
        
            
                
            
        

    
Death’s Daughter
By Kathleen Collins
Book two of the Realm Walker series
Juliana Norris, Realm Walker with the Agency, is an Altered. A fact that she runs up against every time she’s forced to work with human police officers, and their species-ist commissioner, on cases they can’t solve themselves. Which happens more than they would like to admit.
Her gift—the quality that makes her the best Realm Walker in the business, without boast—is the ability to read magical signatures. Whether the gift came from her father, the dark fae god of death, or the mage mother she can’t remember, is anyone’s guess. And when Altered children start going missing with only wild magical signatures as clues, her heritage is the last thing on her mind.
She can’t afford such distractions, and she definitely can’t afford to worry about the fact that her mate, master vampire Thomas Kendrick, hasn’t spoken to her since she saved him from a demon—maybe it’s because she had to stab him to do so. Because whoever is kidnapping these children must be very powerful to wield wild magic.Very powerful, and very dangerous indeed.
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Dear Reader,
I know many of you have been waiting for the next installment of New York Times bestselling author Marie Force’s thrilling romantic suspense series. Fatal Jeopardy is finally here, and Nick and Sam are as good as ever!
But that’s not all the great storytelling we have in store for you with the March releases. This month, we introduce debut author Matt Sheehan and a book that had the Carina Press acquisitions team in hysterics. Be sure to check out Helmut Saves the World, in which there’s magic, fistfights and one-liners with the best, most handsome and, of course, humble detective Helmut Haase and his apathetic sidekick Shamus O’Sheagan.
If you’ve been longing for a great historical romance, we’ve got two this month. Juliana Ross finishes up her erotic Improper trilogy. In Improper Proposals, a lonely young widow learns to live—and love—again as she and her ambitious publisher, the most captivating man she has ever met, work on a forbidden guide to sexual pleasure. It’s An Heir of Uncertainty by Alyssa Everett and it’s also the answer to Colonel Win Vaughan’s prayers when he learns he’s the heir to the newly deceased Earl of Radbourne—but the beginning of a deadly mystery when he arrives to claim his inheritance, only to discover that the earl’s lovely widow is carrying a child who could displace him.
If you’re looking for something hot, with an unusual hero, Solace Ames releases erotic romance The Submission Gift this month. A young husband offers his wife an unusual gift—to fulfill a fantasy she’d always set aside. But what starts out as a onetime session becomes something precious shared between three—one of them a male escort. Solace Ames brings something new to this story and if you love erotic romance, you’ll want to check this out.
Also in the hot category is Up in Knots by Gillian Archer. Still bruised over the death of her boyfriend two years ago, Kyla Grant is determined to get back into the kinky dating scene, and bad-boy top Sawyer is just the man to help her. Joining Gillian, Juliana and Solace in the erotic romance category, Nico Rosso’s Slam Dance with the Devil, from his Demon Rock series, brings entertainment to a new level. Wild rock star Kent Gaol’s dark past goes back even further than private investigator Nona Harris could’ve imagined, and one night onstage surprises them both by slamming her into his supernatural world.
March shapes up to be a good one for erotic romances because Emily Ryan-Davis brings us the follow-up to Ménage on 34th Street, which she coauthored with Elise Logan. In this next installment, Dial M for Ménage, it’s a new year and a new way of life for Katrina Holland, who started 2014 by waking up with two men in her bed. Now, she, Owen and Hunter struggle to define, and redefine, their relationships with one another after the first rush of newness fades.
Paranormal romance author Lorenda Christensen follows up her funny, entertaining Never Deal with Dragons with the next in the series, Dancing with Dragons. If Carol Jenski knows anything, it’s fashion—and it’s in fashion to consort with dragons, even though they’ve coexisted with humans since WWIII. Still, she would never have agreed to take part in a plot against them. Now a dragon lord has called for her head, her boyfriend is MIA and she’s been abandoned in a foreign country.
Stacy Gail’s paranormal romance miniseries, The Earth Angels, comes to an exciting conclusion in Dangerous Angel, where the heroes and heroines from all the previous books combine their efforts to avert a demonic apocalypse. In Kathleen Collins’s Death’s Daughter, Realm Walker Juliana Norris hunts a serial killer targeting Altered children while an enemy from her past closes in.
This month we have two titles in the science-fiction genre. First, join the adventure At Star’s End! A galactic treasure hunter and an astro-archaeologist race across the galaxy in pursuit of the last remaining fragment of da Vinci’s Mona Lisa in this space opera romance from Anna Hackett.
And we’re pleased to welcome T.D. Wilson with his debut, The Epherium Chronicles:
Embrace. Set in the mid-twenty-second century, Embrace is the first book of an exciting new space opera series where Earth’s newest warship, the Armstrong, must make contact with fledgling colonies in nearby solar systems amid the threat of an alien attack.
If you’re ready for a cozy mystery to keep you guessing as to whodunit, look no further than Julie Anne Lindsey’s latest release. Most islanders celebrate the reprieve of summer tourism with cider, mums and cocoa, but sharks, birders and a possible serial killer seem intent on ruining autumn for Patience when Murder Comes Ashore.
Anne Marie Becker returns with another suspenseful installment in her romantic suspense series. In Dark Deeds, SSAM security expert Becca Haney is hiding a past that could hurt her ex-lover, NYPD detective Diego Sandoval—but the true threat comes from a “fan” whose conscience urges him to kill.
Coming next month: contemporary romance Taken with You from New York Times bestselling author Shannon Stacey. Also, sports week and six irresistible sports romances!
Here’s wishing you a wonderful month of books you love, remember and recommend.
Happy reading!
~Angela James
Executive Editor, Carina Press


Dedication
This one is for my husband. Love you, babe.
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Chapter One
In the warm afternoon light, a lone swing rocked back and forth in a steady rhythm, its chains groaning a mournful dirge despite the fact no one sat upon it. It hadn’t faltered once in the hour since the child vanished. The fifth to disappear in three weeks. Each one taken in front of at least a dozen witnesses who couldn’t recall a single thing later—no details of when they’d last seen the child, nothing about any strangers hanging around. They didn’t even recollect hearing a scream of protest. In this case, every student and teacher on the playground had been distracted at the same exact moment, but no one could remember by what when asked.
Police and technicians swarmed the steps of New Hope Elementary and the courtyard in front. All of them instinctively avoided the playground and the magic at work there. All except the figure that stood in the far corner by the rusty swing set, hands in her pockets as the late-October wind whipped around her, snatching at her clothes and carrying the scent of burning leaves. Her hair was short but still long enough for her to catch an occasional glimpse of the royal-blue streaks among the black as it blew into her face. She tucked an errant strand behind one ear, but doubted it would stay put for long.
A Realm Walker, an officer for the Agency, Juliana Norris was here because the first policeman on the scene had called her directly. This wasn’t the Agency’s investigation. Not yet, anyway. Her involvement was strictly advisory until the commissioner climbed down from his shiny pedestal long enough to admit local law enforcement wasn’t up to doing the job on their own. While the victims thus far had been Altered, the perp hadn’t been identified. Since it was possible a human was behind this, Commissioner Phipps claimed jurisdiction. No one high enough at the Agency cared enough to contradict him. Yet.
Her phone vibrated at her hip. She glanced at the screen as she pulled it out—Ben Nichols, her boss. The initial kidnappings had garnered so much attention in the Altered community he’d been forced to cut her suspension short by a week—an action he hadn’t been happy to take at all. A fact he reminded her of every day.
“Norris,” she answered and braced herself for another reprimand.
“You haven’t filed a report. What’s your status?”
The clipped tone of his voice exhausted her. She was tired of the daily conflict. “I haven’t filed a report because there is nothing to report. We know nothing further than we did before.”
“I took you off suspension to get results, Norris. So far I’m not impressed.”
“No, you took me off suspension because you didn’t want to get shredded by the press for keeping the Walker with the best record out of the game while the Thief does his hunting. You know I’m the most likely to find him.”
There was a stretch of silence. “I know you are. That doesn’t mean I have to like it.”
He hung up and she slipped her phone back into her pocket. Her insistence she was the best Walker for the job had nothing to do with arrogance and everything to do with her particular blend of talents.
