scolding us for even daring to try to catch him, then immediately covered the camera in ice. The lens cracked, and the screen went dark.


    “What the hell?” While I sat frozen on the sofa, trying to comprehend what I just saw, Sera felt no such inhibition. She instantly stood and paced the room. Her quick, staccato movements revealed her anger more clearly than shouted words ever could. Small flames burst from each finger. She wanted to destroy something, I knew. I felt the same way. “He’s dead. You confirmed it. Four bodies in the warehouse. The guard, Amanda, the man who lived there, and him. How the hell was he there last night? How is he even breathing?”


    Brian moved to the window. He kept his back to the room and said nothing, but tension radiated from every muscle. The man who had killed his girlfriend was still alive.


    No one had an explanation. Everyone looked shocked and slightly ill. I remembered the first time I’d seen the man, I’d felt the same. It had been my first glimpse of pure evil. Sure, I’d seen documentaries and news stories featuring killers, people who did unthinkable things, but there was always a distance. I could say, “Oh, that’s horrible,” and mean it, but it never truly affected my life. This man brought evil directly into my world and laughed while he did so, and somehow, impossibly, he was doing it again.


    Mac slowly looked up. “Does this mean there’s another body?” he asked reluctantly. It wasn’t an answer he really wanted to hear.


    “I’m afraid so. A human this time,” I saw Mac’s shoulder’s relax, just a little. I knew he had human friends and cared about them, but the shifter deaths were personal. “His name was Jeff Brown, and though this video indicates an ice was at the kill site, the man was suffocated by earth.”


    Sera and I immediately looked to the other, twin expressions of horror and fear on our faces. Jeff Brown. The video game enthusiast Sera had briefly dated. “This killer has multiple targets, doesn’t he? His victims, but also Sera and me.”


    Josiah nodded. “We now have five bodies, and every one of them is a human or shifter that one of you dated. I cannot imagine that being a coincidence.” He rubbed his hands roughly through his hair, causing several sections to stand up. “This would be a lot easier if you two hadn’t been quite so cavalier in your dating attitudes. I was under the impression that you had protected these men as best you could?” This last question was directed toward Sera, a father disappointed in his daughter’s behavior.


    “We did,” she insisted. “We checked on every guy we ever dated. They were all gone. The student population around here is so transient, it’s not a surprise. The only two unaccounted for were Richard Hill and Jeff, and we assumed Jeff had just wandered off a while ago. He wasn’t the sort of guy to leave a forwarding address. Damn it!”


    Suddenly, a burst of flame flew from her fingers, hitting an artificial plant in the corner and setting it alight. It was a deliberate hit, a desperate attempt to let off steam, but it also showed how tenuous her grip was on her own control.


    Without a word, Josiah pulled the fire to himself, warming his hands briefly over the flames before extinguishing it altogether. A moment later, he stood and moved about the room. He pressed one hand to Brian’s shoulder. It was likely intended to comfort him but, if possible, Brian’s muscles only tensed further. Josiah shrugged, unbothered, and leaned against his desk.


    “We thought we’d prevented this. We thought we’d done whatever we could,” I said quietly.


    “You’re convinced you have no other ex-boyfriends lingering in the area?” asked Josiah. We both nodded. “Good. Then we only have one person unaccounted for, and we have to hope Richard Hill turns up soon. Even if we are unable to find him in time, there is a bright spot.” He smiled happily at us, waiting for us to draw the same conclusion.


    We stared at him blankly before I realized what he meant. “He’ll have to change his pattern,” I said dully, wondering how the bright spots still involved dead bodies. “How is he alive?” I asked, returning to the salient point.


    “There has to be a partner,” said Brian. “The second gunman theory is the only one that explains how he escaped the warehouse in the first place.”


    “And the fourth body?”


    “He killed someone else and planted it,” he said.


    I shook my head. “Not possible. We passed the fire trucks on our way into town. He wouldn’t have had time, especially not with the fire still burning like that.”


    “Could someone at the police station have doctored the report?” Mac asked Brian.


    “It’s always possible. It would be a small change to make. But that gives us what, three conspirators? And one a cop? I know these guys. They’re over at my uncle’s every Fourth of July. Not one of them is an elemental, other than my uncle.”


    “Unlikely,” agreed Sera, “but it is an option, and a far more logical one than any of the others we came up with. We need to explore every possibility. Can you get us the name of the cop who signed off on the report? We should have a friendly conversation with that particular officer.”


    Josiah thought for a moment, then nodded. “I must have a copy in my files somewhere. I’ll get you the information later today.”


    Vivian held up her tablet, several steps ahead of the rest of us. “Got it. It was signed by… Stephen Grant.”


    Everyone turned to see Brian’s reaction. He was pale and shaking his head vehemently. “No way. This is my uncle. The man who basically raised me. There’s no way he could be a dirty cop.” He crossed the room and joined me on the sofa.


    Dirty cop was the smallest of our concerns, but Brian’s thoughts hadn’t followed the same path the rest of ours had. He was still loudly explaining all the reasons his uncle had more integrity than the rest of us put together when I cautiously asked, “But your uncle is an ice, too, isn’t he?”


    Brian opened his mouth to respond, then found he had nothing to say. He opened and closed it several more times, trying to articulate a thought that seemed stuck in his throat. If it hadn’t been so sad, his utter speechlessness would have been comical. I wrapped my arms around him, and he leaned into me, still shaking his head. “No,” he murmured quietly. “No.” It was his only word, a steady denial of what we were suggesting.


    “No one’s making any accusations,” soothed Sera. “But this is the only lead we have right now. We need to explore it.”


    “Not the only one,” I said, squeezing Brian’s hand. “We don’t know why there were no killings for ten years, and we don’t know why the partner is committing the murders this time.” Even if Stephen Grant was somehow involved, there were still far more questions than answers. “Could we check prison records? See if anyone just got released from a ten-year term? He might have been incarcerated for something unrelated? Or check housing records? This could be someone who used to live here and moved back a couple months ago.”


    Vivian was already working her electronic magic. Her fingers moved assuredly across the board. Five minutes later, she had the name of every recent parolee in the area, the address of their parole officer, and a list of their crimes.


    Josiah blinked at her. “I assume that information was acquired in a wholly legal fashion, Ms. Charles.” I could almost swear he sounded impressed. I’d never heard him use that tone before.


    Brian managed a shaky grin. “Her Google fu is mighty.”


    Vivian simply offered a small, serene smile. I reminded myself to never trust Vivian’s innocent smiles.


    Sera swiped her finger across the tablet, skimming the list of names. “Got one,” she said excitedly. “In for eight years, out three months ago. Convicted of aggravated assault. He’s a white dude, about the right height and weight. Worth checking out. Brian and Vivian, you’re with me. You might be able to sense if he’s earth or ice. Mac, will you go with Aidan to talk to Brian’s uncle?” I heard the words she wouldn’t actually say. Protect Aidan, just in case.


    A few weeks ago, she had insisted that I was the strongest water she knew. Now, she was sending me off with a bodyguard. I was working on that whole personal acceptance thing Simon had suggested I try, but moments like this made it difficult to be happy just being me.


    “He’s off work today,” said Brian. “You’ll probably find him at home. And Aidan... no snark, okay? Don’t push him too hard. He’s a good man. I know it. He’s such a clean cop, he doesn’t even feed information to other elementals.” He looked directly at me, his blue eyes pleading.


    I nodded. “Damn, Brian. A girl could be offended, the way you ask her to hide her best quality. Next you’ll be telling me not to scowl at him or astound him with my vast knowledge of 70s cinema.” I kissed him solidly on the forehead. He knew I didn’t mean a word. Except for the 70s cinema part. Anyone who gets me started on the relative merits of early Coppola vs. early Scorsese better have several hours to kill.


    He squeezed me, accepting my assurances. Minutes later, we all left, splitting up in search of information that might, for once, lead us closer to this bastard rather than continue to steer us in giant, hopeless circles.

  


  
    
Chapter 13


    Brian’s uncle lived in a small ranch house a few miles south of the interstate. The house had clearly been built sometime in the 50s, but it was well-maintained. The yard in front held neatly cut grass and carefully ordered shrubs, and the house’s exterior was a pristine white. Hanging by the front door was a cheerful sign made of colored wooden letters that proclaimed this the home of the Grants. We pulled up the circular driveway and stared at this suburban dream for several long moments.


    “Well, they do always say that serial killers seem like such nice people,” said Mac doubtfully.


    “For the moment, I’m working on the theory that he is exactly what he seems, and I need you to do the same. This is Brian’s uncle, and he’s innocent until proven guilty. Treat him like you’d want your own family to be treated.”


    Mac cast a look that was simultaneously pained and amused my way. “You’re really not setting the bar very high with that request.”


    When we knocked on the door, it only took a moment before a middle-aged woman opened it. She was slightly plump, and her brown hair was threaded with grey. When she smiled, crow’s feet framed her eyes. And yet, she was remarkably pretty, the sort of pretty that depended more on the expression in her eyes than the color itself, and the smiles that caused the wrinkles mattered far more than the resulting lines did. “You must be Aidan! Brian called to say you were coming. And Mac, is it? Come in, come in. Let me get your coats. Stephen is just in the kitchen. Go see him. I’ll join you shortly.” She urged us toward an open door and bustled off.


    Mac mouthed at me, “Who is that?” I shook my head. When I’d lived here before, Stephen Grant had been a bachelor.


    The man himself stood in front of a white mixing bowl, a set of electric beaters cutting through pink dough. He wore a faded pair of jeans, an old flannel top, and an apron. He didn’t look like a killer. For that matter, he didn’t look magic. He looked like a middle-aged father relaxing on his day off.


    “Aidan!” he cried, putting down the mixer and dusting flour from his hands. “I haven’t seen you in years. How are you, my dear?” He kissed me on the cheek and offered a tentative hug, trying to avoid covering me in dough.


    “Wonderful, Mr. Grant. It was Thanksgiving, about 12 years ago, I believe.” Twelve years was still a significant passage of time for this man. Like Brian, he possessed a mere sliver of magic and could only control small items. More importantly, it lessened his life span considerably. He’d be lucky to reach one hundred forty. Another generation removed would be, for all intents and purposes, human. Based on his own wrinkles and grey hair, I guessed that Stephen Grant had already passed the halfway point in his life span, though his body still looked young and fit. He was the sort of cop who spent more time in the community than he did sitting in a patrol car, and it showed. Unfortunately, it also meant he had the same height and build as the ice on the video. I put that thought firmly out of my mind. Innocent until proven guilty, indeed.


    “Goodness, that long ago? Brian told me you up and left one day. He was quite upset about it, I remember. He was always so fond of you.”


    “The feeling’s mutual,” I assured him. “It looks like a few things changed around here since my last visit,” I glanced at his wife, who had returned to the kitchen with a stack of clothes in hand. She shook them out, and I saw that they were two aprons.


    “Anyone who comes to this house is family,” she informed us. “We need four dozen Easter cookies ready for tomorrow, and family would help with that, wouldn’t they?” Mac and I dumbly agreed. “Wonderful. Half bunnies and half chicks, please.” She handed us each an apron. Mine was a black and white cow pattern. Mac’s was pink and read, “It’s not easy being a princess,” in a large, sparkly font. He put it on without batting an eye.


    “Thank you, Ellie darling. I’ll put them right to work. Now, I’m afraid these two have come to discuss some terribly dull business that you should avoid at all costs.”


    She looked at us, her expression mock stern. “I give you an hour. No more. It’s his day off, you know.” Although her tone was light and her eyes continued to sparkle, I knew she meant every word. She left the room, humming happily to herself, and a moment later we heard the sounds of the vacuum running down the hallway.


    He watched her leave, an unabashed smile on his face. “Isn’t she grand? I am a lucky man. Not many get a chance at love as late as I did. She didn’t even panic when I told her what I was. She’s human, you know.”


    I was surprised. Most elementals kept the secret of their existence to themselves, but over the years a few show-offs and besotted fools had told the humans. It was highly discouraged, of course, and those that trusted indiscreet humans often paid a steep price. Many were shunned by their families for decades, or at least until enough time passed that the elementals were distracted by a new scandal. If the human went public, it was worse. They didn’t just get a valid excuse to avoid the next several family gatherings—they’d be ostracized, indefinitely, by all elementals who learned of their mistake. It spoke volumes about Stephen’s devotion to his wife that he so freely admitted her knowledge of what we were.


    Also, he’d spoken of his wife’s humanity without a hint of rancor or apology. If this man felt any abhorrence for non-elementals—particularly those that mingled with elementals—he’d devised a most ingenious cover.


    I realized he’d also spoken quite openly in front of Mac. “You know Mac’s not human, then?” How had everyone but me known about shifters? My ignorance was getting embarrassing.


    “Of course. I’ve worked crime scenes in the greater Tahoe area for thirty years now. Hard to stay ignorant for that length of time.” He turned to Mac. “Not all of yours behave themselves, you know. Roll that out, would you?” he asked, indicating a cutting board covered with yellow dough.


    Mac quietly replied, “Not all of any people behave themselves.” While he spoke, he grabbed the rolling pin and started awkwardly flattening the dough into a lumpy mass.


    “Fair enough, fair enough. I can’t say suffocation by earth is any less brutal than a claw swipe that nearly removes a man’s leg. Both are horrible ways to go. No, use the baby chick cookie cutter, not the chicken one. And this elemental roaming the area is bad news. I know I need to find him, and I’m looking, but I can’t help hoping we never meet. The man is dangerous.”


    That was my opening. “I’m sure Brian told you why we’re here. We know you’re the only elemental on the force. You guys can’t handle this, and you shouldn’t have to. We’re looking at finding him ourselves. Josiah Blais is helping, of course.”


    Stephen nodded slowly. “I’m glad we have Blais on our side. We need that kind of power. And I remember you and Sera well. The two of you were walking, talking bundles of pure energy. I can’t imagine there’s anything you can’t do, you put your mind to it. So tell me, why are you here? How can I help?”


    I outlined our belief that the current killer was somehow related to the previous killings. I was finding it hard to treat him as a suspect. Even Mac wasn’t throwing any suspicious glances his way. He was more focused on scraping distorted, uneven chicks off the cutting board than in urging me to be cautious with what I shared. Besides, most of my knowledge was shared by the killer, so I wasn’t concerned I was giving away too much. To be safe, I only glossed over Sera’s and my involvement in the fire—after all, he was still a cop—but the shrewd eyes peering at me let me know he heard a lot more than I was willing to say.


    “So, that’s where we stand at the moment. We need to know whether there were really three or four bodies in that fire. You signed the report that said there were four, and we want to confirm that with you.”


    While I spoke, he lifted small bunnies from the cooling rack to a tin. He was relaxed throughout the story, and didn’t interrupt me once, but my final words brought him sputtering to life. “Four? Nonsense. Let me see that report.” I dug my newly acquired cell phone out of my purse. After a few awkward minutes touching the screen, I finally stumbled on the correct sequence to pull up the file Vivian had forwarded. I’d grown up on an island surrounded by people whose very auras were made of magic, and this tiny, wireless computer felt like the most mystical thing I’d ever seen. I gingerly held it out for him, and Stephen peered intently at the screen. “Can you make it bigger? That’s better. Yeah, that’s my signature, all right. And it does say four, though that doesn’t make a lick of sense. It’s not like you can make a simple typo to get from three to four. We write numbers out just to avoid this kind of mistake.”


    He was clearly agitated. When we’d entered the room, he’d been chipper and comfortably domestic. Now, he looked like a cop, one who was more than willing to chase down the person responsible for this mistake.


    “Damn. This better not have been me. Sure, my mind wanders sometimes, but not so much that I can’t remember how many dead people I saw the night before. I don’t know what to tell you, Aidan dear. I remember that night clear as can be. I was the one who told Amanda’s parents about their daughter’s death. And I can tell you, with absolute certainty, that there were only three bodies in that warehouse.”


    The ride back was silent for several miles. I was digesting the information, and I suspected Mac was still digesting the bunny cookies Mrs Grant had pushed on us when she finally deemed our kitchen duties complete.


    Suddenly, I was done digesting. “Pull over. Pull over. Now!”


    Mac looked at me, startled, then eased the Bronco to the side of the road. Before it fully stopped, I was out of the car and tearing through the trees, heading for the river I could feel a couple hundred feet ahead. Minutes later, he found me, waist deep in the freezing water. It was all runoff from the mountain snow, but I didn’t even feel the cold. I just needed the comfort of my element. I needed to feel the water’s power seeping into every pore. I needed to feel whole.


    Mac stood, watching me, waiting for an explanation. I didn’t want to give him one. I didn’t want to say the words out loud, lest they become even more real than they already were.


    Instead, I sank fully into the water, immersing myself. My knees bent, and my long hair floated around my face. The river flowed quickly, so quickly. It would have been dangerous for anyone else, but not me. I knew this water, and I loved it as it loved me. While the rest of the river rushed eagerly downstream, impatient to reach the lake, close to me it whispered quietly, circling me and holding me still in its sure embrace. I breathed it in, the smell of the water, and ran my hands through its currents. The spray tickled my face, greeting me, telling me that it had been too long since I had last visited. I found the purity at the heart of the river and absorbed it into my very soul.


    I heard Mac leaving. I didn’t open my eyes, and not when I heard him return, either. I remained in the water, seeking balance.


    Minutes later, I finally climbed onto the river bank. Once I was out of the river and standing in the frigid air, I felt the chill for the first time. Mac handed me a blanket and a spare flannel shirt he must have found in his car. Without saying a word, he turned his back to me and studied a branch on a nearby tree with great interest, giving me the privacy I needed.


    I stripped out of my wet clothes, shivering the whole time. The shirt smelled lightly of Mac, a soft musky scent, but it was otherwise clean. As tall as I was, it still nearly fell to my knees, looking like the least fashionable shirtdress ever. I wrapped myself in the blanket and sat on a nearby rock. “You can turn around now,” I said quietly.


    He did, but didn’t move any closer. Instead, he leaned against a pine tree, crossed his arms and merely waited. He did not appear the slightest bit impatient. He could wait for hours, if that’s how long it took.


    “He’s alive,” I said. Mac continued to say nothing. I was stating the obvious, so his agreement was unnecessary. He seemed to know that. I repeated, “He’s alive. I’ve spent the last ten years hating myself for what we’ve done, and the only thing that made it slightly bearable was the belief that the three deaths weren’t completely meaningless. Horrible, inexcusable, but not meaningless. Because of the fires, because of the lack of control, I thought we’d killed him. He was supposed to be dead,” I stated. Before me, the river roiled and churned, echoing my anger.


    “If he’s not dead, how do I live with myself? How do I live with what I did? I killed three people, and he lived. He lived, and then he killed—or helped kill, it doesn’t matter—a friend I love dearly. I did everything wrong, and now Chris and Mark and all the rest are paying the price.” The water, sensing the slow shift from anger to despair, slid up the bank, wrapping around my bare feet in a consoling motion. “He’s getting away with it, and he’s laughing at us. He’s having a grand old time, while I still have nightmares and live in fear that my lack of control will hurt someone else.”


    Mac gestured to the water, still curled around my feet. “That doesn’t look like lack of control to me.”


    “This isn’t control. It’s the water responding to me, to my emotions. It’s just what happens.”


    “Can you control it now?”


    I easily pulled a strand of water to my hand, creating a reverse waterfall between my fingers and the river. It was child’s play, the sort of thing I did all the time at my house.


    “But you’re having strong emotions right now. I thought that’s what got in the way of your control.”


    I mulled over his words. “I’m miserable, yes. I’m horrified. But I’m not scared.” Once I said the words, it all seemed painfully obvious, something I should have realized long ago. “I was always scared before, when I had trouble. Scared of people dying, scared of the killer, scared of never getting the answers I needed, scared of Vivian learning things I didn’t want anyone to know. Sometimes I was just plain scared of losing control.”


    “Well, that’s easy then,” said Mac. “We just need to make you fearless. I could shout ‘boo’ at you at random moments until you no longer jump.” It was a joke, but he didn’t really mean it. He took this seriously.


    “We could have a Friday the 13th and Halloween marathon,” I suggested.


    “With big pots of water instead of popcorn,” he added. I tried to smile, with little success. “Look, Aidan, I know I wasn’t there. I don’t know what it was like. And I only met you a short time ago, but I still know you’re not the sort of person who would let another burn to death. You told the guard not to go inside the building. You were there in an effort to save Amanda, not to kill her. And let’s be clear: you didn’t kill her. He did. He would have killed her whether you were there or not, because unlike you, he enjoys killing.”


    I’d told myself these same things countless times, trying to believe them. I never did. It seemed wrong that this near-stranger’s words carried more weight than my own voice, but somehow his assurances felt more reliable than my own attempts to assuage my guilt. He was attempting to absolve me of my crimes, and I dearly wanted to let him, except for one thing.


    “Even if all that is true—and it probably is,” I added, because he looked like he planned to object, “there was still the third man. A man who was completely uninvolved in our attempts to catch the killer and was simply in the wrong place at the wrong time. Sera and I decided to be badass heroes, a role we’d never played before. We had no idea what we were doing, not really, but we were both too freaking stubborn to admit we were in over our heads. Our attitude, our arrogance, cost him his life. If we hadn’t been there, he’d still be alive today. If I hadn’t let the fire burn, hadn’t waited to enter the room, he’d still be alive.”


    “Maybe. Maybe the killer knew he was there, and wouldn’t have let him live. Maybe he would have drunk himself to death a week later, or maybe he would have turned his life around and found a job and home by now. We’ll never know. No matter how much you dwell on it, no matter how much you beat yourself up, you’ll never have the answer and you’ll never change what happened. All you can do is let it go.”


    I shook my head. “I can’t. He was alone. If I don’t mourn him, if I don’t remember him, who will? He was alone,” I repeated. “They never even learned his name. He died a John Doe. If I forgive myself, if I let his memory fade, it will be like he never existed. I can’t just let it go.”


    “I’m not saying to forget. You’ll never forget, and that’s the way it should be. Let yourself remember. Light a candle for him on the night of his death. Say a prayer for his soul, if that’s what you believe. Donate money to homeless organizations in his name, any name you choose. Let him be a part of you, because he’s already there. But you’ve been hiding from the world and from your life because of a horrible, terrible accident. Your life is no more than a shadow of what it should be. You need to forgive yourself and move on. Remember him, but remember yourself, too. Just... try.”


    I didn’t know what to say. I didn’t have the words. Driving home from the fire, Sera had repeated, over and over again, that it was an accident, but I hadn’t believed her. I thought she was only trying to exonerate herself, and maybe she was. Hearing the words emerging from Mac’s lips felt like a new language, one I had forgotten how to speak: the language of forgiveness. He was asking just one thing of me, that I try, and it almost sounded like a reasonable request. Slowly, hesitantly, I gave him the smallest of nods.


    Finally, he walked toward me, bridging the distance between us with long, sure strides. Crouching, he gathered my wet clothes into a plastic bag, and then, without warning, he swooped me into his arms, holding me easily. I squeaked in startled protest. “Lots of rocks and fallen branches on the path back to the car,” he explained. “You would tear up your feet, and we’ve got to keep you in fighting shape. We’ve still got some bad guys to chase.” Even though his grip was solid and sure, I grabbed onto his shoulders for support and let him carry me for a bit.

  


  
    
Chapter 14


    That night, the teddy bear fortress was a somber place, the easy relaxation of the last couple days replaced by tension and an almost tangible sense of hopelessness. The others had arrived home before us and were watching and re-watching the surveillance video, trying to find any clues they’d missed on the previous fifty views. When we entered the room, eyebrows rose at the sight of me in a man’s flannel shirt and nothing else, but no one said a word, not even Sera. Brian had a rare frown on his face, the events of the day obviously taking their toll. I changed and rushed back downstairs, wanting to offer any comfort I could.


    When I returned, Brian was standing several feet behind the others, looking so alone it broke my heart. I stepped behind him and slid my hands around his chest, giving him a light hug. “He’s innocent,” I whispered. “I’m sure of it. And we’re going to find this asshole, okay?” He covered my hands with his own and squeezed, a silent thank you.


    We caught each other up on our findings of the day. Their half of the bloodhound gang had been forced to eliminate the convict from our list of suspects. While he was a possible physical match, he also had such a low IQ it was a wonder he wasn’t listed as developmentally disabled. There was no way the man could be a criminal mastermind, they all agreed. Vivian had reviewed the list of parolees a second time and found several worth investigating. The three of them were going out again the next day, but no one was feeling particularly optimistic. It was a long shot, and we all knew it.


    “We still don’t know what happened with the police report,” I said. “There could be an accomplice on the force.”


    “A human accomplice?” snorted Brian. “I’ll look into it, but for now I think we have to assume that my uncle was having a senior moment. Never tell him I said that.”


    I shook my head. It seemed unlikely that Stephen Grant had ever had a senior moment in his life. It was a dissatisfying answer, but also the most likely. Faced with nothing but a slew of improbabilities, one had to be accepted as slightly more probable than the others. “Occam’s Razor,” I said.


    “The who in the what now?” asked Sera.


    “It’s the principle that, all other things being equal, the simplest explanation is often the correct one. We have two separate killers. Both are still alive, and they seem to be working together. And Stephen Grant made a mistake on his report.”


    “A pretty big freaking mistake,” noted Mac.


    Brian nodded. “Now we have to figure out how to track down two homicidal elementals, when we weren’t exactly having much luck with one.” He moved to the kitchen and began rustling through the cupboards. “There is not enough alcohol in the house to deal with today.”


    Sera stood in one easy motion and began to pace across a small section of carpet, twisting her hands together and muttering to herself. I knew from experience that this thought process could take hours, so I grabbed an empty notebook out of my purse and began to make notes.


    The moment the pen touched the paper, the words flowed easily, the day’s events finding their way onto the page in my neat, slanted script. When Brian returned with a tray full of glasses, I quietly took a drink but continued to write, recalling details I had nearly forgotten and articulating my frustrations.


    Even in my private journal, secrecy was too firmly ingrained in me to openly recount recent events, but even using coded language was enough to clear my mind. The longer I wrote, the calmer I felt, until I imagined an aura of perfect control surrounding me.


    Hesitantly, I put down the pen and reached out to the river behind us, pulling it up and out, stretching it like taffy. I could see it perfectly in my mind, the circle I was forming, making it spin faster and faster. I formed it into a cone, a perfect tornado of water. I drew this toward me over the land, soaking everything in its path, until it stood before the living room window, spinning easily in place.


    Grinning at my success, I inverted the cone and produced small globes of water on its surface, creating an unseasonal liquid Christmas tree. It was perfect. For that moment, I felt perfect. I asked the water to form waves five feet above the ground and sent it flowing gently back to the river, all in absolute control.


    “Nice,” said Brian, quietly watching the show. “We all knew you could do it, of course.”


    I smiled, enjoying the sense of accomplishment. “Yeah, I’m awesome, so long as I don’t bother to feel any stressful emotions. You think I could get some elemental doc to prescribe anti-anxiety meds?”


    “You could meditate,” suggested Vivian. “Or do yoga.” I feared her suggestions were earnest.


    “That sounds suspiciously like exercise,” I said. I might want increased control, but anything that involved working out was just crazy talk.


    “Screw it,” announced Sera, ending her pacing suddenly. “We’re catching these mofos.”


    It might not have been a particularly original suggestion, but at least it was one we all agreed with.


    “We’re trying a stakeout again. We should have done it from the beginning. There are six of us this time, so we can cover more ground.”


    “Buddy system?” I asked. None of us should risk an encounter on our own.


    She nodded. “Mac and Simon, you want to be Team Shifter?” She barely waited for their nods before continuing. “Good. Vivian, you’re with me. We’ll head out as soon as I update my father. Everyone, cancel whatever plans you have, because we’re nocturnal for the foreseeable future. Let’s get our butts over to one of the parks, one he hasn’t hit recently. And Brian, keep her calm, all right? Cause if one of those assholes turns up, I want her to be able to ram that pretty Christmas tree of hers right up his ass.”


    Two hours later, I was feeling, if not calm, then extremely bored, which was close enough to fool my magic. Brian and I had been taking turns staring through binoculars at possible dump sites, and so far we’d seen nothing. Brian had been hitting the flask hard enough that I was certain I would need to drive home, and he was alternately texting and fiddling with the radio in his restlessness.


    It was another cold night. Few people would be camping in this weather. Even the animals were silent, still curled up in their nests, waiting for the thaw of true spring. The only movement came from the wind, alternately whistling and howling as it danced among the pines, caressing the needles gently before ripping branches free with no warning. A storm was on its way, and the air felt thick and full of promise.


    “Why aren’t there any air elementals?” Brian asked idly. It was his turn with the binoculars, and he was watching the wind’s exuberant movement.


    “Wind isn’t part of the landscape. It’s windy everywhere. You know that.”


    He shrugged. “Hey, some of us weren’t raised in some fancy shmancy elemental enclave where we were taught this stuff before we learned to write.” I stuck my tongue out at him, the only appropriate response. “Besides, look at this wind. You’re telling me it’s not part of the landscape?” He gestured at the world before us, his face dreamy.


    He was right. The wind affected everything it touched. Leaves and pine needles soared through the air, and trees shook from side to side. It was a moonless night, revealing only vague outlines of the trees. It made the shaking branches and leaves look ethereal against the midnight sky. “Well, you’re ice because of the glaciers, right? A proper element of the earth from its beginnings. Where would wind come from?”


    “I don’t know. But this is going to bother me, now.” A second later, he already had moved on. “So, you and Mac, huh?”


    “Me and Mac what?” I asked. I knew exactly what he was asking, but I wasn’t going to make it easy for him. Particularly considering that I had no idea what the answer was. When in doubt, delay.


    “You know. Your little walk of shame earlier.” He grinned at me, a playful smile, but his eyes were unfocused.


    “You’re drunk, aren’t you?” He held his finger and thumb close together, indicating a very small degree of inebriation. I snorted. “It wasn’t like that. Your mind just goes right to the naughty place, doesn’t it? Mac and I aren’t…” I found I didn’t want to define exactly what we weren’t. I didn’t want to commit to not being anything just yet. “We aren’t.” I ended firmly, saying absolutely nothing with utter certainty.


    He said nothing, merely held my gaze and smirked. The silence dragged out between us.


    “He’s nice, okay? He’s not bad looking,” I finally admitted. He continued to stare, and I felt something closer to the truth pass my lips. “Maybe, if I didn’t feel so messed up all the time, there’d be something to talk about. But until I put myself back together again, it’s not going to happen, and I don’t think I’m going to be able to fix myself before we catch this guy and this story is finally over.”


    “You’re not messed up, Aidan,” he said softly.


    “Yes, I am. But it’s okay. I think I finally want to fix myself. That’s progress, right? So I guess, no, you nosy bastard, there’s no Mac and me.”


    “Don’t you want all that, someday? A partner, a house, some tiny watery babies swimming around?”


    For a moment, I saw clearly the picture he was drawing and it was… nice. Unexpectedly nice. I let the image dissolve, knowing that future wasn’t mine, not for a very long time. “Maybe, someday. When we all finally have jetpacks and flying cars. For now, he’s a friend, and even having friends feels new and scary.”


    “What am I, chopped liver?” he asked in a bad approximation of a New York accent. The words were light, but he took another pull from the flask, avoiding eye contact.


    “No,” I said quietly. “You’re someone I never should have run away from. I was escaping Sera, and the memories, and you got caught up in it. I’m sorry, Brian. I’m so sorry.”


    His blue eyes were soft and serious, and there wasn’t a hint of a smile about his mouth. He put his arm around my shoulders and pulled me into him. I leaned my head on his chest and just relaxed, listening to his heart for several long moments. Finally, he spoke again, with none of his familiar teasing tone. “Everyone thinks they’re a little bit broken, Aidan. The trick is to find someone who accepts all parts of you, just as you are. Because you’re too freaking awesome to be single, you know.”


    Brian had a gift for saying exactly what I needed to hear, whether it was true or not. I squeezed his arm lightly and wondered how I’d ever gone so long without my friends.


    Hours later, I was feeling less sappy and considerably more snappy. My ass was numb from sitting still so long, and my shoulder muscles no longer seemed to move independently of each other. I’d been staring at the campsite for so long I was no longer certain what I was even seeing, in much the same way a word will turn to nonsense if you say it too many times. “I’ve got to get out of this car,” I announced. The interior light turned on briefly as I opened the door, ruining our efforts at stealth, but I wasn’t sure I cared anymore. I placed each leg in turn across a tree stump, stretching the muscles. Sensation returned slowly, and I jumped up and down, encouraging it to move throughout my body, washing away the pins and needles.


    I wasn’t ready to get back in the car. I walked toward the campsite, instead, staying away from the two tents that housed a couple of truly dedicated, and possibly insane, campers. Even though the area was empty, I remembered caution, slipping as quietly as I could through the trees. The rubber soles of my boots made little noise as I carefully stepped among the pine needles. About thirty feet away from the water, I stopped, peeking around a trunk toward an empty campsite. Nothing moved.


    A hand suddenly clamped around my mouth. I jumped, feeling my arm scrape against the bark of the tree while my heart erupted into double time. Another arm came around my torso and held me tight. “Shhh,” said Brian.


    Pissed off, I stomped hard on his foot, suddenly grateful I was wearing boots instead of my sneakers. He grunted and held me tighter, breathing his way through the pain. “Look,” he gritted out quietly, removing the hand over my mouth to point to a spot far to our left, deep in the trees that marked the boundary of the campsite. I saw nothing at first, the darkness dulling my vision, but finally a figure detached itself from the forest and moved slowly into the clearing.


    The man was hard to see, covered in head to toe black, and while he might have been stealthy, he was also very relaxed. He glanced lazily about the campsite, scanning the trees and the nearby lake. He seemed to take everything in at once, as if he was looking for something. Simon had removed the cameras after they’d proven so ineffective, but I thought this man was looking for them. That possibility, coupled with the man’s average build and the balaclava covering his face, told me everything. It was him, standing mere feet away.


    I didn’t think or plan. I knew that I was powerful enough to take this guy, but only if I didn’t allow any emotions to interfere. I didn’t give myself time to allow any doubts or fears to grab hold. I simply pulled water from the air and sent it flying toward him, envisioning his nose and mouth and asking the water to enter him and replace all his air with wet death.


    Though part of me believed he deserved to die, that wasn’t my intention. At least, I don’t think it was. Underneath all my snark and regret, I hoped I still had a merciful spirit. Even so, at that moment I found no such kindness within me. I merely reacted, doing the only thing I could think to do that would immobilize this man. I might have tried to save him with chest compressions, or I might have let him drown. I’ll never know.


    He saw the water coming toward him, but he didn’t move an inch. He turned his face toward us, easily able to pick us out in the dark, and he smiled slowly. The water instantly stopped. A wall of ice hung in the air, and as the liquid crashed into it, it simply dropped to the ground, harmless.


    He laughed, seeming delighted with his accomplishment. With no warning, he broke the ice wall into hundreds of tiny pieces, then sent the jagged shards flying toward us. He didn’t act cocky and self-assured, the way he had at the warehouse. Rather, I saw a pure, childlike wonder that felt even more menacing as he sent bullets of ice toward us.


    Brian knocked me to the ground. I landed on my stomach, and he immediately fell on top of me, protecting me with his body. I heard soft thuds as several pieces landed on his jacket, then silence.


    I was almost immobile, but I still tried kicking him awkwardly with one leg. I did not want to be protected. I wanted the freedom to fill this bastard’s lungs with the entire contents of the lake.


    Brian grunted and moved off me. We rolled to standing position and scanned the campsite. Again, it was absolutely quiet. Using hand signals, he indicated we should move in opposite directions and meet on the other site of the clearing. His face and neck were scratched and bleeding from the ice pellets I had escaped, thanks to his protection. I immediately felt guilty for stomping on his foot. I touched his cheek gently, a silent thank you. He placed his hand atop mine for a moment, and then he smiled and disappeared into the trees.


    I stepped softly, and what little noise my feet made was covered by the wind’s howling song. I moved as quickly as I could from tree to tree, trying to be as stealthy as our prey.


    Every moment, I expected him to jump in front of me. I waited to feel the chill of his magic snaking through my chest, reaching for my heart, and fear crept into my mind. I fought against its intrusion, needing to maintain the concentration that allowed me to access my magic. I stopped behind a tree and took several deep breaths in an attempt to calm myself and find equilibrium.


    A voice rose above the wind, a voice so horrible and piercing it could cut through any storm and dance its way into my very nightmares. It was a voice I remembered with perfect clarity. “Aidan Brook! Where are you, Aidan Brook? Don’t hide from me. There is so much I want to tell you.”


    I didn’t want to respond, to encourage him in any way. I didn’t want to ever hear that voice again.


    I felt the words slither into my ears and take up residence in the darkest part of my soul. As much as I wanted to plug my ears and whimper helplessly, I needed to know where he was, and there was only one way to track him. Unfortunately, it was the same way that he could track me.


    “I’m here. Tell me.” I instantly moved ten feet to the left, eyes scanning the campsite the entire time. Only the trees moved, but each waving branch appeared to be an arm stretching toward me, magic at the ready.


    “So impatient. I need to see your face when I tell you. I want to see the look in those big grey eyes. I want to see your joy.”


    It was almost impossible to pinpoint the source of the words. The wind instantly caught the voice and carried it through the forest. I wasn’t even certain I wanted to find him, considering how easily he’d thwarted my earlier attack. At this point, I only hoped Brian and I could reach him at the same time and just plain tackle him, and maybe Brian could counteract his magic just enough to keep our hearts from freezing. It lacked finesse, but it was marginally better than cowering up a tree.


    “You’re such a tease. What could you know that’s so important?” Again, I hopped behind another tree. We were moving closer to the road and to the other campers, a potential danger I needed to avoid.


    “I know many things, Aidan Brook. Many things others do not, but wish they did.”


    “Give me a hint.” Great. I was playing games with a megalomaniacal, insane killer. This seemed unlikely to end well. I moved in the direction I guessed the voice had come from, ten feet closer to the road, and only hoped Brian was heading the same way.


    “A hint? Very well, Aidan Brook. Who’s your daddy?”


    I froze. He was right here. His last words had been whispered, so quietly he couldn’t be more than two or three feet away.


    The wind chose that moment to rush through the clearing. I turned slowly, peering into every shadow, feeling my heart stutter with every movement it caused. The wind’s howls and whistles covered all other noise. Long moments passed, and I stood in silence, waiting to be attacked by an unseen man. Time stretched, and still nothing happened.


    Finally, a figure detached itself from the trees not four feet away from me. I instantly pushed the largest wall of water I could gather toward him, and this time there was no barrier. The water crashed directly into him, and only my last second realization kept it from flowing into his nose and lungs.


    “Mac?” I said quietly.


    He gave me an exasperated look and shook his head, spraying freezing water everywhere. He might have been annoyed, but he certainly wasn’t an idiot. Instead of roaring at me, he indicated the surrounding area and mouthed, “Is he here?” I nodded, and a moment later he vanished into the trees. He was surprisingly quiet for his size.


    I waited another five, ten minutes, my entire body on alert and waiting for the next attack. Nothing happened. “Hold your fire,” called Mac. “It’s just us.” Mac and Brian joined me, making no attempt at stealth. “This is the only person I found out there. Whoever was here before, he’s gone now.”


    “You’re sure?” I asked, continuing to turn in circles, desperately looking for any glimpse of peering eyes or a telltale puff of warm breath against the cold air. There was nothing. We were alone.


    We had ended up too close to the road. With Mac’s arrival, the killer must have known the odds were turned against him. It would have been a simple matter to cross to the pavement and disappear in a waiting car. I groaned, loudly, expelling the tension that had built progressively higher, and sank to the ground, overcome by a combination of relief and frustration. I was safe and alive, but I’d let him get away again. The now unnecessary adrenaline coursed through my body, leaving me shaking and gasping.


    “I don’t suppose you’ve got anything left in that flask?” I asked Brian.


    He gave me a scornful look and drew a second one from his pocket. “What do you take me for?” I gulped down several slugs of whiskey, then hesitantly offered it to Mac.


    “It’ll warm you up,” I said. He shook his head at me, the way someone does when they have no other polite response, but he still took the flask. “Why are you here, anyway? Weren’t you manning the next park down?”


    “When you didn’t respond to Vivian’s text, I got worried. You didn’t get it, did you?”


    I shook my head, thinking of my phone sitting in the bag on Brian’s back seat. “What is it?” I asked warily, fairly certain that nothing good would have brought him here. Whatever he was about to tell me, I knew I didn’t want to hear it.


    “Vivian’s at the police station. Sera’s been arrested.”

  


  
    
Chapter 15


    I wanted to crash into the jail, a punishing storm of righteous anger flowing into the building on white-capped waves, freeing Sera and running as far away from this mess as we possibly could. This felt like the final straw. Nothing we did made any difference. Bodies continued to appear with disturbing regularity. Our attempts at private investigation seemed, at best, to amuse the killer and provide him a welcome diversion. He taunted us at every turn, and we were no closer to identifying him than we had been when we’d begun this investigation.


    And now, arguably our best asset was locked up, accused of murders she wasn’t physically capable of committing. I was ready to end this charade of us accomplishing a single damn thing and just get us all the hell out of town by any means necessary.


    Fortunately for my future as something other than a fugitive from justice, Mac had a more sensible plan. “Has anyone called her father?”


    That brought all avenging warrior plans to an immediate halt. It made sense for the man with more money than god and enough connections to influence the next presidential election to handle this. Plus, it was probably a better plan than flooding the jail. I held out my hand. “Phone.”


    Brian handed me his cell phone. “It’s in the contacts.” I scrolled to the number and dialed. It rang five, six, seven times, a sound that seemed to grow angrier and tenser the longer it was allowed to continue.


    Just as I was about to hang up and charge across town to pound on his hotel room door, he picked up. “What?” he answered, unmistakably angry and more than a little tired. Of course he was. It was four in the morning, I remembered.


    “Sera’s been arrested.”


    The anger and sleep left his voice immediately. “What’s happened?”


    I told him all I knew, which was notably little. “I don’t know what they found, but they picked her up several hours ago. Her bail hearing isn’t for three days.”


    He swore. “Too long. I’ll take care of it. But I suspect the delay means they don’t have as much evidence as they claim to have. They want time to build a stronger case. That’s good news, Aidan. You’ll be over there first thing in the morning?” He continued before I could agree. “Good. Try not to worry. I’d get her out even if she was guilty, and of course she’s not. I’ll take care of this.”


    I hung up, the phone call having calmed my panic. It was a relief to have someone else in charge, because I felt like I was scraping the bottom of my personal barrel of strength and overall competence. With Josiah in charge, the only thing I needed to do was go home, curl up in bed, and sob helplessly for several long minutes. And that’s exactly what I did.


    I awoke slowly to a world silenced by the snow that drifted slowly to the ground. Through my window, I could see only a wall of white, and I snuggled deeper into the duvet, relishing the warmth and peacefulness only found in a cozy cabin in the midst of a snowstorm. I indulged in a long, luxurious stretch, and as I turned my head, I caught sight of a cartoon devil resting on the bedside table. Sera’s keys.


    I sat bolt upright, the events of the night before coming sharply back, reminding me of harsh reality. Though the worst hopelessness of the night before had been somewhat mitigated by the magical oblivion of sleep, I was horrified to think that I had been lounging in bed while Sera waited in prison. I’d slept far later than I intended, the late night and recent stress exhausting my body and forcing it to demand a reprieve at an inconvenient time.


    Within minutes, I was dressed and heading downstairs, putting my hair up at the same time I navigated the staircase. Vivian and Simon were already awake. “Let’s go,” I announced, dangling Sera’s keys from one hand. I was impatient and irritated with myself, and I conveniently chose to ignore that they were waiting for me. The night before, I had walked directly to my bed, avoiding all conversation. I didn’t even know exactly why Sera was in custody.


    While Vivian grabbed their coats, I looked around the house. Everything was slightly different, moved a couple inches or placed on a different shelf. “They showed up not long after the rest of you left. She was still on the phone with her father. They searched the house,” she said. “And Sera’s car. They had a warrant. Those keys won’t do much good. They impounded her car.”


    I had many questions about the arrest, but not at the expense of a delay. Having overslept, I was unwilling to waste any more time. I grabbed Brian’s keys from the counter but decided not to spare the extra minute it would to take to ask permission, instead hurrying to the car. As usual, Simon climbed in back and curled up neatly on the seat. Once we were driving south, I caught his eye in the rearview mirror. He was yawning and looked altogether too comfortable, considering the situation. “So, what the hell happened?”


    He fixed green eyes on me, his lethargy and seeming disinterest immediately vanishing. “There was another body.”


    “Where? We were at the site all night. And one of them was there!”


    “It would appear our two-man theory is correct, then, because the second one was here.”


    “What do you mean, ‘here’?”


    I pulled around a slow pickup truck, punching the accelerator the moment clear highway lay before us and narrowly avoiding a car in the opposing lane. Vivian braced one hand against the dashboard but refrained from commenting on my driving. “Apparently, Richard Hill is no longer missing. Unfortunately, he was found dead, and in Sera’s car.”


    “What?” I had to admit that I wasn’t a particularly intelligent-sounding member of this conversation, but none of the answers were what I expected to hear.


    “The cops received an anonymous tip, and combined with the rest of the circumstantial evidence, it was enough for a warrant. They found Sera’s ex-boyfriend in a plastic bag placed amid all the soil in Sera’s trunk.”


    “And he was killed by…?”


    “Earth, of course,” said Simon. “And I would bet three of my whiskers that it’s the same brand of soil they found.”


    “Only three?” I asked.


    “I’m rather attached to them,” he shrugged. “My point being that someone planned this carefully, and it doesn’t look good for Sera. She now has a personal connection to the victims, access to the murder weapon, and a body found in a most inconvenient location.”


    “When was the body planted?” We had filled Sera’s trunk with the leftover soil from the house and planned to dump it, but always found ourselves unwilling to remove Vivian’s best line of defense entirely. It had been weeks since anyone had looked in the trunk.


    Vivian shook her head and looked ill. “They don’t know. I saw the body, when they unzipped the bag, and it hadn’t decomposed too much. Maybe in the last day or two?”


    I shot around another car, driving dangerously fast in the still falling snow. Simon was right. This didn’t look good at all.


    Between the choice of victims and Sera’s current situation, there was no doubt that the two of us were pieces in someone’s twisted puzzle, one we still had no idea how to solve.


    The only clue was the bastard’s cryptic words about a father I never knew, if that was even what he meant, and I hesitated to place any value in a question clearly intended to taunt me. Frustration and despair welled within me. Sera and I were becoming this man’s living victims, and that was not a role that fit either of us well.


    Wanting an escape from thoughts that spun in circles and refused to offer a sliver of hope, I turned on Brian’s stereo. Considerably more modern than Sera’s ancient tape deck, it still bore her influence. She’d clearly ridden in his car recently, because The Clash was cued up. For once, I didn’t try to change it, and we drove the rest of the way to the station with “I Fought the Law, and the Law Won” blaring through the speakers.


    Sera had been right. She really didn’t look good in orange. In fact, with her black hair and eyes, she looked like nothing so much as a walking Halloween decoration. However, considering she was sitting on the other side of a glass pane, I decided this wasn’t the most tactful time to point that out.


    Phones in hand, we looked at each other for several long moments. Fatigue and despair were etched clearly on her face. I’d never seen Sera without a glint of humor lurking in her eyes, and if I hadn’t already despised the men we were chasing, the face staring back at me would have been reason enough. She looked fractured.


    “So, taken up smoking yet?” I asked, determined to remove that look from her face.


    “It does help pass the time.” She snorted, lightly. “Dude, this is California. No one can smoke indoors in this state. It’s probably a good thing, too. It wouldn’t do much for my cover if I kept trying to put out everyone’s cigarettes.”


    “Can I do anything?”


    She shook her head. “My dad sent some shark lawyer this morning. He’s a smarmy asshole, and I’m fairly certain I despise everything he stands for, but he’s working on getting me out on some technicalities, so he’s my new best friend. Bail doesn’t look good. I live in too many different states, and the crime’s too serious. He thinks they’ll see me as a flight risk.”


    “You know we’ll do whatever we have to do to get you out.”


    She quirked one eyebrow at me, a touch of humor finally reaching her eyes. When Sera decided it was time to leave this jail, nothing would keep her here. The only question was how much collateral damage would be involved. “Let’s go through the system first, shall we?” she suggested.


    “So, how’s the interrogation gone?”


    “They seem to think they’re dealing with someone who hasn’t seen every episode of Law & Order. I just keep my mouth shut and give them my best inscrutable expression.” She demonstrated the expression.


    I laughed, exactly as she intended, and was reluctant to broach the next subject. “He was there last night, you know. At the campsite.”


    Her head snapped up, her features suffused with life as anger lit her up from within. In a voice made of stone and fire, she said, “Tell me.”


    I filled her in on the previous night’s events, keeping it vague and using code whenever necessary. I didn’t care that they couldn’t use our conversation to build the case against her; there were still too many guards nearby, witnesses who should never know what walked this planet alongside them. Sera listened intently, and when I finished she battered me with questions, building a clear picture in her mind.


    “Something isn’t right,” she decided.


    “It would be harder to find what is right at the moment.”


    “It’s all so convenient. And why is he so determined to interact with you, but he only wants me out of the way?”


    “Because you’re the bigger threat?”


    “Maybe.” She looked dubious. “He did the same thing ten years ago, remember. And that soil was in my car. Both of our exes might be dying, but you and I are being targeted in very different ways.”


    “So why am I the lucky one who gets to talk to him?”


    She shook her head. “No idea. It’s not like you’re the hot one.”


    I smiled, never so relieved to be insulted. This was the Sera I knew, the indomitable spirit with thoroughly healthy self-esteem. “No pun intended.”


    She laughed. “I mean, I suppose you have your charm, if someone likes the skinny no-ass look. But do you think that’s the appeal for him?”


    “Well, he hasn’t asked me out yet. I don’t even know his astrological sign.”


    “No, he just keeps teasing you with information. You think that’s his version of flirting?”


    “Whatever he thinks he knows, he thinks it’s good news. He says it will make me happy.”


    “Sadly, I don’t think we can count on good news. It seems more likely that his definition of happy isn’t the same as ours.” Once more, she looked somber, the ease of a few moments ago already passing.


    “Well, there’s always that.” The guards appeared to be growing restless. I didn’t know how much longer we had. “We’re going to have to play his game, aren’t we? It’s all we have left.”


    She grimaced. “I don’t like this. If we play his game, then he gets to make the rules.”


    “I know, but I don’t know what else to do. I’ll start by answering his question.” Unfortunately, a fiery prison breakout seemed more reasonable than what I was about to suggest. “I guess it’s time to find out who’s my daddy.”


    When I left the station, the weather was shifting once again. The sun was crawling out from behind the clouds, causing the pure white snow drifts to gleam in its light. The world was bright and silent. Any other time, it would have been peaceful. At the moment, it felt like a mockery of my inner turmoil. I knew I had to follow the only clue our tormentor was providing. I just wished my mother didn’t wait at the end of that path.


    Simon and Vivian waited in the car, the engine on. It might have been warmer in the station, but considerably less private. “So, pancakes?” I asked. I might have things to do, but I’d be useless without some food in my stomach. It’s also possible I was procrastinating. A tap on the passenger window stopped Vivian from driving away. Carmichael stood outside, shivering despite his wool coat and scarf. As much as I wanted to demand Vivian stomp on the accelerator and get us the hell out of there, I took pity on him and rolled down the window.


    “Ms. Brook. Do you have a few minutes?” Without waiting for an answer, he told the other two, “I’ll see that she gets home.”


    It appeared that I had little choice in the matter. Vivian gave me an apologetic look as I climbed out of the car, but she still drove away, leaving me alone with the agent.


    “This way, please.” He led me to a black sedan and held open the passenger door for me. Seeing no other option, I climbed in.


    I wanted to play it cool and give nothing away. I said nothing while he pulled out of the driveway, wheels crunching on the new snow. I even tried to practice Sera’s inscrutable look. Unfortunately, he was equally silent, and the quiet proved too much for my control. “You said you thought we didn’t do this. What changed?”


    “Other than a new body and a trunk stuffed with the murder weapon?”


    “Please. Like that’s evidence.” He snorted and didn’t bother to respond. “And seriously, an anonymous tip? You don’t think that’s a little suspicious?”


    “I find this entire case inexplicable. An anonymous phone call is the least of it.”


    “She’s innocent, you know.”


    “The problem I’m having is I’m not sure what I know anymore. Would you care to fill me in?”


    I gave him the look I’d been practicing. He appeared unimpressed. “What do you want?”


    “What I’ve always wanted, Ms. Brook. Answers.”


    As that was the one thing I couldn’t give him, I actually managed to keep my mouth shut for the remainder of the drive.


    Close to our destination, I guessed where he was taking me, but I still tensed as the car pulled into the camping grounds where Jeff Brown had been found, only the day before. Yellow police tape wrapped around the trees, sectioning off the site. A handful of officers remained in the area, combing the woods in search of any additional evidence. Fortunately, they were staying close to the ground and were unlikely to find any proof that a cat had recently removed a camera from the nearby trees.


    Carmichael had a quick word with the officer in charge, and the cops slowly melted further into the woods.


    I spotted Stephen Grant several feet away and headed to him while Carmichael cleared the area. “Officer Grant,” I said.


    “Aidan! What are you doing here?”


    “Not sure. Carmichael seems to think I’ll be able to tell him something.”


    We shared a long look, considering all the things I wouldn’t be able to tell. “Sometimes,” he said, “I think it would be a lot easier if there weren’t so many damn secrets.”


    “You can stitch that on a pillow,” I muttered.


    Our conversation was brought to an abrupt halt when Carmichael summoned me over. On the ground near him, a chalk mark indicated where the latest body had been found. “Why are you showing me this?” I asked quietly.


    “I told you. I want answers.”


    Without any warning, Carmichael dropped one photograph after another into the outline of the body. They were all photos of Jeff. Close-ups of his terrified face, full length photos of his naked, wasted body, images of his lungs, cut open with dirt spilling from them. The fact that they were photos rather than an actual body provided no sense of distance, and my shock was not diminished in the slightest. I felt the breath leave my body as I realized Christopher had died in the same terrible way. It was one thing to know he’d died horribly, and another to see it laid at my feet in gruesome detail.


    I wasn’t viewing the peaceful shell of someone who’d died in their sleep, the harmless husk that remains when the spirit leaves the body. This was a tangible, permanent reminder of Jeff’s horror. The terror he felt in his final moments was stamped on his entire body. His torso was twisted, legs crooked at an unnatural angle. One hand reached for his mouth, and the other clutched a fistful of dirt he must have pulled from his mouth in a desperate attempt to find air. His face was frozen, mouth stretched wide open. A permanent rictus of fear was drawn upon his features, which were blue from lack of oxygen. There had been no peace in his death. This man had struggled until the very end.


    It was a horrifying reminder of the cruelty the killer was capable of inflicting and of how fragile we were in the face of that evil. It didn’t matter how much this poor man had fought; he could never have escaped. “Take them away, please.”


    Carmichael did, and it was only when he turned away that I realized he’d been watching me the entire time, cataloging my reaction to the photos. “Do you recognize him?”


    I didn’t need to look again. His face was seared onto my brain, an image I’d be able to instantly recall for years. He hadn’t looked familiar, but I mentally changed his grimace into a smile, suffused his face with blood, and pictured his eyes open and bright blue in front of the Playstation that had seen many of his waking moments. “Sera dated him for a bit,” I said dully, seeing no reason to lie.


    “There’s too much evidence against her. This body and the soil… you see how it looks. This is going to trial, and she will almost certainly be convicted.”


    I shook my head, refusing to believe his words. “She didn’t do it.” I didn’t know what else to say. It was the one truth of which I was absolutely certain, and I could only keep repeating it.


    Carmichael stared at me, registering my shock. “Is that all you have to say?” With no warning, he held up a photo, a close-up of Jeff’s screaming mouth stuffed with soil. “Look at him. Look. Somebody held this man down to stuff soil into his lungs, but the body doesn’t have a bruise on it. The position of the body clearly indicates a struggle, but there is no torn fabric, no skin under the nails. There is absolutely no indication that anyone else was involved.”