She possessed a gift that enabled her to see the unique signature of any living being. A signature was a spectrum of colors that told her exactly what type of creature an individual was, no matter how artfully they might try to hide it. She could also see the signature of a spell cast on anyone, or anything, other than herself. Whether the gift came from her father, the dark fae god of death, or the mage mother she couldn’t remember, was anyone’s guess.
Activating her gift made her eyes glow several shades brighter than their normal emerald, so she kept them hidden behind a pair of dark glasses. She studied the muddy brown of the stasis spell used on the swing. This particular shade of brown marked it wild magic. Dangerous magic. It also meant that whatever cast the spell wasn’t using his own power. Wild magic belonged to no one; it simply existed. And its signature was strong enough she hadn’t been able to get a read yet on what was doing the casting. It could be a mage, a fae, a god or anything else with any kind of magic ability. Which narrowed the suspect list down to about nine-tenths of the Altered community.
What she did know was the magic took great power or skill to wield. While it was better for everyone if they did, power and skill didn’t necessarily go hand in hand. Maybe luck would be with them for once and one of the bastard’s spells would backfire and fry him.
The swing would stay in perpetual motion, serving as a grim testament to the crime that had occurred unless someone counteracted the spell on it. Juliana plucked at the spell with two fingers. She felt nothing but saw herself grasping the blanket of color. As she pulled her hand back, the magic stretched. Finally, it snapped away from the swing. Having lost contact with the item on which it was cast, the spell slowly dissipated into the ether. Only recently had she discovered the ability to manipulate the magic she saw. As the swing slowed and creaked to a stop, she’d never been more grateful for hidden talents.
Turning her back on the playground, she surveyed the area around the school. Neighbors milled about in their lawns, comforted each other on their stoops. The soft drone of their conversations floated to her across the street. A couple of uniforms were making their way down the block taking statements from everyone. The scene was the same on the opposite side of the school. To her left sat a well-maintained, old-fashioned cemetery, the kind with a jumble of standing headstones and mausoleums instead of pristine rows of low-profile marble slabs.
The only thing she didn’t see that was normal for a crime scene was the reporters. The first thing she’d done when she arrived on the scene was to have the police set the perimeter up two blocks out from the school. Though she was sure a couple of the stations had gotten footage of the swing before they’d been forced to move.
Stress and fury twisted the muscles in her shoulders and neck into taut, angry ropes. They’d been that way for days, ever since she stepped onto the first crime scene. She stretched her neck from side to side and flexed her hands. Open, closed. Open, closed. The asshole taking these kids fed on fear. Everything he did was calculated to inspire another level of terror in the populace. And he reveled in it. She knew he did. The Agency profiler said the kidnapper took the children to fulfill his own needs and his own gratification and that those needs would be centered on his victims. He claimed the kidnapper probably didn’t think about how his actions affected those outside of his immediate circle. She thought the profiler was full of shit.
There was always some spell, some evidence he’d been there. If he didn’t want everyone to know what he’d done, he wouldn’t bother grandstanding. And that’s precisely what it was. He wanted the attention—thrived on it. She had no doubt, once they discovered who their suspect was, they’d find he’d followed the media stories about his crimes religiously. Maybe he even kept souvenirs like news clippings or videos of the newscasts.
The familiar iridescent signature of a fire elemental came into view near the gap in the fence that ran around the school, and she shut down her gift. Jeremiah Grace made his way across the playground, his motions smooth and unhurried. As usual, he wore a black suit, its color stark against his red skin. “Juliana,” he said by way of greeting.
Jeremiah was her screener. Rarely did she make it to a scene before him. Primarily because, by definition, his job was to get there first, look things over and decide if she needed to be involved. She’d decided that on her own this time. They couldn’t keep her away from this one even if they wanted to.
She took off her sunglasses so she could look him in the eye while they talked. Her eyes quit glowing when she shut down her gift, so she didn’t have to worry about startling the humans any longer. She slid the glasses into the pocket of her shirt. “What took you so long?”
He pursed his lips in irritation. “I took a portal as soon as the call came into the Agency. The better question would be: How did you get here before you were even requested?”
She gestured to a small group of policemen, their blue uniforms a sharp contrast to the red brick building rising behind them. They were still interviewing witnesses, for all the good it would do. Another group was inside the school questioning children, their parents and the teachers. “I worked with one of them before. He had my direct number. Called me as soon as he got here and saw what was going on. You missed the self-propelled swing. I just dissipated the spell. They don’t know what to do with this guy.”
Hands in her pockets, she surveyed the scene again in silence. After a moment, she said, “I’m not sure why Commissioner Phipps is still insisting this isn’t an Agency matter. In fact, I’m surprised he hasn’t run screaming in the opposite direction.” The commissioner was a speciesist, not wanting any involvement with anyone, or anything, he perceived wasn’t one hundred percent human.
“Too high profile. Besides, he doesn’t like to lose control of his investigations. Especially to the likes of us. You know that.”
Yes, she did, but she didn’t like it. Dull pain throbbed between her eyes and she pinched the bridge of her nose. “I also know that as soon as it gets screwed up, and it will, because it always does, we’ll be the ones he blames. And nobody will give a shit when we say he wouldn’t allow us to interfere. The Altered are, and always have been, the perfect scapegoats for anything the humans don’t want to take responsibility for.”
“Bad day?”
She scowled at him but didn’t answer. Their perp targeted these kids because they were Altered. She knew it, but she couldn’t prove it. And until she could, she was going to have to keep bowing to the commissioner’s wishes. The bastard insisted it was coincidence. And since all the crimes had occurred in New Hope’s jurisdiction, there was nothing she could do about it.
Jeremiah ran a hand over his bald head. “You should have let me come first. It’s what they pay me for.”
They both knew the only thing that would change if she’d followed procedure is it would have taken her longer to get there. Included in Jeremiah’s extensive list of duties was the endless task of reminding her of Agency protocol and the numerous ways in which she failed to follow it. Not that it ever made the slightest bit of difference in how she chose to behave. Good thing neither of them actually gave a shit.
Once he realized she wasn’t going to say anything, he sighed. “Have you at least learned anything new about the unsub?”
“No.” She shook her head. “He’s still drawing on the wild magic, not using his own. I’m beginning to wonder if he knows how. The strength of the magic completely obliterates his signature. We have a powerful being who’s using wild magic either because he’s just that good, or because he’s too uneducated to know any better. Beyond that, I can’t tell you much—other than the fact he’s a sadistic bastard. But you already knew that.”
“And the child?”
She grimaced as the image of the girl flashed through her brain. “Cassie Richards. Seven years old. Blond hair, blue eyes and pigtails. Missing her front teeth.” She handed over the picture they had given her when she’d arrived on the scene. She pointed at two people huddled together on the stairs in the center of the chaos. Officers milled around them occasionally stopping to talk, but didn’t stay long. “The parents.” They’d tried several times to get them to move inside, but the mother wanted to stay outside where her daughter had last been seen. It was almost as if she thought the girl might reappear.
“She doesn’t look like them.”
Juliana glanced at him in surprise. He looked between the picture and the Richardses again. Both parents had dark hair and angular faces where the girl’s was round. It didn’t mean anything necessarily, but Juliana found it telling that they had the same thought upon viewing the picture.
Now that she had backup, it was time to question the Richardses. “Let’s get this over with.” She strode toward them, knowing Jeremiah followed without having to check. The couple glanced up when her shadow fell across them. She extended a hand. “Juliana Norris. Realm Walker with the Agency.”
The mother nodded once, briefly, before turning her watery, gray eyes back to the ground. Her knees pressed against her chest, and she kept her arms locked around her legs. Hope flooded her husband’s features as he shook Juliana’s hand. Her heart skipped in panic, and she hoped he couldn’t feel the moisture on her suddenly damp palm. She hated when they looked at her like that, as if she were there to save them. As if she could fix everything. She’d do her best to help, she always did, but there were never any guarantees in her line of work. Particularly in a case like this.
Every moment that she wasted standing there feeding his hope lowered the odds of her finding his little girl alive. Thus far, none of the children had been found, but that would change and soon, of that she was certain. She just wasn’t sure they would still be alive.
“Thank you for coming. Coming so quickly, I mean. You’ve been here all along, haven’t you?” Mr. Richards stumbled over his words as she extracted her hand from his grip.
A step back gave her some room to breathe and she shoved her hands into her pockets to keep from fidgeting. “Yes, I came as soon as they called me. If you don’t mind, I have some questions for you.”
The look on his face grew guarded when confronted by her all-business tone. She felt like a bitch, but she couldn’t get too close to this. Maintaining her distance kept her from missing clues, missing opportunities that could cost someone their life.
As always, Jeremiah recorded every word so she didn’t bother with her notebook. She asked the same questions that she had of all the other parents. Questions she knew the answers to, but had to ask anyway. “Have you noticed anyone unusual lately? A car you’ve seen repeatedly? Someone calling the house you don’t know? Anything like that?” She studied both of them, watching for any twitch that might give them away. That might indicate they weren’t being truthful. “Any little thing could be important. Even something you didn’t think anything of at the time but now seems odd.”
As she expected, both parents shook their heads. They always did.
“Is there anyone angry with either of you? Who might have taken your daughter to hurt you?”
Mr. Richards shook his head again, but his wife looked up, fury replacing the tears in her eyes. “Are you suggesting this is somehow our fault? That we’re to blame for Cassie’s disappearance?” Despite the anger radiating from her, her voice cracked when she said the girl’s name.
Jeremiah stepped up beside Juliana, ready to protect her, even if it was only from venomous words. She placed a hand on his arm to let him know she could handle it. “I’m not suggesting anything, Mrs. Richards.” She kept her voice level, calm. “I am merely trying to get all the information possible so I can find the person responsible for this.”
The woman stood and wrung her hands together. Juliana resisted the urge to take another step back. She distrusted people in general and it was difficult to allow them within touching distance. Especially when they were angry with her.
“You mean so you can find my Cassie, Walker Norris.” The mother’s eyes bored into Juliana’s looking for something, making her wish she’d kept her sunglasses on. She hated talking to the families. Give her a rabid troll any day of the week over a grieving parent. So much easier to deal with.
“I’ll do my best to find your daughter, Mrs. Richards.” She meant the words, but didn’t have much faith in her ability to deliver. Not the way the woman meant anyway.
“Cassie.”
“I’m sorry?”
“Her name is Cassie. Say it.”
Juliana clenched her teeth and worked the muscle in her jaw.
“Say it,” the woman yelled and the buzz of activity around them fell silent as people stopped to listen.
“Marsha,” her husband said, pulling on her arm. “Leave her alone. She’s only doing her job.”
Her eyes never strayed from Juliana. “That’s exactly the problem. Everyone here is just doing their job. My daughter is not a job. She’s a little girl who is somewhere alone, frightened and crying for me and I can’t get to her.” She broke on the last part and took a deep breath before continuing. “Now, Walker Norris, I want to hear you say my daughter’s name.”
Juliana slid her sunglasses back on, not caring if it gave the woman a victory or not. “I will do my very best to bring Cassie back to you, Mrs. Richards. To both of you. Now, if you’ll excuse me.” She walked away without waiting for a response.
“You okay?” Jeremiah asked when they got to the fence. He kept his voice low so they wouldn’t be overheard.
She hooked the fingers of one hand into it and kept her face turned away. “Next time the parents are all yours,” she told him. “I’m done.”


Chapter Two
An hour later, Juliana sat at a pitted, scarred table at her favorite watering hole. Papers lay scattered across the table in front of her and a half-full pot of coffee rested near her elbow. Ordinarily she wouldn’t bring her work to a bar, but with the Den of Iniquity closed indefinitely, no one was around to complain. Thomas Kendrick, master vampire, Council member and all around pain in the ass, happened to own it. Since they were also United, she came and went as she pleased.
Not that he was around to notice. At the moment, her mate wasn’t speaking to her. She assumed he wasn’t, anyway. She hadn’t seen him once since he dropped her off at home after she saved him from a demon. While he could still be dealing with the fallout of everything that occurred while he was demon-ridden, it was just as likely he was mad at her. Whether that was because she stabbed him or because he thought she’d slept with his best friend she had no idea.
Miguel popped his head out of the back room. “Are you doing okay, Jules? You need anything?”
She glanced at the coffee and shook her head. “I’m good. Thanks.” He nodded once and disappeared behind the door. Miguel was the reason she came here. He left her mostly undisturbed when she came in, but at least he was there. It was better than sitting at home alone or holing up in her office at the Agency. Working in the office made her feel like a specimen that people came by occasionally to observe. In fact, she was so rarely there that she wouldn’t be surprised if she had to ask directions just to find her desk.
Miguel’s mothering reminded her of Tony and a knife of grief pierced her heart. Her last case had been brutal and his wasn’t the only life lost, but he was the one closest to her. They’d been friends for years. The demon in Thomas methodically tortured Tony simply because it could and when it was done with him, it slit his throat in the middle of the dance floor of the Den right in front of her. She might have saved him if she’d been willing to kill Thomas, but it wasn’t a trade she’d been willing to make. Miguel hadn’t gotten away unscathed, but he’d recovered from the torment. Now, he’d taken over Tony’s job as manager. Not that there was anything to manage.
Thomas had spent an exorbitant amount of money to erase all signs of the brutality from the premises, even going so far as to completely replace the flooring and some of the furnishings. Somehow, he’d managed to maintain the hole-in-the-wall atmosphere despite the smell of fresh wood and flooring adhesive that still permeated the air. She wondered if he was ever going to reopen. The realization she was moping came with a flare of annoyance. Curse the man. She’d have to talk him into opening a new bar if he gave up on this one. Every other place in town sucked.
Laying a hand against the side of the coffeepot, she wove a thread of fire through the cold beverage, then topped off her mug with the now-steaming liquid. The click of the front door echoed in the empty bar. A tendril of warm comfort brushed the back of her neck, caressed her cheek and wrapped itself around her. A tremor ran through her that had nothing to do with the chill in the air. Her mate had arrived. Doubtless, Miguel called and told him she was here. She kept her eyes on the table in front of her. She’d face a drunken ogre before she gave Thomas the pleasure of acknowledging his arrival after she’d spent weeks with no contact from him.
She stared at the papers in front of her, not really seeing them. She’d read every file front to back at least a dozen times. All the information in them had long since been cataloged into her brain. But she kept looking, hoping to find something she’d missed. So far, nothing. Not even a period out of place. Somewhere was the answer that would help her find those kids and she would be the one to find it.
The chair on the opposite side of the table scraped across the floor. Thomas dropped into the seat and thumped his heavy black boots onto the tabletop. Leaning back in her chair, she ran her gaze over the long line of dark denim and black cotton that encased his lean body. The skin around his topaz eyes stretched tight with worry.
She gave him a half smile and anxiety thrashed in her belly like pixies trapped in a jar. Still unsure of her status with him, she didn’t know how to act. Friend. Lover. United. All those words described her, or had at some point. Whether they still did, she had no idea. Except United. They would always be United, even if they came to despise each other. Unions were for life, however many miserable centuries that might be.
* * *
Thomas Kendrick watched emotions flit over his bride’s face and wondered what she was thinking. He hadn’t seen her in weeks though he always knew where she was, what she was doing. It was his duty to protect her, and he was never going to fail in that again. The distance of the past several weeks had been necessary. After she rescued him from that cursed demon, he had much to process and recover from. Both the atrocities he committed and the horrors he discovered while demon-ridden.
Several people under his protection had been killed by the sadistic demon bent on his mate’s destruction. The brutality Juliana had undergone when he left her seven years ago, however, was all on him. He never should have left her unprotected, regardless of the purity of his intentions. Never should he have strayed so far from her side.
She’d asked for time after they’d United and he took the opportunity to give her a chance to experience life without him. He’d had centuries to taste life. She’d had two decades. The only thing his decision had brought either of them was an extended period of misery and grief. Sometimes he wasn’t the brightest vampire. He should have known, should have seen that she didn’t want to live without him. But he’d taken too long to come home and he’d been fighting for her and with her ever since he returned.
“Are you okay?” he asked finally, his voice low, rough with emotion.
She arched a brow. “Any reason I shouldn’t be?”
A muscle in his jaw twitched as he resisted the urge to say something biting. It was himself he was angry with, not her. “You are investigating the disappearances, are you not?” It was the reason he’d finally sought her out. The case would eat at her; it’s just how she was.
He hated that she’d been saddled with the responsibility, but the parents couldn’t ask for a better crusader for their children. Juliana would be relentless until she found them. Her face fell with his words and he instantly wished he could snatch them back. He preferred her annoyance to the defeat he saw now.