    “That’s good for Sera, right?”


    He swore, the facade of the pristine agent slipping in his frustration. He wasn’t angry at me, not really, but he was still very angry. He was one of the good guys, and his inability to make sense of the horror was slowly pushing him toward the edge.


    “That’s not the point. Nothing here makes sense. I don’t know how, but I know you are somehow involved in it. Ex-boyfriends turning up dead, your house firebombed—and then there’s the fact that there is absolutely no evidence of your existence except for the years you attended college. I don’t think you and Sera did this, only because I don’t see how it would be physically possible, but I do believe you know more than you’re telling me.”


    “I don’t know what to tell you,” I said, lying with the truth.


    “Anything! Tell me anything. Because if you don’t, there are plenty of people who will overlook everything that doesn’t make sense if it means someone can hang for these crimes. And they’re fitting Sera with the noose.”


    I shook my head, not to deny him but to clear my mind of the image he was painting. I knew he was right. Humans had a long history of overlooking that which didn’t make sense in order to keep their world safe and predictable, and Sera could pay for that denial with her freedom. “I can’t… I just can’t.” It was more than I ever should have said, but I was having a hard time remembering why our secret was more important than Sera’s life. “Please don’t ask me.” I only stared at him, my eyes welling with tears, feeling weak and helpless and hating every moment I felt that way.


    He watched me beg and shook his head. “Who are you protecting, Aidan?” he asked quietly. He didn’t seem to expect an answer.


    He walked to his car, and I followed slowly, dreading the ride back. I didn’t need to. He drove me directly home and didn’t say a word until we pulled into the driveway. Putting the car in park, he turned toward me. “Think about why you’re doing this,” he said. “Ask yourself if it’s as important as you seem to think it is. Because I can assure you, this isn’t over yet.”


    I got out of the car and watched him drive off, knowing he was right.

  


  
    
Chapter 16


    I sat on the edge of my bed, feet firmly on the floor, phone in my hand. I had been sitting in that position for the better part of an hour and a half. I wasn’t entirely sure what I was waiting for. Maybe someone would firebomb the house again, or Mac would get upset and try to throw cars this time. Either possibility seemed preferable to the phone call I needed to make. I wasn’t ready to talk to my mother. I didn’t think I’d ever feel ready. Maybe if I waited long enough, the snowstorm might take out the cell phone towers. At the very least, my phone’s battery would run out.


    I’d always been vaguely curious about who my father was, but that’s as far as it went. Not knowing his identity never bothered me. We were such a matriarchal society that it was common for fathers to be little more than a footnote in our lives. Many people on the island had no idea who their fathers were, and no stigma was attached to that lack of knowledge. The important thing was that we were elementals. All other parts of our gene pool were negligible, at best.


    I had a good mother—a little distant, sure, but that was common in those who lived for many centuries. She wasn’t always focused on the here and now the way a ten-year-old might wish, but she was protective, and she always made sure I understood my powers and used them well. Growing up, I never had any issues with control, because she had helped me. I knew she loved me, which made it harder to explain why I’d spoken to her only once since that long ago night.


    I’d called her when I found my house to let her know that I was okay and would be in touch. At the time, I didn’t know I was lying. I thought I’d be ready to return home in a year or two, once I understood what had happened, and a year or two is nothing to a full elemental. Her reaction wasn’t what I anticipated. She begged me to return immediately, and the panic in her voice caused such guilt that I put off calling her again, and kept putting it off as one year turned into the next. For ten years, I delayed, always knowing that I had no answers to her questions. Once a year, I would drive to Portland or Seattle to mail her birthday cards, ensuring they carried a postmark from a city hundreds of miles from my home. I didn’t want her to find me. I wasn’t sure what I feared more: that she would be disappointed in me, or that she would forgive me.


    If the situation hadn’t been so desperate, I could have delayed that phone call for another decade, always telling myself that time meant little to one so long-lived as she was. I was her only child, and I knew she needed to hear from me, but it seemed my capacity for avoidance was even more powerful than a mother’s love.


    But this was our only possible lead at the moment, and I needed her answer. We all did. I might be stubborn and unreasonable at times, but I wanted to believe that I wasn’t selfish. With trembling fingers, I dialed the number I still knew by heart.


    Three rings later, she picked up. “Hello?” Her voice was musical, the sound of lullabies and light. Tears came unbidden, and my throat tightened so much I could barely speak the next word.


    “Mother?” The word should have felt foreign on my tongue, so long had it been since I’d last spoken it. Instead, it was warm and comforting, a soft blanket settling gently around me.


    “Aidan?” she asked hesitantly. The fear and doubt in her voice broke my heart.


    “It’s me.” The tears that threatened from the moment she answered spilled in a relentless gush, sorrow and relief intertwined. “It’s me. I’m so sorry.”


    From her end, I heard the same sobs and sniffles that I was making, and for a long time we did nothing but cry and say each others’ names. She was the first one to pull herself back together. “Where have you been?”


    I told her, briefly, trying to gloss over the years I’d spent in hiding. I had the sense she wasn’t fooled in the slightest.


    “And where are you now? When are you coming home?”


    “Soon. I promise this time. I’ll be home soon, at least to visit. There’s just some stuff I need take care of first.”


    “I’ve heard that before, Aidan,” she chided. “I’d prefer to see you now.”


    “I can’t. Sera’s in some trouble, and I need to help.”


    Her voice sharpened. “Sera? You’re not in Lake Tahoe, are you?”


    When I admitted I was, an ominous quiet descended on the other end of the line. “Mother?” I asked, thinking we’d been disconnected.


    “Yes, I’m here,” she said, slowly and deliberately. “I don’t think you should be there. Tahoe, and that Blais girl, have never exactly been good for your mental health, now have they?”


    “It wasn’t the place, mother. There were other factors that led to my…”


    “To your breakdown? Your Howard Hughes imitation? Your inability to be part of this family?”


    The conversation was definitely heading in the wrong direction. “I… yeah. All of that. But that’s over. I’m coming home, I promise.”


    “To stay?”


    “Not to stay, no. Well, not right away. But I said I’d visit.”


    “Soon?”


    I sometimes forgot that this otherwise flexible water was still a mother, and somehow I managed to bring out all her worst, nagging impulses. Considering what I’d likely put her through, I shut up and took it. It was no less than I deserved.


    “Soon, okay? As soon as I can.”


    “Next week?” she pushed.


    “Maybe. Yeah. I’ll try.”


    The relief I heard in her voice nearly brought on another deluge of tears. “That’s good, Aidan. That’s very good news.”


    I let several silent moments pass, feeling the tension slowly dissipate. “Howard Hughes?”


    “The Aviator was on the other night. That Scorsese really is a talented young man, isn’t he?”


    “Yeah, he is.” I had absolutely no idea how to segue from Hollywood cinema to asking about my father. Finally, I gave up any attempt at subtlety. “The other day, someone was asking about my father, and I had no answer. I think… I realized that I wanted to have an answer.”


    “Who was asking?” Yes, that was definitely a sharp tone.


    “I don’t know his name,” I answered truthfully. “But that shouldn’t matter. I just want to know.”


    “Is this why you called me? It wasn’t because you missed me at all. You wanted to know about him. Ten years, and you call me to learn about some long dead human?”


    “No!” This definitely wasn’t going well. “I did miss you. I missed you so much. But I didn’t know… after so many years, I didn’t know how to just call up and say hi. This gave me a reason.”


    “Very well.” She seemed somewhat mollified, but she didn’t volunteer any additional information.


    “So… what was his name?”


    “This interest sounds like more than an excuse to call me. Really, Aidan, I don’t know where this is coming from.”


    “Please. Why can’t you tell me?”


    “This is ridiculous. Why on earth are you being so stubborn about this? We at least know you got that from your father. Goodness knows, it didn’t come from me.” I was grateful for the phone, which hid my rather expressive eye roll. “Regardless, if you want to know, you’ll have to come home. I have a few photos here, buried in the attic somewhere, and I’m sure I can dig up his name. I’m afraid I don’t remember it off the top of my head. Perhaps if you had given me more warning.”


    That was my mother, single-handedly proving that guilt trips weren’t an exclusively human trait. “I told you, Sera needs me here right now. Can you email the photos?”


    “Does that involve using the computer?”


    “Yes, mother. I know you have the internet on the island.”


    “Oh, I’m sure I wouldn’t know how to do that. If you give me your address, I can mail them to you.”


    Alarm bells went off in my head. “I’m not sure what it is. I don’t know the zip code.”


    “That’s unnecessary. If you get me the street address, I can look up the rest.”


    “Look it up on the internet, mother?”


    Through the phone line, I heard a steady tapping sound. It was the sound I had heard my entire life, just before a punishment was handed down. I pictured her on the other end, nails beating a rhythmic staccato against the kitchen table.


    “Aidan, this is what will happen. You can either stay in those forsaken mountains, without the knowledge you seek, or you can return home and receive answers to all your questions. Those are the only options.”


    This conversation reminded me why I had chosen to attend a university a thousand miles from my home. “Please, mother. I need this information, and I need to be here.”


    “The choice is yours, daughter. I hope to see you shortly.” She hung up.


    “We have to move,” I announced, flopping face down on one of the cushions in the living room. “My mother knows I’m in Tahoe. It’s only a matter of time until she finds me.”


    Mac looked up sharply, understandably concerned about a full elemental instigating a family feud in his house.


    “Fiona might visit? Excellent,” said Brian.


    “No, not excellent. And no, she’s probably not going to visit. I don’t think. She prefers to conduct her emotional blackmail from a comfortable distance.”


    “Did she tell you who your father is?” he asked.


    I shook my head. “No. If she did that, she’d have considerably less leverage to use against me. Vivian, is ancestral research in your wheelhouse? I don’t feel confident that she’ll tell me on her own.”


    “I’ve never tried before, but if a record exists, I’m sure I can find it.”


    “So, I see the family reunion was warm and fuzzy?” said Brian.


    “It had its moments,” I admitted. “But you know what she’s like.”


    “A force of nature, like all fulls.” I nodded. “Fine. But she is your mother, and you know she won’t be deterred from seeing you again. Why don’t you just fly up to see her? Get the information and come back.”


    “Because she might trap me in the basement until I promise to never leave again?”


    He laughed. “I’ll go with you as backup. Your mom always liked me. I can convince her I’m a good influence, and you’ll be fine if you leave with me.”


    Vivian and Simon snorted at the idea of Brian being parent catnip, but Mac looked worried.


    “I don’t think you should leave. There’s too much happening right now, and I’m sure Sera will want you at the hearing.”


    “How could her presence matter more than finding these answers?” asked Brian. “Besides, it won’t take us more than a day or two. We might be back in time.” He swatted me on the ass. “Get up and get packed, water girl. You’re going home.” I groaned. It was a horrible thought, but facing my mother was still better than waiting helplessly for something to happen. Marginally better, but still.


    An hour later, Brian was loading our overnight bags into his car. He was chipper and unconcerned, and I felt his mood rub off on me. It almost felt like a mini-vacation, so long as I didn’t think too much about who would be waiting for me at the other end.


    “This is going to be awesome. I haven’t been to an elemental enclave in years,” he said. He gave me a quick, enthusiastic hug and finished loading the trunk. Before I could pull my own door open, a black sedan pulled to a stop in the driveway, a police car immediately behind it. Carmichael and Johnson walked straight to me, their steps measured and deliberate, but Stephen Grant hung back. He looked very uncertain, and his nervousness concerned me far more than the agents’ presence. My friends gathered on the porch, silent witnesses to whatever was about to happen.


    Carmichael glanced at the bags in the trunk. “Ms. Brook, are you leaving town?”


    I ran through every possible lie and found them all wanting. “Yes?”


    Johnson looked at Brian, weighed his accomplice potential, and dismissed him, all in a moment. “Ms. Brook, where were you this morning between four and six a.m.?”


    I had expected many things, but not this. I knew I should try to look innocent, but I couldn’t help a panicked look toward Brian. He looked as shocked as I felt. By four o’clock, we had all returned to the cabin. “I was here, in bed.”


    “Any witnesses?”


    “I was with her.” Brian lifted his chin, daring anyone to contradict him. “She was with me all night.”


    Carmichael’s gaze never wavered from my face. He saw the surprise I quickly tried to tamp down. “Well, that’s very helpful, and I’m sure we’ll want to hear more about that. Would you join us at the station?”


    Brian nodded, nothing but certainty and confidence on his face. I was torn between the strong desire to thank him and to smack him upside the head for getting involved.


    “And Ms. Brook, you’re going to need more than a chivalrous friend with a dubious alibi. Another body turned up this morning at a local campsite. It was burnt to a crisp.”


    I barely had time to process Johnson’s words before Stephen stood behind me, wrapping metal cuffs around my wrists. “I’m sorry about this, Aidan. I really am, but you have the right to remain silent.”


    I was fingerprinted and photographed, and my personal possessions were taken and cataloged. They removed the contents of my purse, which contained a vinyl wallet with sixty-two dollars, a cheap pair of aviator sunglasses, and two disposable pens, and sealed them in a large manila envelope. I handed them my coat and clothes and changed into the orange jumpsuit.


    So attired, I was led down a long fluorescent-lit industrial hallway toward my cell. I passed Sera on the way. She was sitting on her cot, slumped against the wall and staring into space, but as soon as she saw me, she leapt up and grabbed the bars.


    “What the fuck are you doing here?” she demanded.


    I was being hustled down the hallway and was already past her cell. “There was another body this morning.”


    “Suffocated or frozen?” she asked.


    “Burnt,” I yelled back. I twisted my head just enough to see her expression. She looked as horrified as I felt. On the drive to the station, I’d attempted to process this new information, and each possible explanation was more terrible than the last one.


    “Tell them nothing,” she yelled to my back. “You hear me, Aidan? Tell them nothing unless I’m there.”


    For a long time, that wasn’t an issue. I was dumped in my small cell at the opposite end of the jail from Sera, unable to see or hear her. I was alone, with no one in either my cell or the adjoining ones. At first, the privacy was welcome, but it wasn’t long before the company of my own thoughts became more oppressive than any cellmate could have been.


    Over and over, one thought circled: ice, earth, fire. Ice, earth, fire. I tried to make sense of it, to justify this latest death as something unrelated to the previous murders, but the coincidence was too great. Three forms of death, three elemental murderers.


    I sat in silence for hours, alternately considering this new information and despairing about my current plight. From down the hall, I distantly heard the sound of chatter and the occasional voice raised in a raucous shout, but few words were distinguishable, and none of the voices were Sera’s.


    I moved to the bars, trying to see any guards. “Hello?” I called. There was no answer. I began to pace, three short steps one direction, then again the other way. I turned the faucet on and off. I called again. Nothing happened. Finally, I slumped onto the cot and waited. It was a very long wait.


    A small amount of light crept into the room through the tiny window, and it wasn’t until the afternoon light had grown weak and spindly that someone came for me. I was led to a small room and, again, left alone. I was not cuffed. The room held a sturdy metal table and several equally sturdy chairs, and a large mirrored window dominated one wall. Unsure who was watching from the other side, I tried to look innocent, though it’s possible that what I interpreted as “wide-eyed and sweet,” an observer might have considered “creepy and batshit crazy.”


    The effort I put into looking like someone incapable of immolating an ex-boyfriend was exhausting, and the ten minutes I spent waiting for the door to open felt like an hour.


    Finally, Agent Johnson slipped into the room and sat across from me. He didn’t say anything, but he did push a white paper bag across the table. Inside, I found a cheese sandwich. I hadn’t eaten all day, and I was starving. I devoured half the sandwich before he could change his mind, but he showed no signs of yelling, “Psych!” and running from the room, food in hand. I slowed down a little for the second half, but not much. The entire time I ate, he merely watched, his face as impassive as ever. When nothing but crumbs remained, I nodded at the agent. “I thought Carmichael was the good cop.”


    Johnson didn’t respond. He definitely wasn’t the fun cop.


    Johnson stood and picked up the now-empty bag and placed it in the room’s trash can, leaving the table as cold and impersonal as it had been a moment ago. He returned to his seat and silently removed a notebook from his suit’s inner pocket. It was my notebook.


    “How did… you shouldn’t have that,” I stammered. I had recently cut a slit in the lining of my purse to better hide my journal. It was next to a pocket that had been stiffened with cardboard intended to protect tablets and phones but which hid small notebooks equally well. Apparently, not well enough.


    Someone had already reviewed my words. Several passages were marked with multicolored post-it notes. Johnson opened the book to a spot marked with a green post-it and slid it across the table. “I’m interested in what you say here.” His voice was quiet and well-modulated and gave no hint to what he was actually thinking. I remembered what Carmichael had said, that Johnson had never been convinced of our innocence. Considering my current location, I assumed that hadn’t changed. “Could you please read this aloud?”


    I picked up the book and scanned the passage he had marked. Although I took precautions with the notebook’s physical safety, I also wasn’t so foolish as to write openly about our world, no matter how much my words would have seemed fictional to anyone who stumbled across them. I used code, was frequently vague, and relied on initials rather than full names. Even so, I was terrified what a clever person could discover hidden between the lines—and I suspected Agent Johnson was a very clever person, based on the passage he selected.


    I looked at him several times, cleared my throat, and tapped my fingers against the table, all in an attempt to delay. I needn’t have bothered. Johnson was as hard and unmoving as a boulder. Finally, I began reading in a quiet voice.


    “We’re all getting scared. We can’t seem to stop what’s happening. I don’t understand why this evil has returned, or why it has chosen to focus on me and Sera. I know we are powerful—her more than me, of course—but we feel powerless in the face of these events, unable to control what happens. One by one they fall, and all I can do is wonder who will be next. If only I could control myself better, control my own power, maybe we could have stopped this years ago. I ruined it once before, and I’m terrified that, even if we get another chance to stop him, once again I won’t be strong enough.”


    I stopped reading. Apparently, I hadn’t used code as carefully as I should have. “That could be about anything. I could have been talking about the perils of reality television.”


    “You think you have the power to stop reality television?”


    “Well, turn off the channel, at least. But it’s harder than it sounds. Those shows are compelling, you know?”


    He wisely didn’t respond. After all, it’s never a good idea to feed the lunatic. Instead, he took the notebook back and flipped to another page. “Tell me about this.”


    I didn’t read aloud this time. There was no need to, since Johnson likely knew the words by heart. In my small, precise handwriting, I saw the words that could damn me. I don’t know how to live my life this conflicted. The two sides of me are at war. Every time I think I understand myself, that I can control myself, I am proven wrong. Something within me sabotages that control every time. I am walking chaos, and until I am able to harness my own power, people might get hurt. I don’t know how to stop.


    Things really weren’t looking good for me.


    “I was talking about emotional control. I’m something of a mess, psychologically speaking. I really shouldn’t be allowed near people, at least not without a warning sign. But I’ve never killed anyone.” Not intentionally, at least. “And those words don’t say that I have. They only suggest I’m in serious need of some counseling.”


    Johnson plucked the notebook from my frozen fingers and returned it to his jacket pocket. I tried not to reveal how much it pained me to see my private words stolen from me.


    “You’re right. On their own, they don’t prove anything. Combined with your connection to all the deceased, relationship with Sera, and history of living here when the previous murders occurred, it is evidence. You and your friend are drowning in circumstantial evidence, and that should be enough for any jury.”


    “I have an alibi.”


    He waved his hand, dismissing any suggestion of my innocence. “From a man trying to be a white knight to your damsel in distress? You give no indication in your writing that he is anything more than a friend.”


    “It just happened last night,” I said, hesitantly. I wasn’t certain I wanted to drag Brian any further into this than he had already dragged himself.


    “You suddenly succumbed to his irresistible charm, and despite years of platonic friendship—” here, he tapped his pocket, indicating my journal, “—you invited him into your bed.”


    “Yes,” I confirmed, unsure what else I could say.


    “Maybe,” he said, though his tone suggested he wasn’t remotely convinced of my version of events. “In either case, we have forensics over at the house right now. They’re picking hairs off both your pillow and his. If you and your friend are telling the truth, DNA will certainly confirm your version of events. Unless you slept with a hat on, of course?” He courteously paused, giving me the opportunity to admit that, indeed, I wore a shower cap during my more amorous moments.


    Instead, I glared. I didn’t know what else to do. He was mocking me, so secure in his knowledge of my guilt that he could afford to toy with me a little—and I had walked directly into his trap. Anything else I said would certainly be used against me, and the evidence was already too compelling to ignore.


    The way I saw it, I had two options. One, I could shut up, request a lawyer, and hope that a pile of circumstantial evidence in a sure-to-be sensationalist trial wasn’t enough to convict me or lead to a made-for-cable TV movie. Two, I could tell them the truth.


    I would go to great lengths to avoid appearing on the Lifetime network.


    I knew what might happen. My family could reject me, just when I was finally ready to see them again. I could lose a home I’d always loved and hoped to see again. I’d likely be a pariah for years to come, if anyone found out what I was about to do.


    But considering the self-inflicted solitude of the last years, that possibility didn’t sound as dreadful as it otherwise might have. I’d already been through it all. At least this way, I would still have Sera.


    “Could I see my friend?” I asked, quietly. “You can be in the room. I just want to ask her something. It could help you better understand what happened.”


    Johnson considered me quietly, weighing the pros and cons of my request. Just as he started to shake his head, Carmichael entered. He handed a folder to Johnson and paced the room while he read, tension etched into each muscle. I waited, knowing that whatever was in that folder would directly impact my fate.


    “No accelerants?” asked Johnson.


    “Not a one. A man was burned alive without a single drop of gasoline,” Carmichael spoke through his teeth. He whirled around, placed both hands firmly on the table, and stared intently at me. His eyes roved over my face, and he saw everything. The furrow between my brow, the lip slightly chapped from biting, and the undeniable fear in my eyes. “Ms. Brook. I feel we have been here before. Imagine how different things could be if you had only cooperated.”


    His face held no sign of the friendly boy scout I’d come to know. The man standing over me now was frustrated and confused, tired of bumbling around in a world whose rules kept changing.


    I wanted to wipe the confusion from his face. “I couldn’t. Not really. Look, you think I want to be here? If I thought I could have helped you, I would have. I’m not even sure you would have believed me.”


    “What does belief have to do with any of this? I believed you were innocent before. Maybe I still do, more fool me. I understand none of this, but of one thing I am certain. No matter what I believe, given the current set of circumstances, a case will be made against you, and it will be compelling enough for a jury to convict you or Sera, or possibly both.”


    The other agent nodded, accepting our inevitable convictions as fact.


    Carmichael continued. “You need to tell us what actually happened and let us help you, or you will spend the rest of your life in jail. Those are your only choices now.”


    He was telling the truth. I was out of choices. I could take the risk of a lengthy trial and hope for an innocent verdict. We still had all Josiah’s resources, and I had to trust that my mother wasn’t so angry that she’d let me rot in prison. Even so, it was a huge risk to take.


    If we lost, it would be too late. The secret would be out, either way. My longevity made a long prison sentence impossible. A jailbreak would be catastrophically public. There was only one way to control what information was shared, and with whom. And if the elementals found out what I was about to do, I’d simply have to live with the consequences of my actions. Given the options, I was okay with that.


    “I can trust you? I mean, you’re still the good cop, right?”


    “We’re good agents, Ms. Brook. We’ll be fair,” Carmichael said.


    Johnson briefly looked like he wanted to argue with that assessment, but wisely let Carmichael’s earnest face speak for him.


    “Get Sera,” I said quietly, attempting to show the same authority Carmichael just had. “Put irons on us if you need to, but there can’t be any other agents or officers. Just the two of you. We didn’t kill these men, but if you take us to one of the campsites, we’ll show you how they died.”

  


  
    
Chapter 17


    We were brought separately to the site of Jeff Brown’s murder and, once we arrived, were kept at least ten feet apart at all times. The restraints were lighter than I’d expected, with only our hands cuffed in front of our bodies. To be fair, we were both unarmed, and between Sera’s size and my absolute lack of muscle tone, we didn’t look very threatening. They had guns and bodies that had spent many hours in the gym. They had no reason to question their safety.


    Johnson shadowed Sera, while Carmichael kept one hand wrapped firmly around my upper arm. This was, of course, intended to keep us from conspiring, but it also ensured that Sera had no idea what I was planning. To look at her, one would never guess that she was ignorant of anything. She stood relaxed, one knee bent and her hip slightly cocked, looking around the campsite with a bored expression. She caught my eye once and only quirked one side of her mouth, a tiny indication that she was nothing but amused by the new circumstances.


    There was no evidence a crime had been committed here. The police tape and chalk outline had been removed, and the forensics team and detectives had finished their work and returned to the warmth of their offices. The four of us were alone.


    And I was the center of attention, with no idea how to broach the subject. “So, either of you fans of The X-Files?” I asked brightly. Sera’s head snapped to face me, but she didn’t look surprised. She looked mildly irritated, perhaps, and maybe a little relieved. She knew that if we did this right, we could prove our innocence. We could also be cut off from elemental society, but hey, everything came with a price.


    “I did what you asked,” I told her. “I didn’t tell them anything until you were with me.” Her eyes narrowed at my liberal interpretation of her earlier instructions. “So, The X-Files.”


    Carmichael cast a dark look my way. “Ms. Brook,” he warned.


    “No, seriously. I know you don’t know me very well, but I swear this isn’t my inappropriate comment face. I’m going somewhere with this.”


    “Get there faster.”


    “I’m asking if you believe there are things beyond our current scientific knowledge.”


    “Ms. Brook, if you brought us out here to have a discussion about aliens or monsters or leprechauns, I swear that I will find a way to make you spend two lifetimes in prison.” The boy scout was still taking an extended coffee break. Carmichael only looked annoyed. Johnson, on the other hand, looked curious. No, more than curious. The dark, accusatory look he’d been leveling at me since we met was missing. Instead, he looked… eager.


    “Remember the days when you weren’t threatening me with incarceration, Agent Carmichael? Those halcyon days of last week? Those were good times, weren’t they?”


    “Am I correct in assuming that is your inappropriate comment face?”


    I snorted. “The point is, I need you to remember that I’m not the bad guy here, and neither is Sera. We are innocent, and what we’re about to show you in no way changes that. In fact, if we were guilty, this is the last thing we’d choose to show you, okay?”


    Carmichael looked around the clearing, obviously seeing nothing but the trees, the water, and two women in orange jumpsuits. He shrugged, unimpressed. “Fine. Astound me, Ms. Brook.”


    I understood that he was frustrated. I understood that he needed to do his job, and my comments and apparent obstruction of justice might have been enough for this otherwise nice guy to use such a caustic tone, but understanding isn’t always the same as caring. I had spent most of the day in a jail cell and eaten nothing but a small cheese sandwich, and his snide tone proved to be the final straw for my control. Sure, I could have eased the two men into the knowledge of elementals’ existence, but that wouldn’t have been nearly as satisfying as dumping water on Carmichael’s head.


    “What the—” he sputtered, spinning around to seek out the source of the watery missile. It would have been humorous, if his gun hadn’t been drawn. I immediately regretted my faulty impulse control. I needed Carmichael to not just believe me, but to believe in me.


    “Unless you’re going to shoot me, please put that away,” I asked, as quietly and calmly as I could. “I’m the reason you’re wet.”


    “You’re…” he crossed to me and patted me down with one hand, apparently looking for a contraband Super Soaker or water balloon. He hadn’t holstered the gun yet, and I stood stock still, waiting for him to calm down. I had never told any humans about our existence before, so I had nothing to compare it to, but I was pretty certain there weren’t usually firearms involved.


    In sharp contrast to Carmichael’s panic, Johnson was staring at me in wonder. I guess it was his turn to be the good cop. “Where did that water come from?” he asked.


    “The air. I can pull water from the air. And if you’ll please put that thing away, I’ll do it again, slower.” I held Carmichael’s gaze until he holstered the weapon. He still looked slightly unhinged, but at least he was no longer an immediate threat.


    Carefully, I pulled several drops from the air and rolled them into a small ball, then enlarged it. The agents’ heads made quick, jerky motions, trying to watch my face and the water at the same time.