She sighed and ran a hand down her face. “Yeah. Lucky me. I don’t know why. I’m not any good at this stuff.”
His mate always underestimated her abilities. “What stuff?” he said, the word filled with distaste. He’d always found it remarkably unspecific. He searched her eyes, trying to determine if she kept anything from him.
“The wait and see. The investigation. I’m much better at the hunting part. Give me something to stab and I’m all over it.”
His lips twitched as he tried not to smile. No point in antagonizing her. “Yes. Patience has never been your strongest virtue.”
“Thanks for that. Very helpful.” She paused before adding, “Does this mean you’re talking to me again?”
He stilled. All she had to do was call and he would have told her anything she desired. Been at her side in an instant. It never occurred to him his silence would be perceived as a punishment. “Who said I wasn’t talking to you?”
She blinked at him.
Gods, he loved seeing her off-kilter, at least when it came to him.
* * *
Curse him if his smile didn’t make her warm in all the right places. He was so cocky, so sure of himself. The bastard. She hated that she couldn’t hold onto her irritation when he was around. All he had to do was flash that smile or turn a sweet phrase and she melted. Damned if she’d let him know it though.
“Hungry?” he asked as he dropped his feet to the floor.
She frowned at the sudden change in topic but took a mental inventory of when she’d last consumed a meal. “Yeah, I could eat.”
His phone played a morose melody and he stood to pull it out of his pocket. “I’ve got to take this.” He moved over to the bar, leaving her to frown at his back. The problem with Thomas was he had too many secrets. Considering the rather large amount of her own she’d been known to carry around, she supposed she should be more forgiving. Besides, for all she knew, he was ordering supplies for the bar. On the other side of the room. In a whisper.
She stood and stacked her files, slipping them back into her satchel. Her phone vibrated in her pocket as she finished.
“Norris,” she answered.
“It’s me.” Jeremiah’s voice held none of its usual cool edge. Something was wrong.
“What is it?” she asked, afraid she already knew the answer.
“The Hunter twins.” Three simple words that confirmed all her fears. Made her chest ache as she struggled to breathe.
She dropped her head and closed her eyes. The twins were the first children reported missing, the first ones they knew were the victims of the Thief. “Where?”
“The overlook.”
“Give me fifteen.” She snapped the phone shut and slipped it back into her pocket.
“What’s wrong?” Thomas asked from his spot by the bar.
She shook her head, clenched her teeth in irritation. Deep down she’d known they wouldn’t get all the children back alive, but until now, she’d had hope. Their parents had hope. Juliana snatched up her bag and walked over to stand in front of her mate. “That was Jeremiah. I’ve got to go.”
“Anything I can help with?”
Technically, she could say yes and take him with her. She’d recently learned Thomas was a Warden of the High Order. The Wardens had existed since Stonehenge. Then, their purpose had been to keep the Altered from discovery. Now, it was to keep them in line. Among the Altered, the Order’s word was the ultimate law. The Agency still superseded them when it came to anything in public view, however. It wouldn’t do to let the government know they weren’t in complete control of the situation.
As the Wardens often stepped in to offer their aid, no one would think anything of him accompanying her to the crime scene. But if he went with her, it would be to comfort her, not because she thought he’d actually be any help. Despite his earlier teasing, he was better at the hunting part of the job, too. Of course, he was a predator.
“They found two of the kids up at the overlook.”
He slumped against the bar behind him. “The media will go into a feeding frenzy over this.”
She shook her head. “I know.” The media already fueled the public furor at every available opportunity. Once it came out that two of the children had been killed there would be no controlling it. Not that she blamed anyone for being cautious. She’d already told Thomas’s sister Sara to keep her daughter inside as much as possible. But there was a difference between caution and mind-numbing fear. Unfortunately, it seemed to be the latter that the media tried to cultivate.
“Call me when you’re finished.” It was more of a question than a statement. He was keeping track of her, watching over her. Her independent side bristled, but the rest of her liked it very much. She nodded, headed up the stairs and out the door.
* * *
Thomas watched her leave, fighting the urge to follow. She wouldn’t appreciate the interference. Besides, he had other matters to attend to. He ran his thumb along the side of his phone as he replayed the call in his head. Two days ago, they’d gotten a tip that Raoul DeSoto was in South America. Thomas had sent his second, Michael Bishop, to follow up. The phone call had been Michael confirming their prey was hiding in Brazil.
Thomas’s need to stay near Juliana and protect her warred with his need to dispose of the bastard who raped her and left her for dead. A growl escaped him before he could stop it. The act may have happened seven years ago, but he’d only recently found out about it so the grief and anger were fresh. If he had known, Raoul would have been taken care of long ago. Or perhaps not. There was a certain pleasure to be had in extending the death of one’s enemies.
Thomas hadn’t yet decided if he was going to see to the matter himself or not, but if he did, everything needed to be in place for Juliana’s protection. With the push of a button, he called one of his oldest associates. “I need you to do something for me.”
* * *
Yellow crime-scene tape snapped in the wind at the bottom of the hill. Juliana parked her silver Ducati alongside it and ignored the cacophony of shouted questions from the mass of reporters. She tried not to flinch as flashbulbs went off and cameras filmed her arrival. She really hated the media. She nodded to the officer standing guard, and he lifted the tape for her to duck under it. She stood there taking in the sight before her.
The normal commotion was evident but it was subdued. That was typical when a child was involved. As hardened as they all were, as many of these scenes as they’d all been to, the kids got to them. When they didn’t, it was time to find a new line of work.
The activity centered at the top of the hill, which she supposed was a blessing. It would make it almost impossible for the cameras to get a shot of what was happening. With a sigh, she made her way up. The group at the top separated to make room for her in their little circle. The sight that greeted her stole her breath, made her heart ache. She closed her eyes for a moment and just breathed, reminded herself to stay separate from the victims. To not sympathize too deeply.
She opened her eyes and looked at Jeremiah. “Where’s our lead?”
He gestured across the clearing with a jerk of his chin toward two men at the perimeter. “Next to the photographer. He’s been waiting for you to get here.”
Surprise shot through her, but she hid it. Usually the head detective gave her the hardest time over the jurisdictional shit. “Name?”
“Detective Warren Taft.”
Juliana made her way to the man in question, looking him over as she went. He was about her age with blond hair and green eyes. She supposed he was attractive in a pretty kind of way, but she preferred her men dark and rugged. Like a certain vampire she knew.
She flashed her gift on only long enough to see that the photographer was dark fae and the detective was a witch. She’d worked with the photographer before but the cop was new to her. He frowned and she knew he saw her eyes glow for the split second she used her gift.
“Detective Taft,” she said as she stepped in front of him, “I’m Walker Norris. I understand you’ve been waiting for me.”
His posture visibly relaxed when she gave her name. He held out a hand and she shook it. “Walker Norris, it’s an honor.”
She arched her brows in surprise but said nothing.
The detective cleared his throat. “I thought you might want to see the scene before we moved anything. We took pictures, obviously, but I know it’s not the same.”
“May I ask why?”
“Excuse me?” He looked confused and she took pity on him.
“It’s not that I don’t appreciate the gesture, but I’m Agency. Technically, I’m not even supposed to be here until you’ve finished your work and moved on. We’re consulting only, remember?”
He shoved his hands in his pockets and stared at the ground. “Would you excuse us for a moment, Joe?” he said without glancing up. The photographer stepped away to stand with Jeremiah on the other side of the clearing. Taft met her eye. “Phipps is an asshole. Not accepting help from the Agency on this is like a drowning man not getting on the boat because it’s the wrong color.”
She grinned. “Well, it’s nice to see we’re in agreement on something. Phipps is an asshole.” Not that it was an unpopular sentiment, it was just rare to hear one of the cops admit it. Phipps had ears everywhere.
He gestured to the victims behind her. “Shall we?”
Juliana held out a hand when she reached Jeremiah and he slapped a pair of gloves against her palm. She snapped them into place and stepped back to observe the scene. A bed of white feathers had been laid on the ground—a nest surrounding the children like angel wings. Their pale skin and white-blond hair betrayed their light fae heritage. Specifically, descendants of the cloud fae who lived high in the mountains and were the basis for many children’s fairytales before those tales became reality.
They lay facing each other, their hands folded together, their eyes closed as if in slumber. The thin strands of their hair wove together until it was impossible to tell where one child’s started and the other’s ended. Despite the brisk breeze, not one of those hairs stirred, nor did one feather ruffle. She slid on her sunglasses and fired up her gift.