    “I can control it better if I have my hands free,” I said, maintaining the neutral tone I’d used since the gun had appeared. “There isn’t any specific power in my hands, but they work as a focusing tool.” In demonstration, I held them up. They were locked so close together by the cuffs that I couldn’t really separate them, but I was able to rotate them slowly. The water followed suit. Finally, I released the ball, letting the water drop harmlessly to the ground, soaking the earth.


    “I can control water,” I ended simply.


    There was a long minute of silence. Carmichael stood in the midst of the clearing, shoulders hunched, watching me with a look that hovered somewhere between fear and disbelief. “You tell me you can control the elements—after several of your exes were killed by the elements—and I’m supposed to believe you’re less guilty?”


    “Not all the elements,” I corrected. “Just water. Sera and I, we were born to a race of people that take power from one of the earth’s elements. Only one. I can only manipulate water, and no one was killed by drowning. And there are a fair number of us, Carmichael. I don’t know if this makes you feel better, but there are a lot of elementals who could have done this.”


    While Carmichael worked to process not only new information, but a new world view, Johnson looked like Christmas had come early. “What can you do?” he asked Sera. She grinned and drew a circle of fire in the air, then used a similar motion to extinguish it. As the fire’s tail disappeared, Carmichael suddenly remembered his job. “A man was killed by fire.” Suspicion rang through his words.


    “And I was in jail,” she told him. “We can’t control anything more than a hundred feet or so from our bodies.”


    “The magic doesn’t stretch that far.” The m-word felt foreign spoken in front of these humans, but they needed to know exactly what was happening. “Sera could not have killed that man, or any of the others. I know this is a lot to take in, but you have to understand. If other elementals find out we told you, we could be ostracized for years. We’re taking a huge risk here. Why would we ever do this if we weren’t innocent?”


    Carmichael nodded, weighing my words. “Those people that died years ago with frozen hearts, they were killed by someone who could manipulate… what, ice?” His voice sounded doubtful and a little cautious, as if he was speaking to an adult who still believed in the Easter Bunny.


    I nodded. “And the recent deaths were by someone who controlled…”


    “Earth,” finished Johnson. “There are people who control earth.” While Carmichael still wore a dumbfounded expression, Johnson was grinning ear-to-ear. “My great-grandma, she could feed an entire town from the vegetables she grew in her garden. People with five times the land produced less than she did. No one ever knew how she was able to till it—she was bent and weak, and she never told anyone her secret—but that land was worked like no one’s business.”


    Sera smiled. “And you?”


    He shrugged modestly. “I grow a mean tomato, but that’s about it. And I really don’t like boats, if that matters.”


    Three generations removed from a relatively weak earth… yeah, that sounded about right. Sera grinned at him. “Welcome to the family, Johnson,” she said, slapping him on the back. “If you manage to convince your superiors we’re actually innocent, we’ll even teach you the secret handshake.”


    He laughed openly, as if a lifelong question had been answered.


    I got us back on track. “You’re right, he was killed by earth.” I pointed to the wet ground that ringed the lake. “He likes to kill by the lake, because the ground is easy to manipulate, and then he simply leaves the bodies behind.”


    “How does he drag the bodies to the campsites? Some of them have been heavy, and those trenches just don’t make any sense.”


    I hadn’t thought about the trenches in a long time. Our list of unanswered questions was still depressingly long. “We haven’t figured that out yet.”


    Carmichael nodded, and let the image we described play through his mind. Finally, he simply stopped attempting to function. He sat down, right on the hard, snow-covered ground, and shook his head. “I really don’t know what to do with this information.” We remained silent, giving him whatever time he needed. Finally, he looked at us, his face once again calm and determined. The boy scout was returning. “This complicates things, doesn’t it?”


    “We can help,” I told him. “That’s what we’ve been trying to do all this time, I swear. We were just hoping to do it without anyone learning what we are. It’s really not the kind of thing you casually tell people, you know?” He had to understand. He had to believe us. We couldn’t have taken this huge risk for nothing.


    He studied the ground for a long time, looking at the wet earth where I dropped my ball of water earlier. He nodded, as if coming to a decision. “You trusted us by sharing this with us. I guess it would be rude not to return the favor. Let’s get you out of those cuffs and figure out a way to get you released, okay?” He looked up and leveled long stares at both of us.


    “I’m not sure if this means you’re innocent. I’m not sure what I think, honestly. But I guess you’re no more guilty than any of these other… elementals… you’re telling me about. That’s something.”


    It wasn’t much, but it was a place to start.


    We weren’t immediately released from custody. They took us to an interrogation room together—one without one-way glass, thankfully—and proceeded to question us for the better part of two hours. We didn’t tell them everything, because some of the secrets weren’t ours to tell. They didn’t need to know the location of the elemental enclaves, though explaining their existence helped remove any lingering suspicion about our mysterious pasts. They didn’t need to know the names of any other elementals, though I could tell our reticence on this subject frustrated them. The shifters’ story, as well, was one we kept to ourselves. We had no right to speak for them.


    Even with such restrictions on our speech, it was a long conversation. The men listened intently, but we insisted they take no notes. There could be no record of this conversation.


    The agents seemed to have switched roles. Before, Carmichael had been supportive and Johnson accusatory. Now, Johnson interacted eagerly with us, and Carmichael looked unsure of pretty much everything.


    Johnson proved surprisingly adaptable. Once the initial surprise faded, he became focused and driven, sharp eyes turning his reasonably handsome face into something remarkable. I could practically see his brain categorizing the new information, reinterpreting old facts and finally making sense of previously impossible events. He was also fitting together the pieces of his own puzzle, but this one consisted of ancestors and family history rather than murders and motives. I made a mental note to introduce him to Vivian sometime soon.


    Carmichael struggled more, but he was too intent on solving the case to buckle under the pressure. He continued to ask thoughtful questions, and if I hadn’t been watching closely, I might not have seen those brief moments when his gaze took him far from this room, treating him to impossible images of strange abilities and horrendous crimes. Each time I thought we’d lost him altogether, he shook his head and returned to us. Even so, I suspected Carmichael needed a bit more time to process the day’s events.


    Eventually, their questions exhausted, the agents fabricated some reason for our release for the local police. They even managed to expedite the release of Sera’s car, and soon we were heading back to the cabin in the Mustang, trying very hard not to think about what had recently been in the trunk.


    It was full night by the time we arrived. Heavy clouds blotted out the stars, turning the night so dark it was difficult to pick out our own driveway amidst the pines, and we almost missed the turn. As the tires crunched on the gravel that led to the house, I felt a pure, almost debilitating relief, a feeling that was only heightened when I saw warm light pouring from the cabin windows. It was more than a house. It was a beacon in the darkness.


    Before the car pulled to a full stop, I opened the door and started walking to the porch. The others must have heard us arrive, because the front door slammed open and everyone raced out. Vivian reached me first. “Thank god you’re back,” she said. “Another day, and I would have hacked the FBI database.” She gave no indication that she wasn’t completely serious.


    “Vivian, you’re kind of terrifying, you know that?”


    She shrugged, unconcerned. “Hey, information should be free, right?” She gave me a quick hug and hurried to Sera.


    Simon moved toward me. “I don’t really hug,” he said.


    “Understood.”


    Nodding, he placed his hands on both my shoulders and pulled me toward him, rubbing his cheek against mine. “There are occasional exceptions.” I grinned and resisted the urge to pet him.


    Over his shoulder, I saw Mac waiting his turn. He stood perfectly still, but an air of impatience surrounded him. I disengaged from Simon and walked toward him, stopping inches away. “You’re back,” he said. Although he was stating the obvious, it sounded like more than a statement of fact. It sounded like a quiet prayer of thanks.


    I nodded, finding words had suddenly deserted me. He returned the nod. “Good,” he said. He grabbed me and pulled me into a tight hug. It occurred to me that whoever had coined the term bear hug must have known a shifter, and then my mind simply went blank as I relaxed against him. Whatever might be between us, I knew we still had far more problems than solutions, but at the moment, wrapped in his arms, I found I really didn’t care.


    It wasn’t until I heard a throat clearing behind me that I realized the hug might have lasted a few moments too long. Reluctantly, I moved away from Mac to find Brian smiling at me. “What, old friends have to take a number to get your attention these days, or what?” I moved toward him, laughing, and he hugged me every bit as tightly as Mac had.


    Sera and I were both exhausted. We’d expected to crawl into bed the moment we got home, but instead we found ourselves staying up for hours, enjoying an impromptu welcome home party. The wine and company energized us, and though we briefly explained what had happened that day and what we’d told the agents, we otherwise did our best to forget about the case entirely and simply enjoy being safe and loved.


    It was wonderful and necessary, and when I finally fell into bed sometime in the wee hours, I felt an unexpected sense of peace, and the knowledge that, somehow, everything was going to be all right, for all of us.


    I have rarely been more wrong.

  


  
    
Chapter 18


    The following morning dawned bright and clear, the sharp sun reflecting on the freshly deposited snow. A few birds chirped outside my window, and it seemed like winter was finally relaxing its tightfisted grasp. It was the kind of day that lured skiers from hours away, and today the slopes would be packed with people from Sacramento and San Francisco, all playing hooky to travel to Tahoe and throw themselves down the side of a mountain.


    But here in the cabin, peace reigned. Downstairs, I could hear muffled voices and the quiet clink of dishes. The short whirr of a blender announced breakfast, and I decided it was past time that I joined them. I pulled on an enormous green terry cloth robe and made my way slowly down the spiral staircase.


    There are few things better than walking into a kitchen where friends are already making breakfast. The coffee pot was full, the griddle already heated, and as I watched, Mac poured pancake batter into the pan. I knew he and Simon had to get their protein somewhere, but while in the house they both opted to be vegetarian, and they’d been carbo-loading with the rest of us.


    A chipped plate held a stack of the early, rejected pancakes. Sera flipped one to me, and I happily caught it midair and stuffed it in my mouth. “Tastes like freedom,” I announced. I grabbed a mug and dropped in a teabag, adding hot water from the kettle and some milk.


    I hopped up on the counter next to the griddle, making sure I got first pick of the next batch. Mac offered me a small smile and placed his hand on my knee, giving it a playful shake. It only lasted for a moment, a quick touch before he returned to his pancake duties, but the warmth lingered long after he removed his hand. I tried to remind myself of my words to Brian, that I was still too broken to consider this, but at the moment I was having a hard time remembering why that was so.


    Brian was stretched out on the living room sofa, sound asleep under a heavy blanket. Apparently, he’d never made it to the loft after that last glass of wine. Simon and Vivian sat on barstools, looking through the morning’s paper. “It looks like it was a quiet night,” said Simon, flipping to the comics. I couldn’t be sure, but I thought he was reading Garfield.


    I hated the reminder of the job we still had to do and buried my face in my mug. Ostriches had nothing on me. Unfortunately, Sera had yet to perfect her pre-breakfast denial reflex.


    “No suspicious fires, either? And will someone please tell me that we aren’t dealing with a fire, too? Because I cannot handle the thought of a roving gang of homicidal elementals. I’m actually starting to miss the days when it was just one motherfucker running around freezing people’s hearts.”


    Vivian opened her mouth, shut it, then repeated the motion. It was strange to see. When Vivian spoke, she knew exactly what she wanted to say, or she simply didn’t speak. Uncertainty wasn’t a familiar look on her. Finally, she grabbed a section of the paper and busied herself reading an article about a local crafts fair that she seemed unlikely to actually be interested in. Sera observed all this with a slightly bemused expression. “Something to say, Vivian?” she asked drily.


    Vivian looked up reluctantly. “It’s just that, I was thinking…”


    “We were thinking,” interjected Simon.


    She gave him a grateful look. “We were thinking this last body wasn’t like the other murders. And not just because it was a different magic source. I, ahem, accessed the coroner’s files this morning. He’d updated the cause and time of death. The fire didn’t kill this man, because he was already dead from a bullet wound. We’ve never seen that before. Every other time, it appeared the killer took pleasure in being the direct cause of death, of using his—or their—magic to take the life. If I was profiling this person, I would say the murderers found a sense of superiority over their human victims by killing in this way. But this man was killed quickly and relatively mercifully, in comparison to the others’ slow deaths.”


    Simon nodded. “It’s also worth noting that neither of you ever had sex with him, assuming you are remembering accurately.”


    “Hey! We didn’t sleep with all the victims.”


    “I don’t know why you’re so determined not to be the Tahoe Tramps,” called Brian from the living room. He was finally waking up, yawning and stretching his way back to life. “It would be an excellent band name.” Without sufficient caffeine in my system, a clever retort eluded me. I finally settled on raising a single finger in his general direction. It wasn’t my index finger.


    Vivian ignored my protest and continued making her point. “This murder doesn’t fit the pattern. All it has in common with the others is that, based on the lack of an accelerant, we know an elemental was involved, and the body was dumped in a lakeside campsite.”


    Mac placed several pancakes on a plate, but not before handing one to me. “You’re thinking copycat, is that it? An elemental copycat?” he asked. He didn’t look thrilled with the possibility.


    “Copycat, or…” she hesitated. Whatever she was thinking, she really didn’t want to say it aloud.


    Simon had no such reservations. “Or someone who could use the murder to accomplish a goal.” He paused dramatically, clearly waiting for the rest of us to gasp in shock at his revelation. Our blank faces were an obvious disappointment. “Think about it, please. Sera is locked up for killing a bunch of people in inexplicable ways. Based on the current evidence, she appears somewhat less than innocent. Is there a better way to exonerate her than for another body to appear while she is sitting helpless in jail?” Now, he sat back triumphantly, certain we had enough information to put the pieces together ourselves.


    As unlikely as it sounded, there was one person capable of lighting that fire who had as strong an interest in protecting Sera as the rest of us. Strong enough, in fact, to cause him to overlook his stated desire of keeping all elemental activities strictly hidden from law enforcement. I didn’t want to believe it, but it made sense. “Josiah?”


    Sera’s face was perfectly still, her eyes thoughtful as she considered the possibility. Finally, she nodded slowly. “It’s not as ridiculous as it sounds. It’s not like my father has an excess of respect for humans, and he’d do pretty much anything to protect his family. But still, for him to be a killer? I don’t know.”


    “He would have been pretty angry,” said Brian, nudging Sera out of the way to reach the coffee pot.


    She laughed, though there was little humor to it. “We’re fires, you idiot. We’re a hot-headed bunch. And yet, we manage to get by all the time without killing people. I don’t know that a single night of his daughter being incarcerated would have been enough to make him lose control.”


    “I’ll ask Carmichael to keep us in the loop about the investigation. A bullet in the brain means actual forensic evidence, so you know they’re following this one up like crazy. Maybe they’ll find something that will help us.”


    As I wandered off to make the call, I heard Mac mutter to Sera, “Which one’s Carmichael?”


    “The pretty one.” I was sure Sera thought she was helping somehow, but it took a tremendous amount of restraint not to turn around and glare at her. “So, Viv, does your mom have any pointers about how to ask family members if they’ve killed anyone lately?”


    The call to Carmichael went surprisingly well, considering how uncertain he’d been the night before. Maybe eight hours’ sleep had given him time to process, or maybe he’d decided we were all delusional and was choosing to humor us. In either case, he was sticking to his word and planned to trust us with information no civilian should really possess. The cops were currently tracking down every reported gun shot from two nights ago, and he was pursuing every likely lead. “Should I wear my flame-retardant suit when I go on interviews?”


    “Depends. Is it pin-striped? ’Cause that’s always a classic.”


    He laughed, a welcome sound. Carmichael hadn’t been smiling much the day before, and I dared to hope that he really was coming to terms with our revelations.


    “So you know, Sera and I are thinking this could be a regular old human murder that some crazy elemental decided to turn into a bonfire. We’re not even sure it’s related to the other murders.”


    I feared I was saying too much. Decades of secrecy was a hard habit to break, and I really wanted to keep their thoughts from straying down the same path Vivian and Simon’s had followed. The agents might not know about Josiah, but they could still figure out that someone was protecting Sera. But we had promised to help, even if we hadn’t anticipated regretting that decision quite so soon.


    “Really?” Carmichael seemed eager to believe me. I suspected he was a lot more comfortable chasing down a human than actively seeking a supernatural pyromaniac.


    “Tell you what. You look at the humans, we’ll handle the magical side of things, and we can swap info later today. Sound good?”


    He agreed readily, promising to stop by later that day. I hung up and tried to reclaim the relaxed feeling of the night before. Instead, I only felt tension build along my spine. I was trying to balance too many things, and it seemed like only a matter of time before they all came crashing down.


    Our investigation into the elementals’ role in the fire murder took precisely one minute. Sera called Josiah, reached his voice mail, and asked him to call her. Considering our job done, we proceeded to lounge for the better part of the day. We made a token effort to understand the events of the last month, rehashing the murders, the firebomb, the man in the forest, and Sera’s and my connection to it all. We ended up exactly where we had started: certain of absolutely nothing.


    Finally, we gave up, discouraged. Besides, after a day spent in jail, we figured we’d earned a little downtime. Sera was never a fan of doing nothing for long stretches of time, but as the sun made its steady way across the sky, she lay across the pillows with the rest of us, swapping stories and barbs.


    At one point, I glanced over to see her trying to sneak up on Simon. He’d switched into cat form, the better to enjoy the sunbeams streaming through the window, and she was determined to pull his tail. Her face was pure, concentrated mischief, and I burst out laughing before I could stop myself.


    That was the moment I knew, beyond any doubt, that I had made the right decision. The right decision coming here to help. The right decision telling the agents and getting us both out of prison, no matter the cost. The right decision forgiving her.


    Before my thoughts could dip further into sentimentality, Brian threw his hand of cards to the floor in exaggerated disgust. “If I’m going to keep losing to you, my wounded pride is going to need the sweet salve of vodka. I fear we have a mere inch left in the bottle.” He draped an arm over his forehead, the very image of a distressed maiden.


    I stood, eager for an excuse to get out of the house. The direction my thoughts were taking was not unexpected, but neither was it entirely welcome. If I was really accepting Sera back in my life, and it seemed I was, it raised all kinds of questions about my quiet future in a quiet house somewhere in the middle of Nowhere, Oregon. I wasn’t even ready to think about those questions, let alone answer them.


    “I think we drained it last night. I’ll make a run.” I snagged Sera’s keys and was out the door before anyone could offer to join me, grabbing whatever solitude I could find while there was still some to be had.

  


  
    
Chapter 19


    I was so lost in my thoughts that the trip back passed in a daze. I had no memory of my drive other than a vague impression of a curving mountain road lined with snow. Perhaps, if I’d been paying more attention, I would have been prepared for the black cat that came flying onto the car’s hood as I slowed to turn onto the road that led to the cabin.


    I swore loudly and swerved before righting the car. The small black body swayed with the car’s erratic movement, and the green eyes staring through the window looked decidedly annoyed. Muttering a slew of insults under my breath, I pulled over to the side of the road and put the car in park. While I willed my heart to resume a normal rhythm, the cause of my distress leaped delicately to the ground. A moment later, a naked human was sliding into the car.


    “Was that really necessary?” I said, eyes facing determinedly forward.


    Simon settled into the back seat, making himself comfortable. “It seemed unreasonable to expect you to stop for a small cat on the road, and it seemed equally unreasonable not to expect strangers to stop for a naked man. I thought this the best solution.”


    “What, clothes weren’t an option?”


    “The shift was not planned. The agents are at the house, and we decided to leave before their interest in your secret developed into an interest in our secret.”


    “You couldn’t walk away?”


    “This was faster. And less obvious. For me, at least. Have you ever watched a black bear try to be sneaky?”


    I tried to picture Bear Mac tip-toeing through the forest and managed not to giggle. Just. “There’s a blanket in the back seat. Feel free to cover yourself with it.” He made no move to pick it up. “No, really. Feel free.”


    “I do not know why my lack of clothing makes you nervous. I look good naked. Besides, I suspect Mac will want it. Turn here, please.”


    Following his directions, I turned onto a narrow dirt road and followed it deep into the trees. Simon didn’t need to tell me when to stop. The naked arm and leg sticking out from behind a tree trunk clued me in. Though he was definitely attempting to hide, the trunk simply wasn’t wide enough, and I had an unobstructed view of the entire right side of his body. One long muscled leg led to a naked hip, and my eyes roamed past the hip to tight oblique muscles and a chest and shoulders that should have been enshrined in marble. A really, really big piece of marble.


    “Would you like me to go get him, or would you prefer to stare a little longer?” Although Mac kept his head behind the tree and hadn’t noticed my enthusiastic perusal of his form, Simon had clearly witnessed it all.


    “Oh, shut up.” Sometimes, all we have is the grade school comeback. My lust-addled brain didn’t seem capable of much else. “And definitely take the blanket.” I feared that having a naked Mac sitting anywhere near me would prove detrimental to my ability to think and breathe, let alone to drive.


    Simon smiled, but thankfully refrained from comment. A moment later, he had collected Mac. The two returned to the car. Simon was as unabashedly naked as ever, but Mac had wrapped the blanket firmly around his waist. This still left his entire torso on display, and it took a concentrated effort of will not to stare at the spot where his tanned skin met the fabric and think about what was hidden underneath. Or think about how salty his skin would taste, or how it would feel when I ran my hand down the long muscles of his chest.


    Right, I was making the official call: ten years of celibacy was too damn long.


    Once again, Simon folded himself neatly into the back seat, leaving the larger front seat to Mac. I met his eyes in the rearview mirror, and I was fairly certain he was still laughing at me. Glancing at Mac’s impromptu skirt, I asked Simon, “So, can I assume your tendency toward nudism isn’t a general shifter trait? Are you just an exhibitionist, then?”


    It was Mac who answered. “He spends a lot more time in animal form than I do, so he’s bound to be more comfortable without clothes. It’s practically second nature for him.”


    “Why don’t you shift more?”


    “Because a small black cat is considerably less conspicuous than a large black bear.” Unbidden, the image of Mac in animal form came into my mind.


    I realized I’d stopped thinking of him as anything but a man. The memory of his animal rage that first morning had long been replaced by images of the man I’d seen every day since, the one with an easy smile and an attitude of such utter competence that it made everything around him seem a little more bearable, no pun intended. Because I did not understand the beast that lived within him, I had chosen to forget about it, and the man I was lusting after was, really, only half of the complete package.


    “Do you…” I began hesitantly, unsure if I was committing some sort of shifter faux pas. “Do you ever shift in front of others, the way Simon does?”


    He shook his head. “No.” He did not offer any explanation, or elaborate in any way, and I let the matter drop.


    When we pulled up to the cabin, the agents’ car was still in the driveway, and several people were grouped on the front porch. Loud voices suggested that this meeting wasn’t going particularly well.


    “If you still don’t want to answer any questions, you better get down,” I said.


    Simon immediately lay across the back seat. Mac had considerably less room to maneuver, and his efforts to hide placed his head directly in my lap. I could feel his warm breath through my jeans, and I kept my hands firmly on the wheel, resisting the urge to push his brown hair back from his forehead. I parked far away from the other car.


    “I’ll let you know when it’s clear,” I said, and reluctantly disengaged from Mac, moving to join the others on the porch. As I drew closer, I realized that most people were staying out of the fight. Brian, Vivian, and Johnson stood to the side, witnessing the argument rather than participating.


    The cause of the conflict was quickly apparent. It seemed Carmichael’s easy acceptance of elementals was still a work in progress. “You’re friends with people who control earth and ice,” Carmichael was saying, his voice far more accusatory than I was comfortable with. “You didn’t think it was important to mention that?”


    If I was uncomfortable with his tone, Sera was enraged. They were both standing on the porch steps, and she deliberately moved a step higher, making herself the same height as Carmichael. She didn’t raise her voice, but she didn’t need to. She leaned in until less than a foot separated their faces. “No, I knew it wasn’t important to mention that, because I actually know a whole hell of a lot more than you do on this subject. There are a lot of us, and we aren’t all the same. There are a lot of us just in these mountains. You know nothing but what we have told you, so back the fuck off.”


    “It is a valid question…”


    “And if you had asked it as a question, instead of stating it like an accusation, maybe I would have answered. But no one comes into my house and starts accusing my friends. I don’t care what sort of badge they carry. If you’re so sure they’re guilty, arrest them, but have fun explaining your so-called evidence down at the station.”


    “How can you be so sure they’re innocent?”


    “If you saw a white man with blond hair leaving a crime scene, would you go around accusing every blond white dude? Because that’s what you’re doing.”


    “This is not racial profiling!” I was fairly certain he was ready to explode. I was actually a little impressed. By now, I’d spent quite a bit of time with Carmichael and had come to think of him as a clever, reasonable man. One afternoon with Sera, and veins were popping on his forehead and his neck muscles were bulging in a way that couldn’t be healthy.


    “How long has this been going on?” I whispered to Vivian.


    “Ever since he saw Brian form an ice cube for his drink.” She didn’t take her eyes off Carmichael and Sera, who appeared to have moved even closer to each other. She didn’t look worried. She looked like she wanted a tub of popcorn.


    “Of course it was Brian. I should have guessed.” He heard me, as I’d meant him to, and grinned my way.


    “If looking innocent in their eyes means drinking warm vodka, then lock me up. I have standards.”


    I considered dumping water on their heads to break up the fight, but decided that as fun as it might be, it probably wouldn’t lessen the tension. Instead, I settled for asking Brian to let out a piercing whistle. They stopped mid-word and turned toward us.


    “Hi there. They’re innocent because Brian barely has more elemental magic than Johnson here, and Vivian is so squeamish that she can’t watch a gruesome death in some horror movie, let alone cause one herself. I know you’re used to being the authority, but you seriously have no idea what you’re talking about, so stop acting like you do. Now, I need to head back into town to pick up some dinner. Give me a ride, and I’ll attempt to correct your ignorance.”


    I had no idea if we needed food or not, but I wanted to get them out of the way long enough for Mac and Simon to dress. “Sera, your engine was making noises like an angry cat. I’d rather not drive it right now.” She nodded, understanding, and backed away from Carmichael. He glanced at me, then back at Sera, weighing his options. Finally, he decided to go with the one that seemed less likely to keep his balls as a souvenir if the fight continued.


    “Fine,” he said, his voice terse. I didn’t think he was used to backing down from anything. He and Johnson headed to their car, and I followed.


    I didn’t really have anything new to tell the agents, though I did repeat Sera’s key points, assuming they were more likely to be heard when spoken by a quiet, non-confrontational voice. Idly, I wondered if one of the reasons I’d initially been drawn to Sera was the way she made me feel level-headed in comparison. Growing up surrounded by so many relaxed and easy-going waters, I was constantly aware that I was a little different, a little volatile. With her around, I felt a little more balanced. “She completes me,” I muttered.


    “What?” Johnson asked, his eyes on me in the rearview mirror.


    “I’m depleted. We’ve been driving for ages, and I’m starving. Do you have any more questions for me? Because there’s a pizza sign up there that looks like a beacon lit by god.”


    Johnson moved the sedan across the yellow lines into the middle lane and waited for an opening in the oncoming traffic. “Do elementals believe in a god, then?”


    “It was a figure of speech.” He kept his eyes in the rearview mirror, and my answer didn’t appear to satisfy him. I shrugged. “We believe in magic, and we believe in life. That sounds an awful lot like some definitions I’ve heard of god. But we don’t have special elemental churches and holy books, no.” I waved vaguely around me, indicating the trees that surrounded us on all sides, the mountain peaks visible miles down the road, the lake somewhere southeast of us. “We don’t need them.”


    He nodded. It occurred to me that Johnson wasn’t simply asking out of curiosity. He wanted to be part of our world. It seemed that the knowledge of our existence had stirred his latent earth blood, and it wasn’t enough just to understand. He wanted to convert.


    The sedan pulled into a parking lot surrounded by a bunch of single story businesses. Squished between a bait and tackle shop and a dry cleaners was a hole in the wall pizza joint. After my unproductive day, few things sounded better than a big chunk of bread covered with a pile of cheese. I assured the agents I could get a taxi home, but they both utterly ignored me.


    Carmichael and Johnson at least waited outside while I placed the order for two vegetarian pizzas and one carnivore’s delight. Watching them lean patiently against the car, I added an order of wings and breadsticks. It was thanks to these men’s open minds that I was currently walking free, unconcerned about being committed to an asylum, and it seemed right to thank them with a deep-fried foodstuff.