The muddy brown of the stasis spells flooded her vision. One spell had been laid on the clearing itself, the other on the children. The killer wanted to ensure his tableau wouldn’t be disturbed by the natural world or decay. He wanted them to appreciate his work as he’d intended.
“I need the photographer,” she said, knowing either Jeremiah or the detective would fetch him for her. She stayed where she was, her eyes locked on the little bodies in front of her. The colors from the spell overlaying them made it easier to look at them, to forget they’d just begun their long lives. Given their heritage, they could easily have had another one hundred and fifty years or more ahead of them. And then some bastard decided he has the right to...No, best not to let her thoughts go there or she’d never get through this. As it was, her chest was already tight, as her throat and eyes burned with unshed tears.
“What do you need?” the photographer said from beside her.
She didn’t even glance at him. To do so would mean taking her eyes from the scene in front of her and she felt oddly reluctant to do so. She held up a hand. “Hold on.”
Why was it she didn’t want to look away? As soon as she had the thought, she found it easier to do so. Some compulsion spells behaved that way. They only worked if you didn’t know about them. The moment you realized you were being influenced, the spell quit working. She looked around the perimeter of the clearing, shutting down her gift so she could see the faces of those around her. She wasn’t the only one who found herself compelled to look at the murderer’s handiwork. It was a spell. Damn it.
“Jeremiah.”
“Yeah,” he answered, not looking at her.
“Jeremiah,” she said again, more insistent this time. “Look at me, not them.”
Finally, he glanced at her. He frowned when she didn’t say anything right away. She was trying to figure out the best way to handle the situation. “Tell everyone that there’s a compulsion spell on the bodies to draw their attention, the killer wants them to admire his work. It seems to be easier to ignore once you’re aware of it.”
His eyes widened and he moved to do as she asked. She put a hand on his arm to stop him. “Tell them to put their masks on, too. The smell is about to get unpleasant.”
Detective Taft watched with narrowed eyes. Probably trying to figure out if she was crazy or if she actually knew what she was talking about. She wondered herself most days. She ignored him and crouched next to the bodies. “I’m going to try to remove the spell on the bodies. The photographer will have to be fast if he wants to catch it all. You both might want to put a mask on before I start.”
The photographer sniffed the air. “I don’t smell nothin’.”
“You will,” she assured him and slipped on her own mask. She inhaled deeply, filling her nostrils with the menthol aroma that accompanied the masks.
She fired her gift back up, ignoring the flash of pain that shot up the back of her skull. She’d flipped it on and off too many times during the day, but she needed it for what she was about to do.
Her hand touched the earth-colored shimmer hovering over the nearest body. She pinched the sheen between two fingers and pulled away from the body. As the spell detached, it faded from sight.
The smell hit her almost instantly, even through the mask. Her eyes watered and she held the back of her hand against her nose as she struggled to hold onto the little food she had in her stomach. She was grateful she’d received this call before Thomas could feed her.
“By all the gods,” Detective Taft breathed beside her. The steady click of the camera came from her other side.
She shut down her gift and the pain faded with it. The victims now looked horrific rather than angelic. Their white-blond hair whipped in a frenzy around their suddenly dark skin. “What do you think?” she asked the medical examiner who came over to stand across from her.
“Best guess without an exam? Ten days, maybe two weeks.”
She dropped her head. That meant the witch had killed them just over a week after he took them. How long would it be before they found the next body?
“Take them to the morgue. Do a full workup,” Taft ordered.
“Hold on a minute.” The M.E.’s soft whisper had her looking up. He knelt by the twins’ heads. His gloved hand reached out and spread the eyelids on one eye. An empty void yawned behind it. He quickly checked the others and looked up at them, distress marring his features.
The bastard had taken their eyes.


Chapter Three
Juliana stepped through the doors of the Roma hotel and ran her gaze over the lavish interior. Marble and granite gleamed everywhere, chandeliers hung from the ceiling and huge bouquets of fresh flowers adorned nearly every surface. Light fairies flitted and laughed among the blossoms like ethereal hummingbirds. Occasionally they stopped to sip at the small, unobtrusive bowls of honey that had been left for them around the bases of the flowers.
The corner of her mouth curled up in a smile. She couldn’t have been more out of place if she tried. After leaving the crime scene, she popped into the Agency to make her report. Wrinkles marred her shirt and dirt stained the knees of her jeans where she’d knelt in the grass. It had been many long hours since her hair had last seen anything resembling a comb or brush. She ran her fingers through it in a desperate attempt to bring some sort of order.
Since she wasn’t there on official business, she tucked her badge into her top. No use freaking out the clientele any more than necessary. At least she was carrying her gun and not her sword. It was much harder to conceal. A handful of guests glanced at her, but just as quickly dismissed her. They were rich and practiced at ignoring those beneath them. The concierge however, had eyes for no one else. She nodded as she stepped past him to the small private elevator partially hidden behind a large potted plant at the end of the front desk. She hadn’t been here in years, but elevators didn’t move. At least, not normally.
“Can I help you, ma’am?” he said as he stepped around the plant and between her and the elevator. He wore a gray three-piece suit and an air of elegance. He was also about half a foot shorter than she was, but carried himself as if his lack of height didn’t concern him in the slightest.
“No. I think I’ve got it under control.” She stepped to the side to go around him, but he mirrored the movement.
“I’m sorry, madam, but are you here to see one of our guests?”
She ignored the tendril of irritation she felt. Surely, she was young enough still to warrant a “miss.” Since Thomas had moved from the house to his rooms at the top of the hotel, this intrusion was an inconvenience she’d have to get used to. “Of a sort. I’m here to see Thomas Kendrick.”
The man didn’t even twitch at the mention of the name. “And is Mr. Kendrick expecting you?”
She sighed. “No, actually. But I’m sure if you call him—”
“Mr. Kendrick does not pay me to call and inquire about his visitors. He informs me they are coming so it is not necessary and I assure you that he has informed me of no expected visitors today.”
For some reason she felt oddly reluctant to call Thomas and ask permission to visit in front of the help. She dropped the shield that kept her mind mostly separated from his. Their Union connected them in such a way that, without the proper precautions, they could know each other’s every thought should they so desire. And Juliana most certainly did not. There were few things left in the world that were solely hers. She could at least hold onto the privacy of her thoughts and emotions.
She felt her mate’s surprise at their sudden connection. The phone rang at the front desk and she put the shield back in place even though she could feel Thomas’s desire that she leave it down. She felt too exposed that way. Too open.
“Sir? Sir,” the young man who answered the phone called to the concierge.
He glanced over.
The young man held the phone up as he looked between the two of them. “You might want to take this.”
The older man turned back to her with an arched brow. “You will wait right here.”
“Wouldn’t dream of moving.” She slid her hands into her pockets and rocked back on her heels.
He looked her over from head to toe and sniffed in dismissal. Moments later he stood in front of her once again, hands clasped in front of him, head slightly bowed. “I apologize, Ms. Norris. Of course, you may go right up. Do you need me to enter the code?”
“I’ve got it. Thanks.” She stepped past him and punched her personal code into the keypad hoping like hell it worked. She would look like a real idiot if she had to ask the concierge for his at this point.
With relief, the elevator started up. The door slid open, and she stepped into the empty box. There were no buttons to push. The car only traveled between the lobby and Thomas’s suite on the top floor. It stayed there unless someone punched in a working code in the lobby. She slumped against the back wall, resting her head against it, and waited for the elevator to finish its journey of the twenty-plus floors.
It finally came to a smooth stop and the doors opened to reveal one of the sweetest sights she’d ever seen. Thomas leaned against the wall across from her, shoes off, shirt open and he held a scotch in each hand.
* * *
Thomas held one of the glasses out to Juliana and she moved across the floor to take it. She looked utterly exhausted. Unfortunately, it was a look he’d seen her wear far too often. Her skin was drawn, pale and there were dark smudges under her eyes. He wondered how long it had been since she’d slept. As it was, he was certain she hadn’t eaten anything since breakfast, if then. She tended to undervalue the importance of a good meal. Or any meal for that matter.
He’d been stunned when she dropped the shielding between them. It so rarely happened that he had forgotten how strong their bond was. For that moment, however brief, he’d known precisely where she was, what she was thinking, what she was feeling. It had been glorious. Now if he could just get the stubborn woman to see it should always be that way between them, everything would be fine.