    For the first time since my visit, I let myself wonder about Lana’s brother, committed to that asylum in Eureka. Had he been in a similar position, but with no understanding human to hear his story? No, it couldn’t be that. Lana had specified that he was in a facility run by elementals. Mental illness wasn’t discussed openly by our race, but that didn’t mean it didn’t exist.


    There were whispers, always, about those who had simply lived too long, whose bodies had outlived the mind’s desire for sanity. I had never seen it, however, and had come to think of the whispers as nothing more than a cautionary tale for those of us who would live to see many centuries pass, a warning to remain connected to this world.


    It was possible that Trent Pond’s mind had not been adaptable enough to age alongside his body. I didn’t know how old Lana was, and he was her older brother by centuries. Maybe his illness had nothing to do with being half human. I had no proof that it did, and I very much wanted to believe that there was no connection.


    My reverie was interrupted by an unfamiliar voice. “Hey, you’re Brian’s friend, aren’t you?” I looked at the man speaking to me, certain I’d never seen him before. I thought he was human, though I couldn’t be sure. He looked like your typical snowboarder, average height but with a strong and nimble physique, bleached blond hair and ear plugs, and a slightly stoned grin. I nodded. “I thought so. I’m really good with faces.”


    “How do you know Brian?” I didn’t care, not really, but I saw no reason not to make polite conversation, especially with ten more minutes to kill before the pizza was ready.


    “Oh, Brian and I go way back. He’d hook me up at the bar, I’d hook him up with a slice. You know, that kind of thing. I’m Rob. He must have mentioned me. So, how do you know him?”


    I nodded and smiled vaguely, wondering if I should wait in the car, after all. I was feeling overloaded by people already, and this conversation showed no sign of tapering off. “We go way back, too.”


    “Oh, yeah? Awesome. Hey, how did you like that prank we pulled?”


    I was edging toward the door, trying to be subtle. “What prank?” I asked. I was still a couple feet from the door.


    “Oh, man, I forgot. You never saw my face, did you?”


    I froze, all thoughts of making a graceful exit evaporating. “What are you talking about?” I tried to keep a conversational tone, but my words sounded as if they were covered in rocks, gritty and heavy.


    “He didn’t tell you?” He started laughing. “Seriously? He pulls off the perfect prank and doesn’t even take credit for it? That doesn’t sound like the Brian I know. He’s not exactly known for his modesty, is he?”


    I spoke deliberately, making sure every word was clear. “I need to know exactly what you are talking about.”


    “You know, in that campsite on the lake.” He looked confused. “That was you, wasn’t it? I mean, I’m really good with faces, I am, but sometimes, when I’ve been, you know…” He didn’t finish the sentence, but the marijuana leaf emblazoned proudly on his t-shirt left little room for misinterpretation. “Well, sometimes I’m a little more forgetful than other times. But I was certain it was you.” He stared at my face intently, as if willing it to come into greater focus.


    “It might have been me, but again, I’m not clear what you’re talking about.”


    “Brian said you guys had a bet, who could scare the other one more. He told me those camper slasher films terrified you—bit of a wimp, there, I gotta say—but yeah, he asked me to pretend to be some creep in the forest. He said I just had to show up in all black and he’d do the rest. I didn’t even have to say nothin’. He did it all. He texted me that night, told me where to go. And it worked, didn’t it? I saw your face, and man, you were shitting bricks, weren’t you?”


    He started to laugh, but something in my face must have clued him in that I wasn’t finding this the least bit funny. “But, dude, he said he would tell you immediately, that it was just a quick bit of fun. And I owed him, because he’d gotten me… um, stuff. I didn’t think it was a big deal. But you really didn’t know?”


    I shook my head. It was the only movement of which I was capable. Speaking was impossible.


    “Oh, man. Well, shit. I’m sorry, really. I wasn’t trying to scare you for real or anything. He said he would tell you right away,” he repeated, seeming utterly confused by Brian’s silence in the matter.


    There was only one way Brian’s silence made any sense, and the possibility was too horrible to consider. It simply wasn’t possible. It couldn’t be.


    This was Brian. Brian. Things might not make sense, but I couldn’t condemn him on the word of some local pothead. There was an explanation. Rob was remembering a different person, or a different night. There had to be an explanation, I told myself, even as the weight of my friend’s deception pressed upon me. I walked to the door slowly, trying to contort my features into an expression that gave no indication that my world was crumbling.


    “Hey, that night?” I looked back at Rob, who suddenly seemed a bit uncertain. “There weren’t like, ice cubes flying around, were there? I just figured someone had doctored my medicine that night and I wasn’t all there, you know. But you’re here, and I remember you clear enough. So, did you see any giant floating ice cubes, by any chance?”


    I shook my head. “That’s crazy. It couldn’t possibly have happened the way you remember it.” I closed the door behind me and walked away.

  


  
    
Chapter 20


    I told the agents that I’d arranged for the pizza to be delivered and let them drive me home. I was silent the entire way, my mind desperately grasping for an explanation that made sense of what I’d just learned. I asked them to drop me at the top of the driveway, so no one in the house would have any warning that I’d returned. I had no idea what I was going to do, but I wanted time to figure it out.


    I walked quietly down the long driveway, alert the entire way, but it was silent. No one was out. A warm yellow glow lit the main house, and through the windows I could see Brian and Vivian lounging on a couple of oversized pillows, with Sera and Simon working in the kitchen. Deciding quickly, I skirted the house, crouching below windows and hoping the interior reflections would hide my presence from anyone who chose that moment to glance outside.


    A moment later, I was in the rear of the house, with Mac’s small trailer directly ahead of me. I could just make out the flicker of light coming from inside, and my breath escaped in a whoosh of relief. I tapped on the door, the barest scratch, but he heard and opened it. He looked annoyed at being disturbed, but that expression immediately turned into one of concern. “Aidan? What’s the matter?”


    “Can I come in?” I watched him hesitate for the barest of moments, then he nodded and moved out of the way, letting me into his home.


    Because of his reluctance, I wasn’t sure what I expected to find inside the trailer. A mess, certainly, or maybe a few items that prominently featured naked women. Instead, I found a warm and perfectly organized home. It was sparse, with few non-essential items, and it seemed as if half the trailer’s interior was taken up with one very large bed. I saw nothing to indicate any cause for embarrassment, but neither did I see much indication of Mac’s personality.


    He said nothing, letting me explain why I was there. We stood in the middle of the trailer, facing each other. I hadn’t thought about what I was going to say. So long as I remained quiet, I could pretend there was a reasonable explanation for what Rob had told me. I feared that, once spoken aloud, such excuses would sound flimsy against the undeniable truth of Brian’s betrayal.


    But Mac was waiting, and someone had to know. “I think Brian’s involved.”


    He grasped my meaning immediately. His entire body stiffened, his face smoothing into an expressionless mask. Only his eyes burned, a fire lit within, and his gaze sharpened on my face. “Explain.”


    I did, haltingly, hoping to find answers in the long pauses between my words. None appeared. My voice sounded unnaturally loud and clear in the silence of his home, but the words themselves offered no clarity. What I was saying was ludicrous. I finished telling him Rob’s story and waited for a response. None came. I’d glanced away while talking, finding it easier to speak without his eyes fixed on me, and only now did I look at him.


    Though his feet remained planted, his entire body was shaking, a low-level shudder that coursed through him. Even as I watched, his fingernails lengthened and receded, and his skin darkened. His immense shoulders contorted, hunching over, and muscles rotated under the skin, reforming themselves again and again, switching between an animal hunch and an upright, human stance.


    I didn’t want to be afraid. I had come to trust Mac, far more than I’d ever expected that morning long ago when I’d first seen him pitching furniture into the trees. But the anger I’d witnessed that morning was a faint shadow of what stood before me now. I could practically see the rage emanating from every pore. Tension scored each muscle and tendon. I wasn’t watching a shift. I was viewing a battle between man and beast, and there was no indication which would win.


    I was transfixed, immobile. I tried to contain the fear racing through me, worried it would only feed his lack of control. I watched his body transition back and forth and tried to view it objectively, as if I were taking a particularly graphic science class, but objectivity was hard to maintain as I watched claws capable of shredding an animal three times my size develop on Mac’s hands. Finally, overcome by the changes in his body and unable to view them without fear, I returned my gaze to his face. His five o’clock shadow was turning into a face full of dark fur, his ears reshaping and moving toward the back of his head. The man was slowly disappearing.


    Except for his eyes. Those eyes, the rich chocolate brown eyes that sent warmth shooting through my body every time they fixed on me, they were the same. No matter what was happening to the rest of his body, Mac’s eyes remained, and they were locked on my face.


    We stared at each other, and I let everything else fall away. My horror about Brian, my fears about the changing creature before me, they didn’t matter. I let the constancy of his gaze feed me, and I returned that stability to him. While the world spun out of control around us, and even our own bodies proved traitors, we grasped each other with our eyes and held on tightly.


    Hours passed. Moments passed. One breath at a time, I watched the beast withdraw. It was a slow, jagged process, the creature still angry and unwilling to be denied his release. The claws became fingernails, the fur tanned skin, the muscles undeniably human. Only the shudder remained, his body continuing to shake even as the rest came under control.


    I didn’t even think about it. One moment I was watching him, seeing Mac return to his own body, and the next I had my arms wrapped tight around him. His strength and size were overwhelming. Even so, I held him tightly, applying pressure wherever I felt him shiver, his body trembling against mine. I tried to bring him peace through pure force of will. Eventually, he stilled, and I felt his arms slowly wrap around me in turn. We stood like that, neither moving, for a long time. I didn’t know how to return to our previous conversation, and I wasn’t sure I wanted to.


    “Well, that was unexpected,” he whispered, a low laugh punctuating his words with relief.


    I moved backwards, reluctantly disengaging. “I take it that wasn’t a normal shift?”


    “No. When you turn into a half ton animal, it’s good to keep things under control. That… was not controlled.”


    “Was it your anger that made the difference?”


    “Anger?” He snorted. “Anger makes me go for a run or, at the worst, throw things that weren’t intended to be thrown. That was blind rage. I haven’t felt that in… well, it’s been a while.”


    I nodded. “I think you’re ahead of me. I haven’t made it to rage yet. I’m still in denial.”


    “Do you have any reason to believe this guy wasn’t telling the truth?”


    I shook my head. “Though he did look perma-stoned. His version of the truth may be a bit shakier than the real thing.”


    “Okay. Do you believe he somehow misinterpreted Brian’s request?”


    “He must have, right? I mean, it just doesn’t make sense. Except…” I paused. Mac said nothing, letting me finish the thought on my own. “Except he knew me, and he had details about that night. He was there. And if he somehow confused Brian’s request to, I don’t know, bring us pizza or something, then why didn’t Brian just explain that to me later?”


    “So, best case scenario, Brian was okay with scaring you half to death, and probably even arranged that. Which makes him a horrible person, but doesn’t necessarily make him a killer. Maybe he hoped you’d get so scared, you’d run directly into his arms and ask him to make babies with you.”


    It was a ridiculous suggestion, and I told him so.


    “You really don’t know, do you? Brian thinks you’re the bee’s knees. He likes you. All this time, I thought you were being deliberately obtuse, trying to preserve your friendship, but you really didn’t know, did you?”


    I shook my head, feeling nausea settle into my body. “How long have you thought this?”


    “Since he gave you a long kiss on the lips in the kitchen. What, that wasn’t a big enough sign for you?”


    “It was… Brian.” My friend. My drinking buddy. My tormentor. “We almost got together years ago, but it was never serious. Just a few drunken kisses, and then he started dating Felicia. It’s not like that for us.”


    “Well, something’s changed, for him at least.”


    “Are we seriously saying that one of my best friends used these murders as an excuse to get in my pants?”


    Mac smiled without humor. “I think he wants more than what’s in your pants if he’s going to these lengths. Either that, or he’s actually one of the killers and was trying to convince us otherwise.”


    I shook my head. “That doesn’t make sense, though. He’s not strong enough. It takes him hours to make one of his ice roses.”


    “And there was a pretty impressive ice show that night, wasn’t there?”


    I nodded. It was more than Brian was capable of controlling. “What do we do?” I asked.


    “We ask him,” he said simply.


    “Damn you and your emotionally direct ways,” I muttered.


    He laughed, a low sound that felt almost tangible, as if I could wrap myself inside its warmth. Two strong hands cupped my cheeks, tilting my face toward him. “Hey, one of us has to say what we’re thinking.” Slowly, ever so slowly, he lowered his head toward me. When his lips were inches away, he paused, giving me time to pull away. I knew there were reasons I shouldn’t put myself in this position—I’d been reminding myself of them for weeks now—but at this particular moment I couldn’t remember a single one of them.


    My breath caught in my chest, and I angled my face toward his. That was all the permission he needed. A moment later, his lips were curled around mine, warm and soft and knowing. An involuntary moan escaped me instantly, and he responded by moving one hand to my back, holding me tight against him. Years of denial exploded in desperate need, and I clung to his shoulders. I was seconds from ripping the shirt from his back when a knock came at the door.


    Breathing ragged, we slowly separated, though he kept his hand firmly on my lower back.


    “Hey, Mac, is Aidan with you? She brought the car back, but the booze is locked in the trunk. We need the keys.” The voice was enough to extinguish the desire that had leapt between us. Before either of us responded, he repeated, “Mac?” and opened the door without waiting for a response.


    Brian stood framed in the doorway. He noted our proximity and flushed faces, the arm still wrapped around me, and his affable face turned ugly for a moment. The expression quickly disappeared, but I had seen the momentary lapse in his control. Something dark lived within Brian, and I wondered how long it had been there without my noticing.


    “There you are. We were wondering at the house if the agents had stolen you away. But, obviously, you are fine. So, okay. I’ll leave you alone.” He turned uncertainly and walked a few steps back to the house, then seemed to think better of it. He returned to the trailer in long, confident steps. “Actually, Aidan, could I speak to you for a second?”


    I felt Mac’s hand tighten and shrugged it off. Whatever Brian may have done in the woods, whatever darkness helped make decisions for him, I had to believe he wouldn’t hurt me. “It’s fine,” I whispered. “I need to do this, but I’ll come right back. Fifteen minutes, okay?” He wasn’t happy about it, but he finally managed one terse nod.


    I followed Brian toward the river, out of sight of Mac’s trailer and further from both Mac and the house than I was comfortable with. I stopped when he moved toward the denser trees of the forest. My trust, it turned out, now had limits. Around me, I could feel another storm building, the air thick and heavy. It was too warm to snow, but I could feel that the skies were preparing to split open and drench us all. I lightly reached out for a few drops of water, let their familiarity and power comfort me in preparation for the conversation I was about to have.


    He turned to face me, noting the several feet of distance I’d left between us. “Is everything okay?” he asked. I nodded, not trusting myself to speak. “Good. That’s good. It’s just… I thought you said you and Mac weren’t going to happen, and for good reasons. And what I just walked in on didn’t look like nothing. I guess I’m confused. I want you to be happy, of course, but are you sure you’ve really thought this through?”


    His face was so earnest, his voice so sincere. I wanted to forget everything I’ve learned in the last hour. I didn’t want to believe this man could do anything to hurt me. But denial wasn’t an option, so I decided to try Mac’s unfamiliar strategy of emotional honesty. “Brian, are you jealous?”


    He looked at me intently, as if searching for the answer I wanted to hear. I don’t know what he found, but he finally shrugged and simply said, “Yes.”


    “Oh.” I had no idea how to respond to that. Perhaps I should have warmed up for this whole emotional honesty thing, done a few stretches first.


    “I’m not trying to make you feel uncomfortable here, Aidan. Yes, I like you. I liked you before you split ten years ago, and it turns out I still like you. You and I, we always got along so well. When I’m with you… it’s easy. You make me feel more like me, and I hadn’t realized how much that had been missing in my life until you returned. But I also didn’t expect anything to happen. I didn’t think you would want to jump into my arms right away, after being alone for so long. But I guess I didn’t expect you to jump into his arms, either.”


    His words were calm and reasonable. I conjured an image of the dark figure in the woods, reminding myself that we were still several miles away from reasonable. “I didn’t jump anywhere. It just happened. I think you’re giving me far too much credit for knowing what I’m doing, Brian.”


    He nodded. “I tried. I tried to tell you, especially when I saw the way he looked at you. I didn’t want to miss my chance again. But there was always this sadness surrounding you. It was worst when you first arrived, but it’s there even now. It’s never the right time.”


    He shrugged. In that moment he looked so sweet and vulnerable. His blue eyes were wide and guileless, and his words felt pure and honest. They were the sort of words a woman might long to hear, and a tiny part of me wished I could go to him, wrap my arms around him, and see if I felt any of the chemistry that came so easily to him. It would have been much easier than what I was about to do.


    I couldn’t give him what he wanted. This was partly due to the memory of chocolate brown eyes fixed on me, anchoring us together through chaos. It was partly because, as simple as it would have been, I knew I didn’t feel that way for Brian. And overriding all else was the story Rob had told me and the memory of Brian’s face in Mac’s doorway, momentarily twisted in anger. There were some things even I couldn’t deny.


    “Brian, why didn’t you tell me you asked Rob to scare me at the campsite?” I stated it as fact, refusing to provide room for denial. Maybe I could surprise him into an honest answer.


    “What?” His tone didn’t indicate shock or even surprise. It was hesitant and disbelieving. He sounded like a man stalling for time.


    “Oh, god. It’s true, isn’t it? You did do it. You deliberately tried to scare me.”


    “Aidan, it wasn’t like that.” He reached for me, a desperate attempt to keep me with him.


    I stepped back, repulsed. “Why? Why would you ever think that’s a sane thing to do? Was it like Mac said—were you hoping I would turn to you if I was scared enough? What kind of messed-up mind comes up with a plan like that?”


    The darkness I’d glimpsed earlier returned, but this time, it wasn’t a mere flash instantly smoothed over by Brian’s handsome features. It crawled across his face, turning his eyes into cold crystals, sharpening his cheekbones, and thinning his lips. Color rose into his face, producing two red circles on his cheeks. His forehead creased, and his nostrils flared as he took several slow, long breaths. In a way, it reminded me of Mac’s slow battle for control, but uglier and with less humanity. Brian attempted to calm down, fighting the anger that had appeared with no warning. Unlike Mac, he lost the battle.


    “I told you it wasn’t like that,” he hissed. “Are you actually going to listen to him over me? You’ve known him for what, weeks? I’ve been your friend for years, Aidan. Years. And you’re going to throw it away because some oversized animal wants to get between your legs?” His nasty words were punctuated by a lightning bolt cracking across the dark sky, the storm I’d felt beginning to break. The turbulent weather seemed to match my mood.


    My mind stumbled over possible replies, horrified by his crudeness and the hateful way he’d referred to Mac. It echoed the disdainful prejudice of the old ones, and was a tone I’d never thought to hear from a friend. “You… what happens between my legs is none of your business. None. And believe me when I say, Brian, that it never will be.” My voice rose as I spoke, but was drowned out by the roll of thunder. The storm was still miles away, but I could feel it moving toward us.


    “You refused to see! You talked about how broken you were, but you wouldn’t even look at me. I’m the one that can fix you! Maybe, I thought, maybe if you felt like you escaped death, you would have clarity. You would see, just long enough to see me, Aidan. Who I am. We were meant to be together. It has to be you and me. It has to!” The impassioned words burst from him, unplanned, and some small fragment of memory stirred to life. I tried to follow it, but I couldn’t risk diverting my attention from Brian, and the thought slipped away.


    His face gleamed in the moonlight, fanatical and determined. He stepped toward me, and I immediately retreated, needing to keep distance between us. The man who moved toward me might look the same as the man I’d called friend for years, but someone altogether different inhabited his body at the moment, someone wholly unfamiliar and dangerous. Even as his eyes pled with me to understand, the desperation that shone through showed no connection to sanity. Brian had come unhinged as I watched.


    “Don’t walk away from me. Don’t you dare walk away from me while I’m trying to explain.” The menacing words were caught by the wind and carried swiftly away from me, leaving me with only a whispered threat.


    But he was a threat. While my heart could still barely believe his transformation, my body shared no such reservations. My heartbeat had accelerated, and the adrenaline coursing through my veins focused my senses, readying me for whatever came next.


    Brian was considerably more muscled than I was, but he wasn’t taller, and I was faster and could command more magic. I could handle him. I took a long breath, seeking to calm myself as much as possible, and reached out with my magic, grasping the plentiful drops that hung all around us, preparing to pull them toward me if needed.


    “You need to leave, Brian. I don’t want to hurt you, but you need to leave now. We can talk about this when we’re calmer.”


    “What, so you can tell everyone what a big, bad man I am? So they can protect you? We all know you can’t protect yourself. I can protect you. I can tell you who you are, Aidan Brook, and you’ll never be helpless again. Don’t you want to know?”


    Aidan Brook. Aidan Brook. My own name circled inside my head, spoken simultaneously by the man in front of me, the one at the campsite, and the creature taunting me inside the warehouse. The memory I’d glimpsed a moment ago fell sharply into place. Devoid of reason, Brian’s voice became the voice of my nightmares. Lightning flashed as my entire world shifted, and thunder followed close upon its heels. The storm was nearly upon us.


    “No.” I shuddered violently, the force of this knowledge threatening my own grasp on sanity. “It can’t be you.”


    He watched the realization dawn across my face, and he smiled. He smiled as I recognized him for the killer he was. “I know it’s hard to process right now, but you’ll come to understand, soon. I had reasons, I promise you. I never wanted you to find out, but maybe this is how it was meant to be, all along. You and me, with no secrets.”


    Mentally, I reviewed my escape options. Brian stood between me and the house. Mac’s trailer lay at least two hundred feet away, hidden by the trees. I could probably outrun Brian, but my hindbrain rebelled at the thought of having him at my back, regardless of his weak powers.


    My eyes snapped to his. “I’ve seen your power. You might be able to freeze a heart, if you kept the magic in reserve, but never anything like what I saw at the campsite.”


    “Funny thing, Aidan Brook. My mother was so old that she simply could not be bothered with a child, and she handed me off to her many times great-granddaughter. She left me to be raised as a human.” He spat that final word.


    I took a single step back and stopped before I could alarm him. “Then your mother was…”


    “Pure ice. I could have grown up on the Alaska glacier with my rightful family, surrounded by the ways of my people, but instead I was raised far from my birthright. Surrounded by so many weak people, I learned to hide who I was.”


    One more step. “And your partner? The earth? Who was that?” Half a step, pause.


    His eyes narrowed, letting me know that my slow retreat had not gone unnoticed. He reached out one cold hand. “Leave here with me, Aidan, and I’ll introduce you. I’ll tell you everything you want to know, and a few things you never even guessed. Please.” Once again, his eyes were open and vulnerable, a man asking a woman for her approval.


    The rain came at last, falling on us both in heavy sheets. Brian did not move. He stood with his hand extended, hair flat against his head and clothes sticking to his body, and waited for my answer. For a moment, he was both my enemy and the friend I remembered. “I can’t, Brian. You know I can’t.”


    The spell broke. He rolled his eyes, letting out an exaggerated sigh, the way he used to do before teasing me. “I hoped to do this the easy way.” He gave a quick wave of his hands, and I felt ice crystals form on my fingers and knit together. It was the most delicate sheet of ice, easily breakable, but it moved too fast to be counteracted. It circled my arms, covering my coat sleeves, before reaching my bare neck. “Know that I have to do this. I don’t really want to hurt you.” The ice wrapped around my throat and tightened, stealing my breath.


    Even as my windpipe closed, I fought against the panic. Fortunately, with water everywhere, my magic required less focus. I messily swept the torrents of water into a single stream and thrust it toward Brian, aiming it at his nose and mouth.


    It was quick and efficient, if inelegant. Several mouthfuls entered his lungs before he froze the rest in midair, just as he had when I’d attacked poor, unsuspecting Rob at the campsite. It took his focus from the vise around my neck, freeing me.


    Even as he coughed up rainwater, I became aware this was a battle I could easily lose. Brian—the killer—was more powerful than any of us had ever guessed. I sprinted toward Mac’s, heels sinking deep into the newly formed mud. Even so, desperation gave me speed, and I pushed through the blinding rain, unable to see anything but the warm light of the trailer.


    I wasn’t fast enough. I only made it fifty feet or so before I was brought to a crashing halt, the sheet of rain before me turning easily into a narrow wall of ice. Momentum worked against me, and I was unable to stop. I charged into it at full speed, bouncing off the ice and landing on the ground. I immediately rolled into a small protective ball, guarding the injuries just sustained and the ones that seemed almost certain to follow.


    “Mac!” I screamed, one long guttural howl. The wind stole the words from me and carried them away, and I did not know in what direction my desperate cry was taken. We were still so far from the house, so far from the trailer, and Brian was already upon me. His hand fisted in my hair, and he yanked my face upwards.


    “You cry for that beast? What is it with you and shifters? You dated two of them in college, and you didn’t even know what they were! You date them and give me nothing. You want his help, but you spurn me? Damn it, I would never hurt you, Aidan. Never. I just need you to be quiet for a few minutes, so we can get out of here. Can’t you just try to understand?” His expression alternated between angst and anger, but this time, when the coil of ice encircled my throat, his focus was absolute. Spots appeared in my vision, and my head grew light. I desperately reached for my magic, just as consciousness began to desert me. “Shhh. Just relax. I promise you’ll wake up soon.”


    Unable to fight, I felt my body succumb to his command. My eyes slowly drifted shut.


    “Damn it!” The pressure lessened, and I blinked my eyes open. Brian was now several feet away, dodging fireballs being flung toward him with remarkable speed. The rain was rapidly extinguishing the flames, but she was starting with such large weapons that they were still dangerous, even after sailing twenty feet through the air.


    “Sera!” I croaked, fingers clawing at the ice that still surrounded my neck. She barely glanced my way but began circling toward me, throwing defensive flames the entire way.


    When she reached me, she knelt down and placed one hand on my neck, slowly melting the vise. “I thought I heard… sorry, Ade. Didn’t mean to cut it so close.”


    I took a long, ragged breath. “You wanted to swoop in at the last minute. I was right. You’re totally the dramatic one.”


    She helped me up, and we faced him together. Brian stared at us, debating whether this was a battle he could win. He took one step forward, eyes on me the entire time. He wrapped a similar coil around Sera’s neck, which she easily removed with a touch.


    “You want to play?” she asked. “Let’s play.”


    She stood upright, eyes made of iron. She gave no indication that the man before her had ever been a friend. She sent a stream of fire to him, wrapping it around his body like a prison, but the rain immediately doused it. Annoyed, she gathered an enormous fireball together and flung it toward him. He neatly sidestepped it and laughed.


    I felt fear build within me, and the anger that seemed to always accompany it. I tried to ignore it and reach for the water, but it was a pathetic attempt. I could do nothing to him the elements weren’t already doing.


    The storm was now directly over us, the lightning and thunder striking simultaneously. A silver tongue of electricity crashed through the trees directly to our right, finding one dead tree hidden within the more sodden ones. It was instantly aflame, a weak fire that fought to survive in the downpour. With Sera’s energy feeding it, the flames steadily grew, becoming stronger than they had any right to be in this weather.


    “I don’t think you’ll win my game, Sera,” he taunted. A moment later, she gripped her chest, eyes bulging. Her entire focus went inward, redirecting her own store of heat to her heart without damaging anything. I was certain she had never done anything like this before, and I did not know if she could succeed.


    She stumbled to her knees, face drawn and pained. I ran to her and placed my own hand over her chest. I could feel her heartbeat, but only barely, and it seemed to be slowing.


    “Stop,” I begged Brian. “You’re killing her. Stop.”


    “Just come with me, Aidan. Come with me and I’ll stop,” he cajoled. His face turned slightly, looking at someone just over my shoulder. “One step closer and they both die.” He spoke calmly, and I didn’t even realize what he meant until I felt a slow chill seize my own chest. I clutched my own chest and stared at him. Brian offered a casual, apologetic shrug.


    “Aidan!” The storm was passing, and Mac’s frantic cry reached me clearly.