She stood in front of him, clasping the drink. Lost in her own thoughts, she’d said nothing, not even a greeting. He stepped away from the wall. “That bad, huh?”
He walked down the hall toward the kitchen, relieved when she followed behind without any hassle. His mate could make the simplest of tasks incredibly trying.
“I didn’t say anything,” she said.
“You didn’t need to, Joya. You bear your fatigue like an open wound. Besides, you came to see me. You haven’t been here since I moved from the house.” The house he’d never sleep in again now that he knew what had been done to her there. This would be their new home. Until they found something more permanent, anyway. He had yet to begin looking as he hoped she’d have as much say in the decision as he. Thomas walked over to the fridge without looking at her, afraid she’d be able to see his thoughts on his face. He pulled out food and set it on the counter.
“I wasn’t likely to come visit when I thought you weren’t talking to me.”
The irritation in her voice made him smile. Fortunately for him, his back was still to her or he was certain she’d have something to say about that smile. He shrugged as if her words made no difference. And they didn’t. It wasn’t his fault she assumed he wasn’t speaking to her. If she’d drop that cursed shield between them, she would have known that wasn’t the case.
She slammed her glass down on the counter and he twitched. It was so much fun to tease her until that temper of hers got in the way. That crystal was a hundred years old. The least she could do was show it a modicum of respect. He didn’t say anything. If he did, she’d doubtless throw it against a wall just to spite him.
He made a sandwich with ham, cheese and mustard and put it on a plate.
“What are you doing?” she asked.
“Feeding you.” He added some chips to the plate.
“Why?”
He sat the plate in front of her. “Because you never eat.”
“I eat,” she said and took a large bite of the sandwich as if to prove her point.
He leaned against the counter, arms crossed over his chest, and watched her. “Before that sandwich, what have you consumed today besides coffee and scotch?”
* * *
Maybe he’d take her silence as a proclamation that she wasn’t getting involved in the conversation. Knowing him though, he’d see it as the confession it was. Curse him. She finished her sandwich and started on the chips. Barbecue. Her favorite. He hated them. That meant he was keeping food in his home just for her.
She looked up and locked eyes with him. He stared right back, unwilling to back down, to let her ignore this thing between them that needed to be addressed. Just because she was his mate didn’t mean she was ready for the intensity of a real relationship. Truth be told, she was terrified. Terrified that she’d let him in and he’d destroy her heart again. She wouldn’t recover from a second round. She also was coming to the realization that she wanted, no, needed him in her life. Sometimes, love really sucked.
Finally, she shifted her focus back to her plate and, after a moment, he turned and started putting things away. She took the opportunity to look around. Last time she was here the place had looked like a typical hotel suite. Mass-produced furniture and neutral colors had dominated the space. And the kitchen had been little more than a minifridge and microwave.
The entire thing had been redone. Recently from the looks of it. Each section of the suite had the walls painted a different color to give the illusion of separate rooms. The furniture had been replaced with pieces much more suited to Thomas’s style. And the suite now boasted a full kitchen complete with breakfast bar. Photographs of Thomas’s sister and her family decorated the walls and shelves. There were even a few shots of her scattered amongst them. It was obvious Thomas planned to stay awhile.
Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She stood and pulled it out, glancing at the screen. Jeremiah. Time to get back to work. “Norris.”
“You better turn on the TV.”
Shit. Nothing good ever came from those words. “What channel?”
“Pick one.”
She walked to the living room, picked up the remote and flipped the TV onto a local channel. The commissioner’s pasty, fleshy face filled the screen as he stepped up to a podium amongst microphones and flashbulbs. A growl escaped her before she could stop it. She snapped her phone shut and shoved it back in her pocket.
Commissioner Dickhead, or Phipps, as he preferred to be called, tapped the center microphone and cleared his throat. “Good citizens of New Hope, I stand before you today a grieving man. It is with a heavy heart that I tell you Joshua and Lily Hunter, the twins abducted from the New Hope Mall just over three weeks ago, have been found brutally murdered.” There was a discernible murmur among the reporters in the audience.
“As you all know, it has been widely thought these children were the first to be taken by the Thief. Recent evidence has come to light that suggests this is not the case, that the Thief’s reach is far longer than previously thought. The Agency’s scope has been limited and they have failed to look at the bigger picture.”
Son of a bitch. She knew they were going to take the blame for this from the moment she saw the bodies. And here was Phipps, on the frigging television nonetheless, acting as if he had nothing to do with the case when the Agency practically had to beg to be involved. If she were a lesser person, she’d send a gremlin to live in his house. She stored the idea for later.
“I see the good commissioner is being his usual charming self,” Thomas said behind her, reminding her he was still there.
She glanced over her shoulder. “If that asshole kept information from us to make himself look better, I’ll hang him up by his own balls.”
Thomas didn’t respond because Phipps started talking again.
“My department has uncovered evidence that the Thief has been operation for perhaps as long as six months.” The murmur in the pressroom turned into a dull roar and Phipps held up his hands for silence. “I make a solemn vow to the people of New Hope that I will personally see to it that the Agency works cooperatively with our department to ensure that no more children go missing. That no more children die because of jurisdictional politics. Thank you.”
She sank into a chair and let out a long breath. The bastard not only set up the Agency to take the blame, he made himself the hero if the children quit disappearing. Not that she saw that happening anytime soon.
“Nice of him to take the blame if any more of them die,” Thomas said, sarcasm dripping from every word.
She snorted. “Yeah, right. He’ll talk his way out of that, too.”
“Did you see the detective on stage with him?”
She shook her head. Her focus had been on the man who had always been more politician than cop. She hadn’t even noticed the other people on the stage. Thomas snatched up the remote and rewound the live feed. Technology was a wondrous thing.
“There,” he said. “To the right.”
Standing just behind Phipps was a plainclothes officer, his detective’s shield visible against his white dress shirt. He also looked very familiar. “Taft.”
Thomas looked at her in surprise. “You know him?”
“He was the lead at the scene with the twins.”
He nodded once. “Well, keep an eye on him.” He pushed play. Taft shook his head through Phipps’s whole speech. It was subtle and would go unnoticed by most of the populace, but not her vampire.
The corner of her mouth quirked up in a smile. “I’m glad I’m not the only one who thinks Phipps is full of shit.”
Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She pulled it out already, knowing what was coming and dreading every moment of it. “Norris.”
“I want you in my office in five minutes,” Ben ordered, his words clipped.
“I’m in the middle of something. I’ll be there in half an hour.”
“No. You’ll take a portal and you’ll come in now.”
She clenched her teeth together until her jaw ached. Her boss’s latest mission in life seemed to be to make hers a miserable existence. “Technically, I’m off duty. I understand you want to see me. If you witnessed what I just did, I even understand why, but you are going to have to give a little on this.” She kept her voice calm, cool, revealing none of her irritation.
He was quiet a moment, then sighed. “Thirty minutes. Not one second longer.”
She snapped her phone shut and slid it back into her pocket.
“I take it he’s still upset with you,” Thomas said.
She looked at him. He leaned in the doorway leading into his bedroom, his shirt buttoned, shoes on his feet. One benefit of being involved with a vampire was never having to repeat a phone conversation. They could hear both sides just fine if they tried. “That’s one way of putting it. He’ll get over it eventually. I hope.”
* * *
Her boss’s unpleasantness bothered her more than she was letting on. Thomas was partly to blame for the man’s antagonism, but he had the suspicion if he tried to fix the situation, it would only get worse. He’d give it some time, see if it resolved on its own before he got involved. Juliana wouldn’t appreciate his interference anyway.
He strolled across the floor and took her hand to help her to her feet. She swayed in exhaustion and he frowned. His little bride, always trying to save others even to the detriment on her own health.
A muscle worked in his jaw as he debated what to do. Michael still had Raoul under surveillance and could probably take the scum just fine on his own. However, Thomas couldn’t shake the thought that he should see to the capture himself. Raoul had been allowed to escape too many times before. But if he left, who would make sure Juliana took care of herself? Not that she would let him look after her even if he stayed.
He sighed and pulled her against him. She rested her head against his chest and he basked in the sensation. If things ever went their way, he would stay here and hold her in his arms forever. But no, he couldn’t let Raoul get away again. The bastard had so many things to pay for. Attempting to kill Juliana topped the long list. Thomas would just have to trust she could take care of herself for the time it would take him to do his hunting.