    “Stay back,” I gritted out. My heart was beating slowly, but it was still beating.


    I wasn’t sure how much longer Sera could say the same. She was channeling all her energy inward, trying to warm herself without causing any fire damage, and it looked like she was struggling to find that balance.


    Mac might be able to pummel Brian in a physical match, but he had no defense against an ice powerful enough to easily freeze three hearts simultaneously. I remembered the hatred Brian revealed when speaking of Mac and knew he would not hesitate to kill him. I wasn’t even sure Brian would let Sera live.


    I needed to get him away, before I lost two more of my friends.


    “Stop. I’ll go with you.” The words were whispered, but he knew the moment I stopped fighting him.


    He nodded grimly. “Come here. When you reach me, I’ll release her.”


    “Don’t do it.” She spoke between gritted teeth, still trying to warm her own heart.


    “It’s not even a choice,” I said. “You’re my best friend, you idiot.”


    I started to walk toward him, ignoring Sera’s expression that suggested she had a few more arguments she’d like to make. I only made it a few feet before a black ball came hurtling out of the darkness. It landed on Brian’s chest, clawed his face several times, then took off into the trees before he could react. The entire attack took mere seconds, but that was all the time Sera needed to recover. She stood, simultaneously preparing more fire.


    Brian scanned the yard, weighing the likelihood of success against a fourth opponent. I could just make out the cat circling back around, preparing for a second attack. No one spoke.


    I dared not look away from Brian. From behind me came a roar that seemed to shake the very earth, louder than any storm could ever hope to be. Heavy footfalls moved in my direction, and a massive dark bear moved in front of me and Sera, nearly blocking us from Brian’s sight. He stood on his hind legs, a full seven feet of muscle and rage, and screamed. I peered around his side to see Brian slowly backing away. It was the only thing he could do. I had seen Mac’s eyes, and Brian’s death lay within them.


    “You’re not leaving, Brian.” Vivian’s voice carried to all of us. He turned in her direction, a growing look of disbelief on his face. Glancing down, I saw the cause. Vivian had wrapped earth around his feet and ankles, effectively trapping him.


    Even that did not render him weak or contrite. He shook his head, amusement plain as he looked at her. “Really, Vivian? You think you can hold me?” He glanced around at his surroundings, then looked at each of us in turn. “Yes, you’ve got me. Look how very helpless I am. Whatever will you do with me now?”


    Sera refused to play. “Us? Nothing. We’re not killers. We’ll let Josiah decide your fate.” She pulled out her phone, but before she could even finish dialing, a horrendous noise caught our attention.


    Brian laughed, delighted. “Ironic, isn’t it? The fire forgot about the fire.”


    He was right. Fueled by Sera’s energy, the fire had clung to the dead tree throughout the storm, hungrily eating away at the dry wood. The loud cracking we’d heard was the sound of wood splitting. As we watched, the burning tree toppled toward the ground, heading directly for us. We scrambled, moving hurriedly out of its path. When it landed, it fell on nothing but empty earth.


    “Is everyone okay?” Vivian asked. Sera and I were on the ground, several feet from the tree’s new location, and Mac hovered above us, shielding us with his body. I could see Simon running the length of the tree, meowing loudly but clearly unhurt. We were safe.


    Then we realized what Simon was saying. Brian was gone.

  


  
    
Chapter 21


    We retreated to the living room, huddling together for comfort and acutely aware that where once there’d been six, now there were only five. The gap created by Brian’s absence was a silent recrimination, a reminder of our faith in one so undeserving of that trust. I was sipping heavily honeyed tea to coat my throat, and I kept catching Sera pressing a hand against her chest, whether in memory of Brian’s assault or to hold the pain within, I could not say. Physically, we were fine. Our emotional state was an entirely different matter.


    Sera paced, and energy sparked and crackled across her skin. The way her heels spun on the carpet, I worried it would ignite from the friction. I knew she wanted to burst through the door, start her car, and pursue Brian wherever he might flee. She only remained in the cabin because we had absolutely no idea where to begin our search. Her frustration kept her moving in circles, insisting on action of some kind, no matter how impotent.


    Mac leaned against the wall, arms crossed, face still. He and Simon had attempted to track Brian after he escaped, but the scent disappeared at the river and did not appear on the other side. They’d remained in animal form only a short time after confirming that he was gone, but the beast still stared through Mac’s eyes. They remained the same color in both animal and human forms, but there was no mistaking the difference. What I’d seen the first morning on the deck was a mere shade of what I now witnessed. His friends were safe, and he would keep us that way, but anyone else who entered this room would find themselves broken and bloodied.


    Vivian pulled her legs up into a tight ball and sat perfectly still, gaze fixed at a spot in the distance that no one else could see. After shifting, Simon had changed into a clean outfit and was now sitting on the sofa, looking pristine and unconcerned.


    “I never really liked him,” he said, picking idly at a non-existent piece of lint on his sweater. We all stared at him. “I mean it. He always seemed a little too glib for me. People should care about something.”


    “He cared about his uncle,” I said.


    “You think that was an act?” asked Sera. “How much of everything he did was an act? Maybe staying close to his uncle just gave him a chance to alter the police report years ago, making us believe he was dead.” Disgust suddenly clouded her features. “Damn it. You realize this means Carmichael was right about Brian? Please don’t make me admit that to him.”


    Vivian released a short, harsh bark of laughter. “I was raised by one of the nation’s premier psychiatrists, and I saw nothing. My mom would be so ashamed of me.”


    I scooted over to her and squeezed her hand. “Don’t blame yourself. You couldn’t have known.” I spoke the words as much for my own benefit as for hers. “None of us could have seen what he was. That man tonight, I swear he wasn’t the Brian we all knew. It felt like someone else was looking through his eyes, and our friend had vanished completely.”


    “But this has been inside him for a long time,” Vivian argued. “He killed people. If he ever was sane, that was a long time ago.”


    “When he killed his girlfriend,” Sera said. The realization caused her to drop in place, the memories too dreadful and too heavy to continue pacing. “And our other friends. He killed them, and just kept being our friend. Oh, god. He helped kill Christopher.” Her voice broke on the final word. I had never seen Sera so close to crying before.


    I walked to her and forced her to look at me, giving her something else to focus on. “Before, it wasn’t about us. He killed some people we knew, but he also killed strangers, any human that dated elementals. I think, years ago, he just wanted to kill. It fed his sense of superiority. It was more directed this time.”


    Sera’s control was already returning, her sharp mind reviewing all the previously incomprehensible actions. “He was sending a message. And I don’t think he meant it for me, Ade.”


    I shook my head. “He killed men you dated, too.” The evidence of Brian’s obsession with me was mounting, and I would clutch at any straw to keep from being the focal point of his insanity. But even as I spoke the words, I saw one simple detail we had all missed. “The first two deaths were men I dated. Both shifters, and god, if you had heard the way he spoke about them.” I glanced at Mac and Simon. “He drank the pure-blooded Kool-Aid on this one. He hates shifters. Cal and Mark were the first to die. Mark was found later, so we missed the order.”


    Sera caught on quickly. “And when no one told you about Cal, and Mark’s body wasn’t found…”


    “He killed Christopher. The one person whose death was guaranteed to bring me back.”


    Sera started speaking faster. “And then he made sure we found him. The earth must have killed him, and they dragged him away from the water.”


    Vivian caught on. “That depression, it could have been caused by a sheet of ice. It would be a nice, easy path from the water to the trees.”


    “Exactly. After that, Aidan didn’t know any of the victims. They were all men I dated.”


    “So, when they found Richard and the soil in your trunk, they had a damn good reason to arrest you,” I added.


    “Which only left you more isolated,” Sera said.


    “Brian never planned on having me arrested, either. I think Vivian and Simon are right—the burnt body had to be Josiah’s work. It was intended to free you, but because they still suspected me from the previous murders, it backfired on me.” We stared at each other across the room, the pattern painfully obvious once we put the pieces together. “For Brian, this was always about me.”


    Sera nodded. “I’d love to tell you that you have a damned high opinion of yourself, but I’m pretty sure this time, you’re right.”


    I wanted to argue some more, to find some reason our theory was wrong. There wasn’t one. I settled for an irate glare in Sera’s general direction and added a much needed dollop of whiskey to my dwindling tea, figuring it was good for my throat.


    “I’ve already notified my father. Now that we know who we’re looking for, Brian will actually be pretty easy to catch.”


    One thing still didn’t make any sense. “But the firebomb. Brian was here. Even if his partner threw it, what did he hope to accomplish?”


    Sera’s face became grim. “I don’t know, but we’ll find out, and we’ll get the bastard’s name while we’re at it. My father has ways to extract the information, I’m sure. Hell, it looks like he’s even more ruthless than I suspected.” She grimaced, then appeared to set that thought aside. She had enough to deal with at the moment without also considering a homicidally overprotective father. “And, until Brian and his partner are found, we protect the hell out of you.”


    I protested, but each face that looked back at me was determined and immoveable. I knew that none of my arguments would be seriously considered, and I couldn’t even blame them. If a powerful and psychotic serial killer was fixated on one of them, I’d feel the same way. Reluctantly, and with very little grace, I agreed.


    I lied. I waited until everyone was asleep, then another hour after that just to be sure, before slipping quietly downstairs. I took nothing but my handbag with me, figuring I could buy some toiletries en route. Mainly, I wanted to get out of there before anyone figured out what I was doing. More to the point, I wanted to get out of there before I had time to reconsider my plan. It was foolish, and I knew it was best to avoid obviously foolish behavior.


    Unfortunately, no matter how loudly that voice of caution screamed at me, I could not stop remembering the unhinged look in Brian’s eyes, an expression that promised deep wells of pure crazy, and his absolute conviction that we were somehow connected. Brian, it turned out, was half-ice, and he had fallen into madness. I was half-water, and I felt madness beckon every time my own power danced away from me. And, a seven-hour drive away, another half-water sat locked in a mental institution, his own battle with sanity long lost. I had to know.


    That did not mean I had to share my concerns. I did not doubt my friends cared for me. I did not doubt they would support me if they knew. I was less sure, however, that they would be able to view me the same way if what I was beginning to fear turned out to be true. I couldn’t stand for my friends to constantly be searching for signs of impending madness or the occasional homicidal tendency.


    Right now, it was just a theory. When I had an answer to my questions, I’d figure out what, if anything, they needed to know.


    Something seemed to go wrong with half human elementals. Not all of us, but even two was enough to cause dread to settle heavy in my stomach. Considering the trouble I had with my magic, I suspected I made three. I had to know if I flirted with the same madness that had claimed Trent Pond and Brian. I could not wait another week or two for that knowledge, the fear gnawing away inside me the whole time. But while I needed to know, they did not. This was my journey to make, and mine alone.


    I told myself that I wasn’t being wholly idiotic. Impetuous, yes, but not unsafe. Josiah would find Brian soon. Our role in this investigation was finished. The sole practical reason for me to linger in the area was to enable my friends to protect me, and that only placed them in greater danger. Where I was going, Brian would never look, leaving me as safe as if I remained in the mountains, and the rest of them far safer. I knew I was justifying my actions, but my arguments sounded almost credible. If I repeated them to myself for the duration of the drive, I might even come to believe them.


    The night was clear, the storm long passed. Sera’s car was parked down the driveway, forcing me to take a long walk that left me far too exposed. I almost turned around in that moment, the warm cabin beckoning me with its promise of safety.


    Instead, I pulled water to me, ready to be used at the merest hint of noise, and began walking to the car. Every muscle begged to run, but that would cause too much noise, and the churning gravel could easily wake the others. I took slow, cautious steps, stopping frequently to listen, trying to hear any threatening sounds over the rhythmic roar of my own heart.


    One step, then another, and finally I was there. I slid the keys into the lock with a shaking hand and gingerly lifted the handle. Behind me, the gravel shifted. It was the smallest of sounds, a bare hint of another’s presence, but I knew I was no longer alone.


    Without pausing, I turned and flung the gathered water toward the intruder with the force of a gale wind. It caught my target, lifting it several inches in the air before depositing it back on the ground. One very wet and utterly terrified rabbit stared at me, then hopped quickly away, severely regretting the decision to emerge from its home on this particular night. I spared a quick mental apology for the poor creature and hoped his warm rabbit home wasn’t far away.


    I slid into the front seat and locked the door. Seconds later, I was moving as swiftly as I dared down the drive. In the rearview mirror, the house remained dark. No one followed me, and as I turned onto the River Road and then merged onto Highway 80, I kept my eyes glued to the rearview mirror as much as I dared and continued to do so for the next hour. I took several unnecessary exits and returned to the freeway. No one appeared behind me.


    Finally, I felt the knot of tension inside me unwind the slightest bit. I popped out Sera’s tape of Iggy & the Stooges. She hadn’t changed the station since I last rode with her, and while Loretta Lynn sang about living “High on a Mountaintop” with her family, I began my descent off this one and away from my own.


    I drove through the night, only stopping for gas at an independent station in a small town, the kind that looked as if its version of a security system involved a baseball bat and a large dog. Between her father and the two agents, I knew Sera could find me if she put her mind to it, and I didn’t want to make it easy for her. Tomorrow, I would return, and I’d willingly take all the grief they wanted to give me for my unplanned field trip, but I needed the head start.


    And so, when the phone rang at nine o’clock the next morning, I almost didn’t pick up. Sera would have questions I wasn’t yet ready to answer. My thumb was on the phone, ready to send the call to voicemail, when a thoroughly annoying sense of guilt caused me to hesitate. She would be worried. If she vanished while a killer with a hard-on for her fiery self was on the loose, I’d want to hear her voice.


    If the golden rule wasn’t enough to make me answer, I was already parked before my destination, an inoffensive, forgettable building that was just coming to life for the day. Even if they borrowed a helicopter, I would already have completed my interview and be on the road back to Tahoe. Reluctantly, I answered the phone.


    “Where the fuck are you?” Sera demanded before I had even spoken. Behind her I could hear raised voices and loud crashing sounds.


    “I left a note.”


    “A note. Yes, a note. ‘Have something to do. Be back tonight.’ I’m surprised you didn’t add a smiley face at the end of it.”


    “Don’t be rude. You know I would never draw a smiley face in my life.”


    “I am going to kill you.” An awkward pause interrupted her anger. It seemed this was one hyperbolic threat we could never use with our friends again. “Too soon?”


    I laughed, anger at Brian intermingled with affection for Sera. “Yeah, I think so.”


    “Fine. You live. But give me one reason I shouldn’t report my car stolen.”


    “Do you really want it impounded far from home?”


    “How far?” Her voice was too innocent, a tone at which she had little practice. She sounded like a snake oil salesman.


    “Not so far that I won’t be home late tonight. I’m looking into something. No one knows where I am, which means no one else should be able to find me, either. I’m going to have to sleep in the afternoon, but I’ll head back this evening. You won’t even have time to pilfer my stuff.”


    “So, you’re tired. Did you drive through the night?”


    “Stop drawing a mental radius of my possible locations, Sera.” A crashing sound reverberated through the line. “What the hell’s going on over there?”


    “What do you think? Mac is currently dismantling the deck. You better get back before he moves on to the main house, because I prefer to sleep with four walls surrounding me.”


    I nodded, even though she couldn’t see me. I almost asked to speak with Mac, but I feared just hearing his voice would convince me to divulge my location before I was ready. “Tell him… tell him I say ‘impulse control.’ And I’ll see you tonight.” I hung up without waiting for a reply.


    I figured I should get the other call I ought to make out of the way, too. Carmichael answered on the second ring. “We solved it,” I told him.


    I enjoyed his moment of pure, stunned silence. No matter how weird this case became, I don’t think he ever expected it to be solved by some skinny, mouthy blond. “Seriously?” he finally managed.


    His happiness was mitigated by the fact that I wouldn’t tell him who it was—I’m sure Sera would appreciate that—or what was going to happen next. “Someday, Carmichael. When you’re ready,” I told him sagely.


    I heard much grumbling from the other end, including a few assurances that he was ready now, thank you very much. I smiled. There was something inexplicably satisfying about watching someone used to always getting their way be denied, but eventually I took pity on him. “Seriously, you and Johnson can’t handle this. Sera and I together couldn’t handle this. If we sent you after him, we’d be finding your bodies in a campsite.”


    “What am I supposed to write in my report?”


    “Hell, Carmichael, if you figured out what to write after Sera’s and my little demonstration the other day, you’re already well ahead of me.”


    “We’re working something out.” He spoke in a deliberately mysterious tone.


    That sounded ominous. “Now who’s being all vague and unforthcoming?”


    “I can’t let you have all the fun, Ms. Brook. I’ll be in touch.” He hung up before I could reply.


    With no further reasons to delay, I walked swiftly toward Crescent Beach Psychiatric Hospital. Even with my coat wrapped tight around me, the early morning chill slithered in through the cuffs and collar. We were near the ocean, well free of the mountain’s snow, but the coastal winds carried their own bite.


    I slipped through the automatic doors and into the welcome blast of heated air. The interior was as vaguely pleasant and uninspired as the building’s exterior. Everything was clean and orderly. Artificial flowers dotted the room, and the walls held peaceful landscapes painted in subdued colors. The utter lack of personality was almost as disturbing as the thought of who lived in the building. This was the sort of place where people drifted away, losing themselves in a bland sea of nothingness.


    “I’m here to see Trent Pond,” I informed the woman working the reception desk.


    She smiled benignly and moved a clipboard toward me. “Please sign in. Mr. Pond has not had any visitors in a long time. It was good of you to come.”


    I wasn’t sure about that. I scrawled a fake name, but answered honestly when she asked my element. As I followed the woman’s instructions to Trent’s ward, the reason for tracking magic within their walls became clear. Every hundred feet or so, I spotted another elemental using power. Few were doing much of anything. Most were popping small bursts of flame the size of matchsticks, or using water to wash their hands repeatedly. One woman moved the soil from one potted plant to another, and back again. It all appeared harmless, but none were left alone. They were surrounded by nurses and orderlies, all of whom presumably held their own powers. A delicate balance had been struck, and I imagined it would take little to disturb that balance.


    Trent’s wing was upstairs and at the end of a sterile hallway. I had to pass through two sets of double doors, the second of which read “High Security,” before finding myself in front of a second reception desk. The man behind the desk requested that I leave my purse in a locker before visiting the patient. Finally, I was directed toward Trent’s room.


    Two orderlies manned the doorway like statues. Neither was very large, but I supposed size wasn’t the issue. They only needed to collectively be strong enough to deal with an emotionally unstable half water. They nodded to me, then moved aside, letting me into the small, dim room.


    Trent Pond sat at a rectangular metal table in the center of the room with his back to me, and he made no effort to turn when he heard me enter. He wore a green t-shirt and matching drawstring cotton pants, the uniform of all the hospital’s patients. I eased slowly around the table, expecting him to face me at any moment. He never moved. Finally, I sank into the chair across from him, watching him quietly.


    He looked like every pure water I had ever seen, and like none of them. His hair was a delicate blond, but where the sun would have gleamed off its highlights, it hung lank and dull. His eyes were grey, but not the shifting tone of pebbles in a stream. They were a matte gunmetal grey, and their depths revealed nothing of what Trent held inside. Where my skin was pale, his was wan and sallow. I was certain he had once been beautiful, but now it appeared as if the very life had been drained from him, leaving him with only enough energy to continue living, whether he wanted to or not.


    “Who are you?” It was a whisper, breathed through lips that barely moved.


    I told him my name. “Your sister told me you were here. I am sorry to bother you, but I have questions, and I think you are the only one who can answer them.”


    He tilted his head far to the right, then back to the left, studying me from each angle. “How is Lana?” His tone was indifferent, as though he really didn’t care about the answer.


    “She’s fine. It looks like she’s become a proper northern California hippie.” I wondered if that image of his sister would bring life into his eyes. It didn’t.


    He continued to study me. “You’re a water.” I nodded. “But not just water.” He centered his head and immediately reached out both hands, one after the other, and placed the fingertips softly on my cheeks, turning my face to catch the harsh light cast from the fluorescent bulbs above.


    It was strange, and certainly unexpected, but I felt no sense of danger in his touch. “No. I’m half human.”


    “You are like me.” He let go, fingers drifting gently back to the table. “Well, not quite like me.”


    That, at least, I was glad to hear. While he exhibited none of Brian’s violent madness, there was a clear disconnect between his mind and the rest of the world that I did not seek to share.


    “Lana told me that she never had any problems with her magic, and she is also half human. There have been countless half humans over the years, and I’ve never heard of anyone having the problems I have. But, recently… there was someone else. Another half-human with problems. I need to know. Can you always control your power?”


    His mouth went slack and his eyes dull. For a moment, he appeared little more than a wax dummy sitting before me. Then he blinked, and the illusion broke. “No, it’s still there. The magic would never leave me. It loves me. It makes me special.” He began humming a soft, tuneless song and appeared to forget me altogether.


    “Trent. Mr. Pond. Are you saying that you never had any problems with your magic? You’re not in here because of…” I stopped mid-sentence, unsure how I planned to finish the sentence.


    “Am I in here because of my magic? Oh, yes. Yes, I am. They say I can’t use it. They say I can’t hurt myself. They tell me to stop. They say it’s dangerous. They don’t know what it’s like. It must be used. The magic insists.” With each sentence, he rapped the table, each tap growing progressively louder under the final sentence almost disappeared under the clanging metal.


    One orderly peered through the window, eyebrows lifted, and I shook my head at him. Even as his gestures became more emphatic, Trent’s voice never rose above a gentle whisper. His hands dropped to his side, and he turned those gunmetal eyes on me. This time, they did not appear dull. In their depths, I saw an unfathomable well of sadness. Whatever else he might be, Trent Pond was utterly despondent. “They leave me incomplete.”


    I found myself speaking as quietly as he was. “Why do they tell you not to use your magic, Trent? Why is it dangerous? How would you hurt yourself? Do they think you might hurt someone else?” I knew I was asking too many questions, but they fell out before I could stop them, so desperate was I to understand.


    He twisted in his seat, looking over his shoulder at the open doorway. Years of limited movement had stolen from him the typical fluidity of a water, and he used short, jerky movements. “They are watching,” he hissed.


    “No, they’re not,” I insisted. “They’re turned away, and you are speaking too quietly for them to hear. Please, tell me what you know. I am scared that I might do the same, that I might hurt people.”


    “I don’t hurt people. I’m not crazy, Aidan.” For a moment, he sounded indignant at the prospect, and then he started giggling, a high-pitched noise that started deep in his throat before slowly developing into a full cackle. It took a long time for the volume to rise high enough for the orderlies to hear and come rushing into the room. By then, it was too late. He had shown me his magic.


    The final pieces of the puzzle fell together, even as my own world shattered.

  


  
    
Chapter 22


    I knew I needed to sleep. I knew my friends were expecting me home that evening and would be worried when I didn’t turn up. I knew that what I was about to do went to at least eleven on the stupidity meter. It didn’t matter. When my car hit the interstate and I was supposed to turn south, I went the other direction.


    I arrived mid-afternoon. My home looked no different than it had three weeks earlier, and the knowledge that one thing in my life hadn’t changed was more comfort than any well-intentioned words my friends could have offered. I locked the front door behind me and climbed the stairs to my bedroom. I took off my shoes and jeans, then slipped between the jersey sheets, sighing at the welcome one can only find in their own bed after a long time away.


    During the drive home, I’d kept the panic at bay by refusing to consider what Trent had shown me. I stared fixedly at the road and sang loudly along with the radio, not letting my brain wander beyond the confines of the car. My only thought had been of home, of the front porch with its crooked supports, the wooden bench, and the solitude. I held the image of my home in my mind, a visual mantra. It became my prayer for the last hundred miles, the only thing I was asking for in this world. Peace. Control. Home. Because if what he’d demonstrated meant what I feared it did, those things were crumbling away from me.


    Maybe his magic had nothing to do with me. Maybe his and Brian’s madness was just an unlikely coincidence. Maybe my problems were completely separate from what had scarred them both. I told myself that, and didn’t believe it. The moment I had seen Trent hold out first one hand, then the other, and call his magic, I knew the truth about who I was with a sharp, brittle clarity.


    I felt the horror creeping relentlessly toward me and curled into a tight ball. “No,” I whispered. “No.” Thick tears fell in rivers down my cheeks, and still I refused to think about what I had seen. I insisted that my stubbornness work for me this time, and in the battle between panic and exhaustion, exhaustion finally triumphed. I was dragged toward the sweet oblivion of sleep, and I happily surrendered.


    Night had descended by the time I awoke, and the room was shrouded in shadow. Outside my window, I heard the typical nighttime sounds of a country spring. Crickets sang, with the occasional frog providing bass accompaniment. The long grass rustled. I reached my magic beyond the house, feeling for the small pond, bloated from the winter’s rains. I sent the water rippling, a brief hello, and withdrew. Everything seemed safe and quiet, and there was no reason for my absolute certainty that I was no longer alone.


    I slid quietly out of bed and pulled on my jeans. Every movement seemed to echo loudly in my ears. I sidestepped down the hallway, back tight to the wall, and crept slowly down the stairs, avoiding all the squeaky steps. I knew every floorboard and beam in this house, and no one could sneak around it better than I, but it didn’t really matter. Halfway down the stairs, it became clear that whoever was in my kitchen was making no attempt to disguise his presence. He seemed to know I’d been expecting him.


    I padded down the hallway in my stocking feet. As I approached the kitchen, I was hit by waves of scent that made me gag. It was a smell that made most humans and carnivores salivate, but not one I ever expected to find in my kitchen. I peered around the corner, seeing a man’s back standing by the stove, tending a pan of sizzling bacon.


    “I know you’re there, Aidan,” Brian’s voice was the mild, easygoing tone I knew so well. “Have a seat. I’m making breakfast. Or dinner. Definitely one or the other. I figured you’d be hungry after sleeping so long.”


    I’d made no plan beyond luring Brian to me and away from the others, and for the first time it occurred to me that formulating my plan while shocked and sleep deprived might have been a poor choice. As much as I needed the certainty he could provide, it didn’t change the fact that I was now alone with an unstable murderer. Brian stood between me and the kitchen door, but the front door was still an option if I wanted to run. I knew I was faster than he was, but I was also on my own, with erratic control and an unpredictable opponent who understood his powers far better than I did. I crossed to the kitchen table and sat.


    “Good, good. I really don’t want to fight with you, Aidan. I’m only here to talk, to have that conversation we were going to have the other night.” He made no mention of the reason we’d been interrupted. To hear him tell it, he’d needed to take a phone call, rather than attempt to murder my best friend. “But you came here, didn’t you? Alone. You wanted me to find you.”


    He was pleased by the thought that I wanted to see him. That was good. As much as I wanted to scream at him, to pummel him with my fists until he was bloody and begging for mercy, I knew I’d never get information that way. He needed to believe I chose to be here. My acting skills being what they were, I was counting on his capacity for self-delusion.


    Glancing at the wall clock, I quickly calculated how much time had passed. It was nearly midnight, and Sera would be expecting me back by now. Even if she figured out where I’d gone and left Tahoe immediately, she would not be here until morning. I had hours to convince Brian to share his knowledge.


    I forced myself to look at him, to see the friend I’d loved for years in addition to the monster that lurked inside him. “You said we needed to talk. I want to hear what you have to say.”


    He crossed to the table, iron skillet in hand, and lifted scrambled eggs and bacon onto my plate. I felt the bile rise as the smell hit my nose anew, but succeeded in keeping my face impassive.


    “You know I don’t really eat meat.” I spoke quietly and without judgment. This was not the time to rile up the crazy, no matter how much rage boiled just beneath the skin, waiting for release. The scent wafting from my plate reminded me how far I was from the Brian I thought I knew, even as he behaved exactly like my old friend.


    He gave me a look of mock exasperation. “You also didn’t eat bok choy until I cooked it for you. Give it a try.” He rummaged through the cupboards. “Look, I understand wanting to live away from people, but no highballs? That is uncivilized.” The contents of the freezer did not improve his opinion of my housekeeping. “And no vodka? It’s like I barely knew you.”


    It was surreal to watch him putter around my kitchen. He was so confident of our continuing bond and friendship. He gave no indication he’d ever attacked me or Sera.