He bent his head and brushed a featherlight caress against her lips.
She returned the kiss briefly, then pulled back. “I’ve got to go.”
He dropped his head lower so their foreheads touched. “Are you going to be okay if I leave town for a couple of days?”
She leaned back and looked at him. Her lips pursed and irritation slid through her eyes. “I took care of myself for a long time, Thomas. I think I can manage a couple of days.”
That was his little bride. Always pushing him away. Never letting him know he mattered. Thomas ignored the twinge the thought brought with it and frowned at her. He dropped his arms and took a step back. If she wished to play disinterested, so could he. “Fine. If you need me, call. Feel free to stay here if you wish. Should you require immediate assistance and are unable to get in touch with me, call Carmela.” Carmela sat on the Council with him and had already been given explicit instructions concerning Juliana’s welfare.
Her mouth drew into a sharp scowl.
He arched a brow. “What is it?”
She shook her head. “Nothing.”
Which only meant she was unwilling to discuss it. “It’s not nothing. Speak.”
Sighing, she ran a hand down her face, then crossed her arms over her chest. “I wouldn’t ask Carmela to throw water on me if I was on fire.”
He blinked several times while he processed that. This was new, but he’d never known Juliana to dislike someone without reason. “Explain.”
“Are you sure?” she asked.
He nodded. Whatever it was, he needed to know, even if it destroyed his friendship with Carmela. She meant nothing next to his bride.
“When you were demon-ridden, the demon called her and told her where it was. She told us it was an anonymous tip. She let us walk in blind.”
“An oversight. I’m sure she wouldn’t—”
“That’s not all,” Juliana interrupted. “Remember that I told you I called when you left and could never get through to you? I recognized her voice when I met her. It was Carmela who answered the phone. The last time she told me you had moved on to a real woman and I shouldn’t trouble myself any longer.”
Fury stiffened Thomas’s spine and he had no doubt that his eyes blazed pure black. That selfish, spiteful bitch. She’d been his friend for decades, had hinted she wanted more, but he’d never been interested. Would never be interested. “Never, in any of my many years, have I been with Carmela.”
“I know that. Now. I didn’t then. All it took was meeting her once to know she was lying. She’s not your type.”
Knowing Juliana believed him calmed him some. Not much, but some. “I will deal with her when I return. In the meantime, she will help you if you call. She wouldn’t dare do otherwise.”
“I’ll keep it in mind,” she said in a tone that told him she wouldn’t call Carmela if she was gasping her last breath and the vampire was the only one who could save her. Juliana headed for the elevator.
“Juliana?” he said, stopping her. “As much as you hate it, if you get into trouble, drop the shielding between us. I will come for you.”
She looked at him a moment and then stepped into the elevator. He kept his eyes locked with hers until the doors blocked her from view.


Chapter Four
Juliana berated herself all the way to the Agency for being short with Thomas. So he had to leave town for a few days. What was the big deal? Except for the fact she was hunting down a child killer and could use the moral support, there was no reason for him to stick around. No reason at all. But she wanted him to, and she didn’t want to have to ask. Cursed vampire.
She strode through the halls, not paying much attention to those around her. It was getting late but the Agency was always active. All she wanted to do was get this over with, go home and get some sleep. When she reached Ben’s office, she rapped lightly on the door and swung it open without waiting for a response. A file lay open on his desk and she caught a glimpse of her name before he flipped it shut. Interesting. The way her luck had been running, he was probably combing her file looking for an excuse to fire her. The way things had been going, she’d begun to wonder if she’d even care.
Her boss looked like shit. His hair was disheveled and he was paler than normal. And, as usual, he’d gone too long without eating if the exposed fang was any indication. There was a time she would have cared and maybe even asked him what was going on. That was before her last case. He’d put a kill order out for Thomas when he was demon-ridden even though, in her opinion, it hadn’t been necessary. She’d refused to follow through and had in fact gone to the vampire Council for help. They got an injunction to keep Ben from killing her mate and she’d been suspended even though she got rid of the demon. Now she just kept her mouth shut and waited for him to tell her why he’d summoned her.
“Take a seat,” he snapped, gesturing to one of the chairs in front of his desk.
She shifted her weight on her feet. “I’ll stand, thanks.” She’d actually prefer to sit, but since he’d ordered her to do it, she’d hold her ground. Eventually he’d quit being a dick. Or she’d find a new job. In the meantime, she wasn’t about to let him treat her like shit just because he thought he could. Her little dissents kept her sane.
He scowled, his jaw drawing tight. “Suit yourself.” He leaned back in his chair. “Commissioner Phipps wants a task force, a symbol of cooperation between the Agency and the locals. The higher-ups agree it would be good PR and maybe we can even stop this lunatic in the process.”
“We wouldn’t need to worry about PR if it wasn’t for that asshole Phipps in the first place.”
“I’m aware of that, but there’s nothing that can be done for it. Not now anyway. Phipps only wants full Walkers, not agents, so you’re it. You’re to report to the fifth precinct at eight a.m. tomorrow morning.”
He couldn’t seriously be thinking of sending her on her own. “Who else?”
“Grace can go as your assistant.”
“No other Walkers?”
He turned his eyes away from her and down to his desk. “No one else is available at this time.”
“What about Nathaniel?” Nathaniel West was a Walker and a werewolf as well as her friend. He’d hosted a demon during her last case and had been on psych leave ever since. But she didn’t think there was anything wrong with his head that hadn’t been wrong before the demon took up residence in it.
“West is still on leave and you know it. I’m not pulling him in just because you’re afraid to face Phipps alone.”
This had nothing to do with her or her opinion of Phipps. This had to do with what was right. She pursed her lips, thought about arguing for a moment, then turned and strode out of Ben’s office, slamming the door behind her. These games, these power trips, or whatever the hell they were, that her boss and Phipps were playing were bullshit. They were going to end up getting people killed because they were too busy trying to one-up each other.
It was time to call in a favor.
* * *
Juliana pulled up in front of the gray building that served as the fifth precinct. Jeremiah conversed animatedly with a freakishly tall, slightly green-skinned figure. Leo, a Walker from Brazil. She’d helped him out of an intense situation more than once. He owed her, and when she called he’d agreed immediately to help. Sometimes it was good to have a favor or two to call in. Leo was over seven feet of lean muscle and sinuous movement. His face lit when he saw her and his forked tongue flicked out of his mouth in greeting.
A rare serpentine fae from the Amazon, Leo could literally taste a lie. He could get a sense of it in the air, but his gift was most accurate if he licked the skin of the person talking. As invaluable as he would be during interrogations, she was counting on him to help her filter through Phipps’s bullshit.
She smiled and shook his hand. “It’s good to see you, Leo.”
“You, too, my friend. I’m glad I’m finally getting the opportunity to repay you.”
She snorted a laugh. The last time she helped Leo with a case, she’d been swallowed by a giant, mutated earthworm and had had to hack her way out. She wasn’t sure he could ever completely repay her for that. “Did Jeremiah fill you in?”
Leo’s face fell and he nodded. “I’ll be glad to help you in any way I can.”
“Glad to hear it. For now, it’s enough that you’re a Walker. Let’s leave the details of what you can do between us.” She yanked open the door and then turned back to her friend. “By the way, I’m sorry.”
“For what?”
“Phipps.”
Leo’s brows shot up, but he said nothing. He gestured with his head for her to continue. She stepped into the building and up to the counter, the men trailing behind her. The din of a busy police station swamped her immediately. People typing, talking on the phone, shouting for their phone calls all coalesced into a symphony of sound. The smell that assaulted her wasn’t quite as pleasant. Burnt coffee and piss wasn’t exactly her favorite combination. She flashed her badge to the officer manning the front desk.
“Top of the stairs. Second door on the right,” he instructed as he buzzed them through.
The walk seemed to take forever and while the noise didn’t change much, the smell improved the further they got from the lobby. Even cops she was familiar with avoided making eye contact when they passed. Either Phipps was in a rampage over the Agency or they knew how displeased she was with this turn of events.
Jeremiah stepped past her and opened the door to the conference room. Phipps sat at one end of the table, face red and sweat-soaked. Apparently, he’d already been in full tirade before they arrived. He sneered when she stepped into the room. The sneer turned into a curl of disgust when Leo and Jeremiah came in behind her. He disliked her, but at least he could pretend she was human. Not so with her companions. “Phipps,” she said in lieu of an actual greeting.