    “There’s some bourbon above the fridge.” I pushed my food around the plate, trying to hide the bacon.


    With a triumphant shout, he grabbed the bottle and brought it to the table, two chipped mugs in his other hand. He poured healthy slugs into each cup, then held his hand over mine, waiting for my confirmation. Mutely, I shook my head. Normally, I would want ice, but right then I didn’t want even the smallest contact with Brian’s magic. If things went the way I needed them to go, I’d be seeing it soon enough.


    He shrugged and forged several cubes for his own drink. No longer restrained by his desire to appear less powerful, he formed perfect shards of ice, toothpick thin and remarkably delicate. The last piece was longer and sturdier, a sharpened spear. With this, he stabbed a piece of bacon, bringing it to his mouth. He waited expectantly for me to do the same.


    I took a small bite of eggs. Because it had never been conscious, I had no strong reaction to it, other than my typical dislike of eggs. The bacon was another matter. The moment it touched my lips, I saw the pig’s life in short bursts. An open pen, litter mates, warm mud, plentiful food. It had been a nice life, until the end. Memories of blood and weakness assaulted my mind, and I felt fear consume me before being rapidly extinguished, leaving me with nothing but a painful sense of nothing where once there had been a life.


    Although I needed to keep my mind sharp around Brian, I grabbed the mug and took a long gulp, swirling the bourbon around my mouth as if I could remove the memory along with the taste.


    Brian shrugged, unbothered. “It was worth a try. It does get easier. After a while, you even learn to appreciate their lives and their deaths. After all, they died so that you can thrive. There are few acts so noble.”


    I wasn’t certain that we were still talking about the pig. I pushed the plate away and brought the mug to my lips again, this time faking a small sip, trying to buy myself some time. “So, what did you want to tell me?”


    “Have you really not guessed?”


    I did my best to think innocent thoughts. Kittens. Rainbows. Rainbow kittens. Anything to keep him from seeing that I’d already guessed his secret. Based on everything he’d said to me before, at the cabin and even a decade ago in the warehouse, he wanted to believe his knowledge would astound me and open a wondrous new world. If he knew that I lived in dread of what he was about to tell me, it would steal his thunder… and likely his plans for our glorious lives together as psychotic elemental killing machines. If ever there was a time for me to pull off an inscrutable face, this was it.


    “Tell me,” I said.


    He stood and held out his hand to me. I took it and felt his fingers clamp around my own, the hold one of possession rather than assistance. He led me to the front porch, to the very spot where Sera first found me. It was a clear night, the sky dotted with endless stars. “Still no air elementals,” I murmured, deliberately evoking the last time just the two of us had been together, easy friends. Keep him relaxed, keep him trusting. Let him never guess at the fury that paced within me, awaiting its turn.


    Brian followed my gaze. “A shame, isn’t it? Just imagine the world they could be a part of.” He shrugged off the wistfulness that had crept into his voice. “Have a seat, my lady,” he said, grandly indicating the bench.


    I obeyed, wondering how he would reveal himself. It was important to him that I know what he was, and that I react positively to the revelation. I expected him to savor the telling.


    The moment he felt my attention fix on him, he used his right hand to draw ice from the air, shaping one rose after another until he had a dozen glimmering flowers. The entire process took minutes. He sent the flowers gently my way with a gallant bow. I knew that refusal was not an option and so gathered the gift to me, ignoring the chill that coated my hand.


    “But you need something to hold the flowers, don’t you?”


    His left hand moved in a steady, powerful motion, sweeping through the air. A moment later, I heard the rumble. Even though I had been prepared for it, had expected this ever since Trent had shown me his power, I did not have to fake the shock that crossed my face. What I saw went against everything I had ever known.


    And Brian was more powerful than I had ever anticipated. Unlike Trent, whose magic use was limited by his situation, Brian clearly practiced.


    Slowly, steadily, the earth moved in graceful waves. It pulsed its way toward me, flowing easily toward the porch and winding its way slowly up the steps. It stopped by the bench, and a section of the earth rose slowly, forming itself into a tall, narrow vase, the perfect receptacle for the roses. The effort to hold that much dry earth in place should have been tremendous, even for a half earth. Brian was grinning, showing no sign of any stress.


    I stared at him, trying to find any words that would satisfy him. He seemed to think my silence eloquent enough, my shock everything he had hoped for. “Aidan Brook, I do believe the old ones neglected to tell us something. It turns out my father gave me something a bit more interesting than a pocket watch, after all.”


    I pointed at the vase. “That’s…”


    “It is indeed.”


    “And you are…”


    “Something of an anomaly? It would appear so.”


    “And you are telling me this because…?”


    The darkness crossed his face, there and gone in a second, but now that I knew to look for it, the frustration was obvious. He still wanted more from me, and I had no idea how much further his patience would stretch. “Because you need to know. You need to understand.”


    I’d confirmed my suspicions, and though I’d expected no less, I was still disappointed that Brian hadn’t simply been a really crazy ice. This was all too complicated. I needed time. Preferably, time spent on a deserted beach with an inexhaustible supply of rum, but I would settle for time away from Brian. My car was mere feet away, the keys still in the ignition where I’d left them. “Show me again.”


    He grinned, and this time manipulated the ice and earth simultaneously, showing off. I waited for the moment his attention was wholly on the power, and I ordered the pond to ensnare him. There was no water in this world I knew more intimately. Every molecule, every bit of life it held, I had played with over the years. It responded instantly, swarming Brian, wrapping around him in a blinding sheet. If he froze it, he would only trap himself.


    I was sprinting for the car before his first cry of anger. I launched myself into the driver’s seat, fumbling for the keys and thinking three steps ahead to the safest route I could take back to Tahoe.


    The keys were not there.


    It was miles to the nearest house, but I was instantly outside the car and sprinting down the drive, aiming for a copse of trees near the road that could provide cover. I never made it. A foot of earth rose before me. I attempted to hurdle it, but it rose with me, catching me around the waist and pulling me to the ground, winded and gasping.


    I heard feet approaching, making an unexpected squelching sound with each step. Where Brian had stood, there was now a mud pit. The earth had swallowed all the water I’d used to trap him. His clothing was covered in long streaks of mud, his face marked and savage. With each step, he drew the earth away from his body, separating the mud into its distinct parts and freeing himself to take powerful, quick strides to me. I scrambled backwards desperately, even as I knew there was no escape.


    He crouched down before me, eyes even with my own. “Will you just stop running, already? You aren’t supposed to run. You are the one person who is supposed to understand, Aidan. You know me.”


    Staring into the deranged face pleading with me to see him clearly, I was quite certain I’d never met this stranger who’d been lurking inside Brian for years. I froze, prey caught in a reptile’s eyes, and waited for him to strike.


    Instead, he smiled and stroked one hand gently down my cheek. “It doesn’t matter. There’s time. We belong together, and soon you’ll realize that, too.” With no further warning, I felt the horribly familiar pressure of ice coiling around my throat. “Go to sleep, my Aidan. Tomorrow, we leave to start our life together.” He pressed lips to my forehead as my oxygen slowly fled, and I descended into unconsciousness.


    I awoke to a clear morning, but my head felt muddied. A slight headache pulsed in the back of my skull, and bleariness clouded my vision. Moving a hand to brush the hair away from my face, I found myself immobile, hands stretched out to the side and tied to the bed frame. A quick struggle revealed that I wouldn’t be freeing myself anytime soon.


    “Shhh.” Warm hands gently smoothed my hair, tucked it behind my ears. I relaxed into the touch for a moment, before the events of the prior day flooded my mind.


    I felt as if I sat up with a shot, though given the restraints and my fuzzy brain, the reality was closer to me raising my head an inch or two. “What did you give me?” The words emerged from my mouth sluggish and slurred.


    “Just a little something I whipped up over the course of my adventures in pharmacology. It keeps magic close to an elemental’s body, which makes you a bit more… predictable. It’s only a temporary measure, and it’s safe. I promise.”


    Somehow, I needed to gain his trust again. “I want to understand, Brian.” My tongue felt too large for my mouth, and I had to force the words through rubbery lips. “Why did you kill them?”


    “To get your attention, of course. You had forgotten all about me, up here in the middle of nowhere. We only found out where you were recently, otherwise I would have tried to reach you sooner.” He was actually pouting.


    We? I still had no idea how Sera had found me in the first place, but I needed to finish this conversation before looking for other answers. “No, ten years ago.”


    “Oh, that was so long ago. Do we really need to talk about that?” He gently ran a wet cloth over my face. I managed to nod my head, wincing at the throbbing caused by the small movement. “Very well. But only because you asked nicely. I was jealous, okay?”


    “But…” My thought was too complex to articulate, but he quickly understood.


    “Yes, I know you weren’t serious any of them. But they were human. Stupid, pathetic, short-lived humans, and you kept dating them. One after the other. Never any elementals. Why weren’t we good enough for you?” He looked oddly bashful, a young man flirting with the schoolgirl he adored. “I just wanted to scare you off dating humans. It worked, too. But instead of dating your own kind, you ran away and didn’t date anyone. Ten years I’ve been waiting to find you again.”


    It was so simple, and yet I didn’t believe a word. He had killed those people because he enjoyed killing, and any feelings he claimed to have for me were his flimsy excuse. I was almost certain he’d continued to kill during the last decade. Perhaps he hadn’t flaunted his murders as blatantly as he did when sending his message, perhaps he’d quietly given people heart attacks in their homes, but someone who loved his power as much as Brian did would never have allowed it to lie dormant for so long. I expected my anger to rise again at that thought, but all I felt was exhaustion. Whatever drugs he’d given me were doing their best to deliver me to oblivion.


    There was more he wanted to say, but before he could conjure the nerve, car tires crunched on the driveway below. Brian moved to the window, surprise evident on his face. I tried not to smile, but I wasn’t sure how successful I was. Despite my best efforts to stay awake, I felt myself drift off, the potion that lingered in my bloodstream pulling me away. It was okay, though. I could sleep. The cavalry was here.


    A little while later, I awoke again. The sun was bright through the window, but it seemed to have inched its way across the sky. Cobwebs still clung to my mind, and I fought through them. I expected to hear some kind of noise, the sound of battles being engaged or victories celebrated. There was nothing. This was not the scene of a recent uncontrolled fire or rampaging shifter. It was nearly silent.


    But only nearly. Downstairs, I heard something. I stretched my hearing, trying to isolate the sound from the ever-present noises outside my window. The clink of glasses, the sound synonymous with Brian’s presence, carried lightly up the stairs, along with his voice, calm and stable.


    He was not alone. A second voice rumbled its reply. I couldn’t make out the words, merely the tone, so warm and deep it would be comforting in a different situation. They were not fighting. They were chatting, in my kitchen, as if they were invited guests rather than intruders. Their voices were so quiet it was difficult to distinguish the tone of the conversation, but the occasional long pause between speakers suggested possible tension.


    This was an unexpected turn. The only reason I could believe Brian possessed both ice and earth magic was that I had seen him use both, just as I had watched Trent control water and ice. It was the only way I could accept this absolute contradiction of everything I, and every other elemental, had been taught. But believing the impossible had a marked upside. It meant, as horrifying as it was to consider, that Brian committed all the murders, past and present. He worked alone. The crime was solved.


    The deep voice downstairs defied my efforts to neatly solve the Tahoe murders.


    The warped floorboards announced the stranger’s path through the house. It was a medium tread, lighter than Brian’s determined footfalls. Based on the voice and the weight of the steps, I guessed it was a man, of at most average height. He opened the front door and walked onto the porch. A moment later, I heard the gentle creak of the bench as the intruder made himself at home. I felt rage that my home should be claimed by anyone else, and a worrying tickle of fear that I had so little control over my own fate. It built steadily in my stomach, and I fought to dampen it, needing all the control I could muster. Even if Brian’s cocktail worked, I only needed the water close to my body. About a centimeter above my right wrist, to be specific.


    I visualized one spot on the rope and doused it with repeated droplets of water, attempting to weaken it. I only stopped when I heard Brian move up the stairs, closing my eyes and slowing my breathing in an effort to appear asleep.


    I needn’t have bothered. The first thing he did was feel my restraints, the damp section on the right one painfully obvious. “Give me some credit, Aidan. It’s nylon rope.”


    Well, damn. “Can’t blame a girl for trying. I prefer my bondage fun time to be consensual, you know.”


    “Didn’t your mama teach you it’s not polite to tease?” His eyes scanned my body, lingering on the ropes that kept me bound and helpless. Despite being almost wholly defenseless, I did not feel threatened by his gaze. It wasn’t, I realized, lust that animated those chilly blue eyes. It was greed and possession, an acquisitive gleam both cold and deliberate.


    He untied the bonds with nimble fingers. “Doesn’t matter. It’s time. Believe me, Aidan, I wish we weren’t in such a rush. I know you don’t really understand yet, that you think I’m a monster, no matter what you might pretend to the contrary, but I don’t have time to explain just yet.” He was right, of course. I did think he was a monster, and always would. But once again I hid my hatred. I nodded at him, figuring a calm homicidal maniac was preferable to the alternative.


    He let me use the facilities. The upstairs bathroom had a tiny window and a single door. No escape was possible, which was almost certainly why I’d been left alone. I did a quick scan for weapons, but I’d given vanity a ten year vacation. Not even a can of hairspray presented itself, let alone a heated curling iron or sharp hairpin. Giving up, I decided to stall, figuring a passive defense was still better than no defense at all. It was only a matter of time before Sera figured out where I’d gone and joined me. Honestly, I was surprised she hadn’t already arrived. Any minute now, I thought to myself. Any minute now.


    Unfortunately, that minute didn’t come before Brian rapped on the door. When I joined him, he looked amused. He indicated I should head down the stairs, and he followed closely. “I know you’re hoping Sera’s going to swoop in to save the day. You’re right, of course. She’s on her way this moment. Probably has a car full of those weak-blooded elementals and furry abominations she likes to treat as equal to the true powers in her life.” His voice did not change to reflect the poison he was spewing. It remained upbeat and cheerful. “She’ll be too late, though. She only just passed through Ashland.”


    At the foot of the stairs, I turned to face him. I had to look up, as he was still several stairs above me. “How do you know where Sera is?” Accusation colored my voice. He should not have access to this information.


    Before he could reply, a voice drifted in from the porch. It was the speaker from the kitchen, his voice still warm and welcoming—and, I realized now that I could hear it clearly, familiar. “My dear Ms. Brook, of course you have questions. Of course you do. This has all been handled just abominably.” His voice sharpened on that last word, a momentary flash of anger. “And it’s not how I wished you to learn your answers. But there is no time like the present, so please, come join me.”


    Being invited to sit on my own porch rankled. I kept the irritation to myself, because, at the moment, there was a psychotic ice/earth hybrid at my back and one of the most powerful fires on earth sat before me, waiting for me to join him. If ever there was a time to learn a bit of self control, this was it. Unfortunately, given everything I now knew for certain, and the considerable amount I suspected was true, I could think of only one reason why Josiah Blais was sitting on my porch, and that reason did little for my self-control.


    I stepped outside. “Hello, father.”

  


  
    
Chapter 23


    It was a shot in the dark. I fully expected Josiah Blais to knit his black brows together in confusion and ask what on earth I was talking about, then simply chalk my ridiculous conclusion up to the emotional trauma of being held against my will. That was my dearest hope, at least.


    He laughed, a loud, boisterous laugh, and I felt the tension ease from me. This was the correct response, amusement at my ludicrous presumption. There was another reason for his presence at my house that had nothing to do with my paternity. My relief lasted for mere seconds.


    “Oh, Aidan. Thank you. This makes things so much easier. I was worried I’d have to spend the next hour convincing you of that one simple fact, and we really don’t have much time to spare.” He stood up quickly from the bench, his spry movements completely at odds with his centuries, or even millennia, of life, and took both my hands in his. “My daughter,” he whispered, staring at me intently.


    My stomach turned to stone, my body becoming dense and rigid. I’d never been quite so horrified to be right. Some distant part of my mind detached and began to point out all kinds of unimportant details. I had never noticed that I was taller than Josiah, that he had a small speck of gold in his right eye, that his hands were so gentle and soft. “This is not my beautiful life,” I murmured under my breath.


    “Hmm?” He arched one quizzical brow.


    “Nothing. Just something from a band Sera likes.” Sera. This was her father. “How long have you known? Why did no one tell me?”


    “To answer your first question, a long time. Your mother did her utmost to keep you a secret, but I fear she underestimated how much I cared for her. I checked in every now and then, just to see how she was. Imagine my surprise when she suddenly had a tow-headed little water following her everywhere.”


    It wasn’t enough proof. I leaned against the railing and crossed my arms. “But why did you think I was yours?”


    “I looked up your birth records. Date, place, anything. They didn’t exist. There was only one reason she would be so determined to hide your origins.”


    “Why would she want to hide me from you?”


    He shook his head, his earlier joy vanishing under the weight of his new thought. “She didn’t. She wanted to hide your birth from everyone.”


    It made no sense. “Considering that everyone on the island knew I existed, she didn’t do a very good job of that one.”


    A sharp glance to Brian, who lingered in the doorway. “You didn’t tell her?”


    “No time.”


    “But you had time to render her unconscious and tie her to the bed?” The words possessed a sharp bite, suggesting the tension I’d noticed earlier still lingered between them. “I would like to speak with my daughter.” When Brian began to move inside the house, keys flashed through the air. Brian caught them easily. “Alone,” said Josiah. Brian looked displeased at being summarily dismissed but chose not to argue. A moment later, Josiah’s black luxury coupe rolled smoothly down the driveway.


    “Is it safe to send him into town?” Enough people had died because of Brian’s connection to me, and I wanted to avoid sending him on a tri-state killing spree. And, as much as I wanted to be free of Brian, I didn’t know that Josiah was a safer companion. I feared I’d climbed out of the fire and into the volcano.


    “He does like to kill,” Josiah idly responded, in the same tone he might use to tell me about Brian’s enjoyment of crochet or bowling. “A problem we’re working on, I assure you. Brian’s future stability is my top priority. Fortunately, these days he likes to feel some connection to the victim. Or feel they are connected to you, to be more specific.” He sat on the bench and casually crossed his legs, right ankle to left knee.


    His easy disregard for Brian’s actions was chilling, and I struggled to remain calm. “I thought you were helping us solve this! Did you know he was doing this, all along?”


    “Well, I certainly didn’t want those people to die. Don’t be ridiculous. It is most inconvenient, and harder to cover up our involvement than one might think. Plus, I understand that, due to Brian’s actions, there are now two federal agents aware of our world? A most unfortunate turn of events. If it helps, I’ll do what I can to keep the others from turning on you.”


    “My expulsion from the community is not my top concern right now,” I bit out. So much for calm.


    He continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “Sadly, I can’t blame Brian for it all. I fear I was a bit impetuous, myself.”


    “The burned man.” We’d been right.


    “I didn’t kill him, I assure you. He was already dead, left in an alley behind a bar with a large hole in his head. I merely performed an impromptu incineration.” Josiah’s voice could swoop and dive from one emotion to the next with little warning, and now it swerved from detached amusement to enraged father with a roller coaster’s speed. “Sera was in prison. That was unacceptable.”


    “But it was Brian who put her there! Who inconveniently killed all those people.” I was sure he didn’t miss the sarcasm. “Why are you overlooking everything he did? Why did you pretend you were trying to catch him?”


    “Don’t be naive. I had to go through the motions. If I couldn’t stop Brian, I had to at least make a token effort, until I could figure out what to do about his unfortunate desires. Sera expected it of me. I couldn’t let her down. Think what you may about me, but I take care of my family.” He stared directly at me, his voice hard and unforgiving. I shuddered to think that I could be counted amongst his family. “I did attempt to rein him in. We had very strong words after his little stunt with the camera—both times—but I fear it made no difference at all. He was determined for you to notice him, one way or the other.” His statement was ridiculous when I considered the power he possessed.


    I pushed away from him, putting several feet between us. “You could have stopped him! You knew what he was doing, and you are more powerful than he is! You’ve had ten years to stop him. Why is he still free?” I couldn’t hide my anguish. None of this made any sense, and I desperately needed it to make sense. His ability to answer that question would tell me whether this man, my father, was a monster in his own right.


    He spoke deliberately, holding my eyes and ensuring that I caught every word. “He is free because I need him to understand the connection between dual magic users and insanity. I do not care if he kills a hundred humans, if it gives me the answers I seek. He is free because, right now, he is the only thing I have that might save you from that very fate.”


    He refused to expand on his comment about my insanity, insisting that a demonstration would better illustrate the point. Part of me—a very large part—wanted to sit on the porch with my arms crossed and refuse to move until he explained himself. The smaller, reasonable part, knew that Josiah would happily wait me out, probably while singing a jaunty song, and I couldn’t afford a delay. I needed whatever information I could get before Brian’s return.


    That was why I currently stood with him near the pond, awaiting his orders.


    “Calm yourself. Take several long breaths, finding your center.” I stared at him, disbelief clear on my face. “Well, as best you can at the moment, all things considered. Gather some water together,” he instructed.


    I did as he asked, closing my eyes and trying, for just a moment, to forget everything that had happened in the last couple days. I found a brief moment of quiet, but it was enough. I pulled a large orb of water from the pond, setting it to spin above the surface. “Control it. Move it around. Feel how natural it is.” I did, and that familiar sense of home, of rightness, settled upon me, the calm becoming easier to maintain.


    “Your mother is a lovely woman,” he said. “Beautiful, of course, but you see that every time you look in a mirror. But she was so much more. Intelligent and regal, with a firmness so often lacking in your kind. She was a placid lake, not an impermanent river or tempestuous ocean. I was really quite fond of her.”


    “Why are you telling me this?” As much as I wanted to learn about the mysterious circumstances surrounding my birth, I thought it could wait while we dealt with more pressing matters—like the homicidal maniac Josiah seemed determined to let live. My control slipped for a moment, and I fought my way back to that quiet place.


    He ignored my question. “I still remember when I first met her. She was vacationing near my Hawaii compound. She loved all the tropical rains. She was dressed in an aquamarine bikini with a light blue sarong wrapped around her slim hips, though it served more to draw attention to their perfect shape than to conceal them.”


    “Inappropriate,” I muttered.


    “That was the first time I had ever been with a full water. The only time. It was a revelation. She was so very… fluid.”


    “Oh, god. Stop. I’m begging you.” I desperately tried to scrub the image of Josiah and my mother from my brain.


    “Pull the water to you. Do it now.” It was a command, and I did as he asked before I had a chance to consider it. The water flowed to me easily. “Excellent. You were uncomfortable and more than a little ‘creeped out,’ as Sera might say. Slightly emotionally unstable. And yet, perfect control. Move the water back to its starting position.”


    I did, and waited several long moments. I watched him carefully, trying to find some clue to what he sought to accomplish. The old ones were often mysterious and inscrutable, but there had to be a reason he hadn’t thrown me in the car and carried me directly to safety the moment Brian left. For the life of me, I couldn’t figure out what that reason was. I felt no sense of immediate danger from Josiah, but the fact that we were still here, still talking instead of fleeing back to Tahoe suggested I wasn’t yet out of harm’s way.


    He wasn’t in a rush. He plucked several long blades of grass and twisted them around his fingers, considering his next words carefully. I waited, squashing down each wave of dread that rose in me as the silence lengthened. Whatever happened, I needed my calm, needed my magic. “Brian is enamored of you.”


    “He sure seems to think so.”


    “I’m afraid it’s an obsession. I once thought it was a harmless crush, but I see how he is with you. He wants you.”


    “And I want a pony and a magical tree that grows nothing but chocolate Easter candy. Life is full of disappointments.”


    He continued as if I hadn’t spoken. “I fear you will never escape him.” I felt the truth of his words shiver up my spine. “I’m sure you noticed he’s not insane all the time. Certainly, I could lock him up, but if I do so, I lose the opportunity to observe him interacting in the world and to learn what triggers the insanity. We need to know this, Aidan. This is vital knowledge for your own future.”


    “I’ll take the risk,” I assured him. “Really. It’s okay. Lock him up.”


    Once again, he ignored me, continuing his quiet musing. “If I decide your future sanity is the most important thing—which it is, my daughter, make no mistake—then I can’t lock him up. And he will never leave you alone. He will follow you. He will hunt you down, and he will claim you, one way or another.”


    I pictured the life he painted, constantly running from a man determined to possess me for twisted reasons of his own—and even that horrible future depended on Josiah saving me from Brian. The man’s end game remained terrifyingly unclear. Before Josiah arrived, I’d been at the mercy of one man more powerful than me. Now, I was controlled by two.


    He saw the exact moment I realized this. “Now. Pull the water.” Again, I grabbed the water easily, and he smiled, unconcerned about the emotional havoc he’d wreaked in achieving his purpose. “Exactly as I thought. Fear, though an extremely destabilizing emotion, also does not affect your water use. I guessed as much after you put out the house fire. You vanished so quickly after the warehouse fire, I was never able to confirm why you lost control, but obviously it was a different situation than at the house. Were you scared at the warehouse?”


    He sounded like he’d been studying me, his own personal lab rat. “Yes. It’s always fear that affects the magic.”


    “Are you certain? Try to remember that night clearly.”


    “I was… I was angry,” I said, realization slowly dawning. I had been angry at the killer’s manipulations, at how easily I succumbed, and at the death I had caused. It was either get angry or curl up into a fetal position and long for oblivion, and anger was always the more comfortable choice for me. Of course it was, and I finally understood why. I was half fire, with anger and volatility always butting up against the peaceful water nature.


    Josiah continued, “And when the house caught fire, I’m guessing you were scared. Terrified of reliving the fire that changed your life.” I nodded. “That’s what I imagined would happen. It’s why I arranged for the fire to be set.”


    “What?” I meant for it to be an enraged accusation. It came out as a pained whisper. In the past, when I had imagined what a meeting with my father would be like, it never contained an admission of the time he’d firebombed me and my friends. “What?” I repeated. It sounded considerably better the second time. It seemed like I’d been his personal lab rat because I had been, regardless of the cost to anyone else. He’d risked my friends’ lives, my life, to indulge his idle curiosity.


    He was unbothered, casually plucking more blades of grass and twisting them together. “I arranged it. Oh, don’t look so outraged. You were safe the whole time. You are my daughter, and whether you knew that or not, the fire could never have hurt you.”


    “I’m glad one of us is confident of that, but I’m a bit more concerned about everyone else. You willfully destroyed Mac’s house, costing him thousands of dollars. You put his life, all my friends’ lives at risk.” I was shouting now, trying to force my words onto his skin like tiny knives, cutting wherever they landed. “All for some fucking test?”


    “Friends?” He sneered. “You mean shifters and an earth so weak it’s an insult for her to call herself one of us?” The tone echoed Brian’s disgusted one from earlier.


    I lost it. It was all too much. Finding out my father wasn’t human, that he was this man. That it was possible to have two elements. That one of my best friends was a monster. And here he was, insulting the few people in the world I could still count on while he conducted experiments. I exploded. “At least they were trying to stop Brian instead of looking the other way while he slaughtered one innocent after another! They didn’t keep secrets from me for decades, leaving me to always wonder what was wrong with me! Why would you do that? What is wrong with you?” I was screaming, the words scraping my throat in their rush to escape, to find Josiah and cause him a fraction of the pain he was causing me.


    “Where is your water, Aidan?” he asked quietly.


    I turned to the pond, but even through the red haze of my anger I knew what I was going to see. That ball of water I’d held so easily through my discomfort and my fear vanished under the force of my anger, the droplets reclaimed by the pond.


    “Would it not have been easier to just tell me this?” I glared at him. “Or would that not have been as much fun? You’ve been manipulating me for years, haven’t you? You arranged for Sera and me to be roommates. I always wondered why a fire would choose to live in Tahoe, but you wanted your daughters to meet, didn’t you?” He shrugged. “And you knew all along. Every time you met us both for dinner, when I sat in your hotel room with the others, you knew, and you didn’t say a word until it suited you?”


    “Aidan, I did what I thought was best. Please, calm down. Too much anger isn’t good for you.”


    “What, now you’re going to play the good father, concerned about my mental well-being? A bit late for that, don’t you think?” I could hear the unhinged note in my voice, and a tiny part of my brain whispered that I needed to stop, to pull back, but that voice was too quiet, and the anger felt too good. “How long have you known what I was? Instead of telling me, you’ve played games and conducted tests. You let me be close friends with a murdering sociopath who arranged for your other daughter’s arrest.”


    That hit a nerve. “Sera is safe.” He spoke through gritted teeth, trying to keep his own anger from flaring. “You are safe. Brian knew his life depended on your safety. Neither of you were ever in real danger, and I would have interfered instantly if that had changed.”


    “And what about the people that died? Or my friends who were always at risk from Brian? What about Mac, Vivian, Simon?”


    “They could never take precedence over my own daughters’ needs. I understand why you doubt me. But what I did, it was all to protect you. To protect your mind. You are my daughter.”


    “And they are my friends.” I recognized the absolute truth of the statement even as I spoke. They were the best thing that had happened to me since my self-imposed exile, the reason I had chosen to rejoin the world. Josiah might want to keep Brian alive to protect my future sanity, but without those friends, it would only have taken a few more years before I didn’t have much sanity worth protecting, dual magic or not. Josiah’s utter disregard for their lives cut through all the noise in my head, leaving me with a perfect, white rage.


    And it was perfect. The rage was untouched by any fear or doubt. I knew only that Josiah’s choices had led to Chris’s murder, and he dared to stand there and try to justify it. He’d hurt me, hurt my friends. He needed to be hurt in return. It was that simple.


    I did not care that he was my father, or that his dubious moral code might appear acceptable to an old one. I felt everything in me with the potential to care shift to the side. The vaguely misanthropic woman with a weakness for country ballads, the one who once sat on her porch each evening to greet the sunset with a glass of bourbon in hand, the one who dreamed of returning to her friends, learning their quirks and secrets, of maybe kissing Mac again, she disappeared completely. I was nothing but rage, and I did not hesitate to use it.


    “Aidan!” The word sounded muffled, as though spoken through a thick pane of glass. I stared at the speaker. Josiah stood surrounded by flames, the grass providing perfect kindling. He made no effort to put it out, all of his attention focused on me. “You have to stop this. Aidan, you have to stop.” I stared at him curiously, wondering why I would ever want to stop. Everything was so clear. It all made sense. Isn’t that all anyone ever wanted, such perfect clarity? “Please. You don’t have to accept me, but you can’t hate me. For yourself, you have to let go of the anger.”


    What he was asking was ridiculous. The anger was so useful, so freeing. But even as the thought crossed my mind, I could feel the rage losing its iron grip on my soul. For myself, he’d said. I tried to remember who that was. This pure manifestation of rage seemed to belong to someone else, and she threatened to consume everything she touched. It was powerful, so powerful, but finally too much to maintain. I let her go, leaving me shaking and weak, but myself again.


    I reached out a questioning hand toward the flames I had started, but a quick head shake from Josiah caused me to pull it back. He easily extinguished the fire, leaving only a burnt circle and a few frayed edges on his clothes to indicate anything had happened.


    “Are you back?” he asked. I nodded. He collapsed onto a clean patch of grass, as if the effort of standing had finally proven too much. “And that, my dear Aidan, is why your mother told no one—not her family, not me, and not even you—that I was your father. Because our race can only coexist with humans if we control ourselves, and dual magics all lose control in the end. If the old ones knew what you were, you would be dead.”


    I would be dead. The old ones would want me dead. That one thought circled again and again, even as we returned to the porch. I moved to my bench, seeking normalcy and comfort. It was futile. I suspected normalcy and comfort had taken an extended vacation.


    As usual, Josiah seemed incapable of stillness for any length of time. He sat, he stood, he leaned against the post or sprawled across the stairs. He wasn’t nervous. He simply had to move. I closed my eyes to block the sight of his unbridled energy. Perhaps that fire trait had passed me by. Incapacitating rage? Check. Desire to exercise? Hell, no.


    Josiah continued to speak, to instruct me, though I wasn’t sure I ever wanted to hear his voice again. “I heard about dual magics only in the quietest of whispers. They result from unions between two pure elementals, which is extremely rare. So few of the old ones wander far enough from our homes to meet others of our kind. This was particularly true before modern transportation. Such couplings still happened, of course. In Hawaii, there were always fires and waters, for instance, and I’m certain they mated. But as you know, the less humanity we possess, the less fruitful our mating. It was rare for a child to arise from the union.”


    “But some did.”


    “Yes, some did, and the stories are still whispered, warnings to those of pure blood, that we might never have mixed children of our own.”


    “What did the other hybrids do to warrant these warnings?”


    “You have seen Brian. Imagine that on a grand scale. Tens or even hundreds of powerful elementals with a questionable grasp on sanity. Their psyches split into two distinct parts. If you continue to access both your magics, the same will likely happen to you. I am sure you have asked yourself how you never noticed what Brian became. You wouldn’t have, because the man you saw every day was your friend. He was the same man, though heavily influenced by the desires and wants of the other half. Two magics create two halves of a person, one of which seems to exist entirely without a conscience. Obviously, I don’t fully understand it, myself. If I did, we wouldn’t need Brian.”


    “What happened to the early hybrids?” Maybe if I kept asking questions, I could delay thinking about my future as a fractured, remorseless abomination—and definitely delay thinking about Brian. Josiah’s reasoning was calculated and maybe even understandable, but it was still too horrible to contemplate.


    “They were exterminated. One after the other, they were hunted by the originals and eliminated, and the old ones promised the same fate to all future mixed children. Any such offspring would be killed upon birth, and the parent incarcerated for a century. The fact that your mother chose to bear you, rather than end the pregnancy, speaks to how very much she wanted you. Try not to be too angry with her.”


    “Why would you even, you know, with her, if this was the possible outcome?”


    He shrugged. “I’d been with centuries of women and had never fathered a child. I’m still shocked that Sera appeared only a few years after you did. At the time, conception seemed unlikely. And truly, that bikini was something to behold.” I glared, and he laughed. “She did everything to keep you hidden, to create an environment unlikely to cause you stress or rile your anger. She must have been horrified when you chose to attend the university.”


    She had been, and her antipathy toward both Sera and Tahoe suddenly made sense.


    “But I’m not the only one. Trent Pond was allowed to live.”


    “Trent Pond has very wealthy parents who have bought the silence of every employee at their son’s facility. It is likely none of them even realize the immensity of the secret they are keeping. When I learned of your birth, I began a search for mixed children, hoping to find any indication that stability was a possible outcome. There is Trent, of course. I have heard rumors of one living somewhere in the southwest desert, and another on the Prince’s Islands of Istanbul. It seems likely there are others, but none I have found. I only uncovered Brian by following adoption records. Really, it’s a good thing I bothered to investigate all of your and Sera’s friends, or we might never have known about him at all.”


    I decided the privacy argument could wait for another day. “Why does Brian know about me?”


    “He learned it from me, I’m afraid. He’s the only one, I promise. Before I knew what he would become, I thought you might learn from each other. I had not realized the extent to which he would fixate on you. Well, fixate on your womb.”


    “Tell me you’re kidding.”


    “I’m afraid not. While he is drawn to your other charms, he didn’t become obsessed until he learned that you are a dual magic. He believes only you will ever understand him, and he is partly motivated by the thought of fathering the most powerful elemental the world has ever known. He imagines a full blood with fire, earth, water, and ice magic. He is right. It would be a devastating creature, though completely insane.”


    He suddenly stopped moving and sat quietly for a very long time, carefully choosing his next words, even as I pictured the dreadful future Brian had planned. “I do not want that to be your fate. It is easy to look at you and see a tool, a potentially lethal elemental that few could stand against. However, the cost would be your sanity. There is no evidence of a single dual magic ever escaping that cost. Your mother went to great lengths to keep you from any situation in which you accessed your fire magic, but it’s simply not possible to isolate a full half of your genetic makeup. You have never been a complete water, have you?”


    I thought about my impulsiveness, my occasionally prickly personality, all the qualities I had chalked up to my human side. I remembered times when the gas stove burnt just a little too hot, when I had needed an extra scarf to face the cold day, when I felt lust instead of desire or joy instead of happiness. There had always been a tiny spark inside me, one that amplified everything I was, and my rage was turning the spark into a flame. What it would destroy in its wake was unknown.


    “Regardless, you can’t rejoin the others now. You are already too unpredictable and potentially dangerous and have been for years. I would have separated you immediately after the warehouse fire, if I’d been able to find you. You have figured out by now that it was your rage that caused the fires to spiral completely out of control and kill those people, yes? We have to control that rage, manage it—at the very least, we must learn from it. I have created a place for you and Brian in Hawaii. The warm location will weaken his powers, certainly, and you can both be closely observed. We will find a way for you to avoid the others’ fate, Aidan. I will not allow you to suffer.”


    I sat next to him in silence. Somehow, the world still seemed normal. Gravity continued to hold me to the earth. The wind still rustled the leaves in the trees, and the birds still sang to each other. I was still able to pull water to me and find comfort in its gentle power. And yet, the world I now viewed was not the one I had seen this morning when I awoke, and so wholly different from the one I had greeted from the porch the day Sera found me as to be almost unrecognizable.


    “Did you give Sera my address?” I asked, remembering the way she’d simply shown up out of the blue. He’d had his hand in everything else; I couldn’t imagine he hadn’t manipulated this, as well.


    He shook his head. “She found you on her own a while ago. Or your friend Vivian did, I suspect. Sera protected your privacy, though. Even when I asked for your address, she refused to tell me.”


    There was more to say. Questions lingered, and there remained too many unexplained events and murky motives for me to simply accept this man at his word. Before I could ask anything more, the sound of squealing tires cut through the air. I leapt up to see Brian careen down the driveway at top speed. He stomped the brakes at the last minute, sending showers of gravel spinning out from the tires. He left the engine running as he threw himself from the car and ran toward us. “They’re here!” he shouted, panicked. “They just pulled into town. She should never have gotten here so quickly, especially not in that piece of shit Bronco.”


    I hid a smile. Obviously, Brian had never driven with Sera on a road trip.


    “Go,” Josiah said, pointing to Brian’s car. “I’ll handle them.”


    Brian’s jaw clenched. “Aidan comes with me.”


    It couldn’t be possible. He couldn’t be considering leaving me alone with Brian. And yet, I clearly saw Josiah weigh his options. No matter what Brian was, he still wanted him alive. He wanted a living dual magic guinea pig, even one who had already taken a hard tumble off Sanity Ridge. Finally, Josiah nodded, and I saw the very moment his own brand of pragmatism claimed the victory. “Fine. I’ll intercept them and stall long enough for you to clear out. I will meet you both in Bend. Aidan, don’t struggle. You have to know neither of us would ever hurt you.”


    It was ridiculous that he should say that, that he could even think it. I’d been hurt again and again, by both of them, and knew I would continue to be. Josiah utterly ignored my astonished glare. A moment later, he was in his car, peeling out of the drive. I was alone again with Brian.

  


  
    
Chapter 24


    “Let’s go.” He was already moving toward his car. “We’ll come back for your stuff in a few days.”


    I walked slowly behind him. My overwhelmed brain had approximately ten seconds to formulate an appropriate plan. If I climbed meekly into the car with him, I would be physically safe, but I would sacrifice any opportunity for the others to find me. If I let the others find me, I risked hurting them if—or when—I decided sanity was overrated.


    The way I figured it, I had three choices. I could trust my father, a man whose identity I’d only known for an hour. Sure, he was offering a fabulous tropical vacation, but it was conditional on inviting a murderous former friend along as my plus one. I could trust myself and assume that I’d magically learn control when the time came. Or I could do something truly crazy and trust my friends to learn what I was and decide for their own damn selves whether I was too great a liability.


    Maybe it was selfish. Maybe I should leave them safely behind and follow Josiah in his search for answers. Maybe I should accept that my life was no longer in my control.


    And maybe I should paint myself in pink and gold stripes and run away to join the circus, because any option that involved overlooking what Brian had done was no option worth considering.


    “I’m not going.” Still twenty feet from the car, I planted my feet and stood perfectly still, an immoveable statue of defiance.


    He turned to me, his face a mix of exasperation and panic, one sane reaction sparring with an uncontrolled one. “Aidan, we do not have time. Get in the car.”


    “I’m not going with you.”


    “You heard Josiah. No one will hurt you.” He pasted a smile on his face, one with no charm. I saw a grimace composed of stiff lips and shark’s teeth.


    “It’s too late for that.”


    “This is not the time.” The words erupted in a hiss. He took several long strides to me and tightly grasped my upper arm. “Just trust me, damn it.”


    “You killed your own girlfriend before. Why should I possibly think you won’t do it again?”


    He rolled his eyes, as if I’d inquired about why he hadn’t done the dishes or had arrived home late the night before. “That was different. She wasn’t you. As long as she was around, you wouldn’t see me as anything but a friend.”


    “And what, a breakup would have been too messy?”


    His eyes narrowed. “I told you. She wasn’t you. It didn’t matter what happened to her. Now get in the car, Aidan.”


    I shook my head. An instant later, I felt the cold fingers of ice curl around my throat, the sensation disconcertingly familiar. I gasped in one long breath, buying myself precious seconds. In another minute, I would be unconscious and vulnerable once again. Rage stirred deep within, and for once I welcomed it. I gave in to it willingly. I stoked it, feeding it with my doubts and fears until I felt the warmth simmer. I raised one hand to my throat and easily burned the manacles that threatened to steal my air. Cold, melted water dribbled down my back and chest. I was free.


    Perhaps I should never have accessed that magic again. I knew so little about how it worked, how it would gnaw away at my sanity over time. I only knew that I had kindled something by the pond, and it was hungry and eager. If the cost of my freedom was a tiny bit of my mind, right now it seemed like a fair trade.


    Plus, the look on Brian’s face was more than worth it. “Looks like you need to find some new tricks,” I suggested.


    His face rebuilt itself before my eyes. The mouth tightened, his nostrils pinched shut, and his brows sharpened into an unforgiving angle. “Stop fighting me,” he grunted. Unable to control me through ice, he opted for a more physical solution, wrapping both arms around me and dragging me toward the car.


    Brian was strong, but his strength came from the gym. It was trained for repetitions along a limited range of movement rather than genuine usefulness. I had none of his strength, but I was fast enough, and I was angry. I touched one of his hands and heard the skin sizzle. He yelped, and his grip loosened for a mere second, but that was enough. I twisted and spun, ducking under his arms and immediately darting several feet to the side before his brain informed his muscles where to find me. By that point, I was dancing backwards toward the porch, staying well out of his reach.


    “I’m not going with you. Leave without me or wait for the others to arrive. I am sure they’ll be as understanding about all the people you killed as Josiah was.” The words were intended to be a taunt, but I felt the sting as much as Brian did. I knew that Josiah was an old one, capable of teaching graduate level courses on moral relativism, but even the most flexible ethics had to cringe at the thought of ignoring Brian’s actions.


    The thought fed my anger, but I paid for the momentary distraction. I didn’t notice Brian raising the earth behind me. I tripped and fell backwards onto the stairs, limbs splayed at an awkward angle. Thick wooden splinters stabbed my palm, and my ankle twisted sharply. I gasped at the unexpected pain. Wincing, I picked myself up and scrambled awkwardly backwards toward the door, staring at his enraged face the entire time. He did not walk toward me. He stalked, eyes alert for any movement, anything that could be used as a weapon. I was his prey, and all other thoughts had fled his mind. He was no longer considering the others’ imminent arrival or making plans to woo me. His only intent was to possess me.


    I stood and hit the door at a run, feeling my ankle scream with each step. Slamming it behind me, I heard an angry grunt. His arm was halfway through the door, and the heavy wood had closed on his bicep, but he didn’t withdraw. I slammed it again, and again, hearing the grotesque thud of wood crushing soft flesh. Finally, with an oath, he slid his arm through the narrow gap, leaving me free to close and lock the door. I ran into the kitchen and locked the second door before he could enter.


    Loud rasps filled my ears. It took several terror-filled seconds to realize they were my own desperate breaths. I focused on slowing my breathing, reaching for any peace I could find. I waited for a sound, for the tread of feet turning the corner on the porch or the shattering glass of a window breaking, any indication of his next move. There was nothing.


    One room at a time, I limped slowly through the downstairs, peering around curtains to look outside, both hoping and fearing to see him. The kitchen was clear, as was the living room that faced the front yard. I eased my way toward the back of the house, to the dining room I never used. The first window revealed only an empty garden. Twitching back the curtain that covered the second window, I saw absolutely nothing. No light streamed through, no view of the yard. A single earthworm wiggled against the glass, and I dropped the curtain in horror.


    Even as I raced for the front door, I knew it was too late. I heard his feet stepping confidently down the stairs, dragging the dirt from his improvised elevator through my house. My hands grasped the deadbolt and turned. He was so close. The door swung inward and I launched myself outside, seeking distance, only to crash at full speed into the immoveable sheet of ice that covered my front door. Shocked, I fell to the floor, wincing at the pain.


    “There’s one on the kitchen door, too, in case you were thinking of wasting more time.”


    I placed one hand surreptitiously behind me and channeled heat. It was too much ice and would take long minutes to melt, but I had to try.


    “You know I’m not going to leave with you.” I tried to distract him from my efforts. The small smile that danced at the corners of his mouth suggested he knew exactly what I was doing, but he played along regardless.


    “Am I so bad as all that, Aidan?”


    “You killed people.” He turned a mildly confused expression on me, one that suggested my case wasn’t especially compelling. “You killed people I knew. You killed Christopher.”


    He scoffed. “You hadn’t seen or even written him in years. Don’t pretend like you care that much.”


    “Don’t pretend like you don’t remember. After Sera, he was my closest friend.” Do not bait the crazy. Do not bait the crazy. “Closer than you ever were.” Oops.


    He offered me a frozen smile that matched the frost in his eyes. “Of course, you’re right. You and Sera were very close to him, weren’t you? You loved him.”


    Confused by his sudden about face, I said nothing.


    “Yes, you both thought good old Chris was wonderful. He was the reason she came to find you. He was the reason you returned to Tahoe after all this time. Not for us, no. Not for me. For your friend that you loved even in death.” He took the final steps down the stairs and crouched until he was in front of me, and I needed to tilt my head slightly to look into his eyes. “Josiah did say that was the best way to draw you out of hiding, to convince Sera to finally give up your address—better even than killing your exes. I thought it was too risky, but he was right. Here you are. Perhaps that’s why he was willing to forgive me when I connected the murders to Sera. After all, it was his idea to start killing her boyfriends.” He sat back on his heels and grinned at me. “Who’s your daddy, Aidan Brook?”


    “I don’t believe you,” I whispered. It was a reflex answer that sounded weak even to my ears. Based on what Josiah Blais had already revealed, that level of manipulation was entirely credible.


    Brian shrugged and stood. “You don’t have to believe me. Just ask yourself which scenario is more likely: that Josiah is keeping me around to observe the effects of dual magic on a person’s psyche to save his precious daughter’s mind—a daughter he previously ignored, mind you—or that, after observing us for years, he gathered us both to him in order to control two of the most powerful elementals in the world?”


    I felt it heat up again, starting all the way down in my toes. The rage crept upward, through my legs, warming everything it touched. “I will not be controlled.”


    “Of course not. But you know he will try. But you and me, we would be equals, always equals.” He stated this so simply, as if it were an undeniable fact, and he had never bound or drugged me, never attempted to control me in any way. It strengthened the anger I still felt at his betrayal, his lies and treachery. I let the rage reach higher still, felt it curling around my hips and waist. My vision narrowed, until all I saw was the vile, murderous sadist standing before me.


    “We will never be equals, Brian.” I stood easily, the pain from earlier rendered insignificant by the flames now coursing throughout my body, obliterating everything that was not pure, focused rage.


    I knew the moment he saw the transformation cross my face. The relaxed cockiness of his posture vanished into the tense readiness of prey, and worry scarred his ice blue eyes. “Aidan, stop. Listen to me. I love you.”


    It was a pure, simple declaration, and he thought he meant every word. “You love my power. Here, give it a closer look.” Without any further warning, I engulfed the staircase in flames. They licked greedily upwards, devouring carpets and wallpaper.


    I distantly heard him screaming at me, his face red and sweating and his words accusatory. Curiously, I looked at him, at his panicked eyes. “This is for arranging to have Sera arrested.” I brought the flames steadily closer to his body. He had nowhere to run. My power was everywhere. “And this is for tricking me at the campsite.” I created a semi-circle around Brian. I saw his efforts to control his panic, and that was all the warning I needed. When the earth slipped through the window and eased its way down the stairs, extinguishing the flames it met along the way, I only laughed and increased the blaze, bringing the flames high enough to lick the ceiling.


    “This is for killing innocent men.” The semi-circle closed, locking Brian within its greedy jaws. “This is for killing shifters because you consider them nothing but animals.” I brought the circle’s flames higher and drew the tips together, creating an inescapable tent of fire. My last glimpse of his face was that of a desperate man, his own anger fled in the face of mine. He simply looked like Brian, my friend, pleading for mercy. I heard him begging, his smooth words and his magic useless against the anger that fueled my punishment. I had known and loved him for years, and his sobs meant nothing to me. I was judge, jury, and executioner, and I would not be moved.


    “This is for Christopher.” My voice was calm, the way a snake is calm even as it slowly squeezes its prey to death. The ice on the door had long since melted, and I stepped through the doorway. I widened the circle of fire, sending it through the house, closing off every escape route.


    Through the rage, memories fought for my attention. My home the first day I ever saw it, when I knew it would be my bastion of peace. The years in which I had loved being half-human, because it provided an escape from the elemental world. The time I did not know or care about my father’s identity, happy to think of him as an anonymous human. The life I’d thought I would live, lost and confused and a little bit broken at times, but always sane. As each memory crossed my mind, I identified it as exactly that, a memory, something from my past that would never be true again.


    I whispered my final words. “This is for me.” I stepped off the porch and turned for one last look at my house before I stretched the fire to every last wall and window. It burned, oh, it burned, and all I could do was stand and watch. When I felt something snap inside of me, I let it go, and dark laughter crawled its way out of my mouth. I laughed at the horror and the fear and the way I might never be okay again. I laughed until I was nothing but the laugh that slowly consumed me and replaced the white hot rage.


    That was how they found me. Standing in front of my burning shell of a house, cackling like a madwoman.

  


  
    
Chapter 25


    I felt a blanket drop into my lap, and Sera sat next to me on the steps. They were all that remained of my house. Behind us, small fires still blazed in the rubble. Even as they destroyed what little was left of my possessions, their warmth was welcome. I felt a chill in the very core of my being, one I needed to stave off before a part of me froze permanently. I wrapped the blanket around my shoulders and let the shivers run rampant through my body, their violent path the first thing I felt in hours.


    Distantly, I heard Vivian behind us, shifting the earth that had crashed to the ground along with the staircase and second floor. Despite her squeamishness, she had volunteered for the gruesome chore of searching for any charred body parts. She held a long piece of burnt wood before her, using it to keep a safe distance between herself and anything she might find. I felt slightly guilty asking it of her, but it was not a task I could manage, either physically or emotionally. So far, she had found nothing, but I knew she would. The fire had burned with such heat and ferocity that nothing could have survived. He was in there somewhere, buried under the very earth that had been his undoing.


    “Do you want me to look for anything else?” When only silence greeted her question, I realized she was speaking to me. Vivian was attempting to salvage something, anything from my old life. It was a fool’s errand, but it seemed too much bother to tell her this. I lifted my shoulders in a non-committal shrug and trained my eyes on the distant trees, where a large bear and small black house cat ran together side by side, heedless of the animal kingdom’s dictates. Their noses were both to the ground and had been since they arrived on the scene. They’d begun at the ruins and tracked in a steadily increasing circle. I wondered how far they needed to go before becoming convinced that Brian hadn’t escaped again. I knew he was behind me. I had watched the staircase fall on him and crush his spine, had seen the cascading earth cover his legs and trap him. I did not know how to tell them this without also telling how I had watched and smiled as he died, and so I let them search.


    Josiah had not come back with the others. I did not know what he’d told them, let alone where he was or when I would see him again. At the moment, it seemed a small concern.


    “So, coma girl, you ready to tell me what the fuck happened here?” Her black eyes fixed on me, and I experienced a quick flashback to the last time we’d sat together on this porch, when that look in her eyes had told me she was about to upend my entire world. Turnabout was fair play.


    “Well, you see, it turns out I can control fire, too.”


    She nodded, face impassive. “What, borrowing my clothes wasn’t enough for you?”


    “You’re too short. This was easier.” She waited, knowing there was more. “Of course, the downside is that I’ll almost certainly become insane at some future point.” I indicated the wreckage with a quick tilt of my head. I wasn’t sure if I was pointing out the murderer now buried in its depths or my own role in putting him there.


    “Become? Well, at least that won’t be an especially long trip.” Her expression barely changed, but I caught the slight tip at the corner of her mouth. It made me want to punch and hug her simultaneously.


    “It’s true. If I’ve been friends with you for years, I must have been halfway to crazy all this time.” And somehow, from out of that cold place deep within, a laugh found its way to the surface, and I felt the thaw begin.


    “So, tell me,” she said.


    I told her everything. No more hiding.


    When I finished, she stared at the ground for a very long time, long enough for me to worry that I was about to find myself a roommate of Trent Pond’s. “Well, it sounds like, until we understand this whole hybrid thing a bit better, you should leave the fire usage to me. Try not to get angry, okay?”


    “So, you’re planning on not talking, are you?”


    “You’re not serious. I am your sister, and it is my god-given right to give you hell.”


    The word hung heavy in the air between us. Somehow, with everything else that had happened, I’d failed to make that connection, but it was the one thing from all this chaos that made any sense. Of course she was my sister. She always had been.


    And she deserved to hear the words I should have said ten years ago. “I never should have hated you. I thought you were at fault for the warehouse fires. I thought you were reckless. But it was me, fanning the flames with my rage. You never deserved my anger.”


    She waved her hand, dismissing ten years of estrangement. “I was reckless, and there was no way we could have known you’d turn out to be this much of a freak. It’s done. Just… never do it again, okay?”


    “I’ll try not to. I’ll be too busy ordering you around. Older sisters get to do that, I hear.”


    “You heard wrong. Older sisters get to wear out the parents so much that they half-ass the discipline on the younger one, and you totally failed in that regard. All other rights are therefore lost.”


    “For the record, I don’t really plan to follow Josiah’s orders for the foreseeable future. I may just wear him out yet.”


    She nodded, humoring me. “Good luck with that.”


    “Hey, have some faith. And when I succeed, we’re playing only my music for a month.” I paused, uncertain how to approach the next topic. “You do know our father isn’t right in the head, don’t you?”


    She nodded. “Welcome to the family, Aidan.”


    Her words reminded me of what waited for us back in the world. “Considering Josiah knows we told the agents, other elementals probably do, too. We might be shunned, you know.”


    She crossed her fingers and held them up, eyes closed tightly. “Here’s hoping.”


    “I can take all the blame for that, you know. It was my call.”


    “Please. I’ve been looking for an excuse to skip the family holidays for years now. I’m not letting you have all the fun.”


    We sat in silence for a few moments, looking around the ruins of my previous life. “What happens now?” I asked.


    “I don’t know. Carmichael and Johnson want to have words with us.”


    “About…?” I gestured behind me.


    “No idea,” she said. “But probably not this, since Carmichael called last night. Said he had something to ask us.”


    “Huh. When I last talked to him, he did sound like he was up to something.” I vaguely wondered if I should worry about that, then decided I really didn’t care.


    I stood and stretched, shaking off the blanket. The sun was beginning to drop in the western sky, but I felt the chill leave my bones. I wasn’t warm, not yet, but I might get there. Eventually.


    Behind me, I heard Vivian squeak and take several quick steps toward us. It looked like she’d found Brian.


    Sera stood with me. She put her fingers to her lips and let out a piercing whistle. She waved to the others, indicating they should join us. “Let Josiah deal with that mess. In his way, he helped cause it.” She reached out a hand to Vivian, helping her over a particularly tall bit of rubble. The three of us moved down the steps, toward Mac and Simon.


    “You tell me, Ade. What happens now?”


    “Now,” I said, “we go home.”
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