“Commissioner Phipps,” he corrected, as he always did.
She ignored him and glanced around the room. Besides Phipps, herself and her companions, there were four other people seated at the table. Taft was one of them. Interesting. She thought Phipps would have stocked his task force with yes men.
She dropped into one of the empty chairs in front of her at the table. Leo moved around the table to take one on the opposite side and Jeremiah stayed standing, taking up position to one side of the door. The glare of the fluorescent lights caused her to squint and if the one directly over her head didn’t quit flickering, she might be forced to shoot it.
Phipps continued to stare at her, his face ruddy and angry. After a long moment, he cleared his throat and leaned forward in his chair, intertwining his fingers on the table. She knew he was waiting for her to speak first, but she had a much higher patience level than the commissioner. Not that great of an accomplishment, but she’d take what she could get.
“Walker Norris, I of course know you and your ever-present companion Agent Grace, but may I ask who your...friend is?” The last was filled with venom and his mouth even twisted with disgust when he said it. It was obvious to everyone in the room he hated the fact the fae was here.
“This is Leo. He is also a Walker.”
“Leo what?’
“Just Leo.” The truth was Leo’s real name was completely unpronounceable in any tongue but his own. It also consisted of about twenty-three syllables.
“Nichols didn’t mention any other Walkers when I spoke to him.”
She said nothing, simply crossing her arms over her chest and blinking at Phipps. Of course, Ben didn’t say anything about Leo. Her boss didn’t know her friend was here. And if he did, he’d find a way to send him home. She knew enough about Leo to know he would soon prove himself invaluable and they wouldn’t be able to send him back when they discovered he wasn’t officially here. As Phipps proved earlier, even the Agency wasn’t above bad press.
Phipps gave up on getting a response out of her and stood. “Enough of this. All right everyone. You all know why we’re here.”
Because you’re an asshole. The words pressed against her lips, begging to be let out. She managed to contain them. For the moment. She couldn’t guarantee they wouldn’t make an appearance later.
“So does this mean that you’re officially asking the Agency for assistance on this matter?” Jeremiah asked. Her brow rose. It wasn’t like him to cause trouble. He usually left that up to her.
And she’d thought Phipps’s face couldn’t get any redder.
“I believe that’s clear, Agent Grace. Now that we’ve waited long enough for the Agency to get with the program, I would like to begin. There are copies of the M.E.’s reports on the twins in the middle of the table.”
Juliana clenched her teeth together to keep from responding to Phipps’s jab at the Agency. There was no point. Everyone in the room knew the way things really were. And if they didn’t, she worried about their intelligence level. She leaned forward and snagged one of the reports. She skimmed through it, her eyes quickly finding the cause of death and the approximate time of death. The M.E.’s guesstimate on the time frame had been accurate.
“They were suffocated?” one of Phipps’s men said.
“Yes,” she answered as she read from the report. “But there no were no signs of bruising on the nose or the mouth or any indication of foreign bodies as there should have been if something was held over the face.” She tossed the report back on the table. “And given the time frames we’re talking about. He killed them and kept them somewhere before leaving them for us to find.”
“Not necessarily,” Phipps said. “With that spell on them, they could have been up there for several days before they were found.”
She shook her head. “Unlikely. As much as the overlook gets used by teenagers and wayward spouses, someone would have seen something.” She didn’t bring up the countless druggies who used the place to shoot up or otherwise get high. Phipps had an abominable record against drugs and doubtless wouldn’t like the reminder. See, she could be diplomatic if she tried.
He narrowed his eyes at her, undoubtedly wanting to argue but knowing she was right. “And I don’t suppose you have any idea as to how precisely he accomplished the suffocation?”
“Not a clue.”
His smug look irritated her. He didn’t have any more idea than she did. Leo flicked his tongue out for the third time since they’d entered the room. It was the first time Phipps noticed though. He curled his lip and narrowed his eyes at her friend. The corner of Leo’s mouth curled in a little smile. He was antagonizing Phipps on purpose. Normally, she only saw his tongue a couple of times a day, more if he was in an interrogation or excited about something. There was no reason for him to be doing it as frequently as he was except to irritate Phipps.
“There are a couple of things I’d like clarified if you don’t mind,” she said, drawing Phipps’s attention to her.
“Like what, Norris?”
“Like exactly how long you believe the Thief has been in operation, where and when you obtained this information and why you are suddenly so interested in gaining our assistance. Other than to cover your ass of course.”
Leo coughed and used a hand to cover his grin. Okay, so maybe that wasn’t as tactful as she could have been, but she’d been getting jerked around by Phipps and his politics since this case started.
Taft leaned forward as if to answer. Phipps put a hand on the detective’s shoulder and pressed him back in the chair. “I don’t answer to you, Norris. But in the spirit of cooperation I’m preparing copies of dossiers for you on thirteen additional children we believe are the work of the Thief.”
Her heart sank. “Thirteen?” How had so many children gone missing from the New Hope area without them noticing the connection before the twins? “And they’re all from New Hope?”
Phipps’s eyes narrowed. “I know what you’re trying to do. You’re trying to find some excuse to take this case away from me. It won’t happen. This is my jurisdiction. My case.”
Leo coughed again and she glanced at him. He shook his head. Phipps was lying.
She focused on Taft. “How did we find these children, Detective?”
Phipps nodded at him to answer.
“I fed a series of search parameters into the computer. Several matches turned up going back at least six months,” Taft explained, eyes darting between her and Phipps. She got the impression he was choosing his words carefully.
She was missing something. “What did you tell the computer to look for?”
“Any cases of missing children where there were no eyewitnesses when there should have been or where there was evidence of magic being used.”
“And when did you do this?”
He cleared his throat and glanced at Phipps again. “I fed the information I was looking for into the system a couple of weeks ago. Then I had to go through the hits and get them cleaned up and narrowed down.”
“And in what areas did you conduct your computer search?”
“Taft,” Phipps snapped, and shook his head once. A warning.
Juliana leaned forward in her chair. If the Thief was operating outside the New Hope area, this was no longer Phipps’s case. If he’d known that and had proof, she was going to nail his ass to the wall. As much fun as that would be, she was really hoping she was wrong. She didn’t want to be in charge of this case. Didn’t want the responsibility. “Where, Detective?” she asked again, her voice sounding tired even to her own ears.
For a moment, she thought he wasn’t going to answer. “All along the Western seaboard. We got thirteen hits over three states.”
A muscle worked in her jaw as she clenched her teeth. When a crime crossed state lines, either the Agency or the FBI got involved. As the Bureau wouldn’t touch anything even remotely Altered, that made it hers. There was just one more thing she needed to know. “And when did you present this information to the commissioner?”
“Two days ago.”
“I always knew you weren’t a team player, Taft.” Phipps spat the words at the detective. Quite literally actually as spit flew from the corners of his mouth. He was in full fury mode. “You’ll regret this, Detective.”
Now she understood why Taft had waited for her to arrive on the scene with the twins. He knew it should be the Agency’s investigation and he was covering his ass. Sliding her chair back, she pressed her fists into the table and stood. “Right. You want jurisdictional politics, I’ll give you jurisdictional politics.”
Jeremiah was at her back and leaning to speak in her ear almost before she was fully upright. “Should we call Ben first?”
She jerked her head to the side. This was the Agency’s case, her case. She wasn’t going to argue that point with Ben or anyone else. Besides, as the old phrase went, it was better to ask forgiveness than permission. She stared at Phipps. “You want to tell them or shall I?”
“Tell who what precisely?” He stood, mirroring her position.
“Tell your officers that you’re no longer in charge here.”
His face grew crimson again, but he said nothing and kept his spot at the end of the table. She shrugged, then turned from the table and threw open the door behind her. Striding into the other room, she motioned to Jeremiah and he let out a piercing wolf whistle. She’d always been envious of his ability to do that. The bustle around them came to a halt as everyone turned to look at them. Phipps bumbled out of the conference room. “Now see here, Norris.”
She turned her glare on him. “No, you had your chance. Another word and I’ll take it to the mayor and file a formal complaint with the Agency.”
His mouth snapped shut. Muscles worked in his jaw and neck. His skin remained an unflattering hue of red.
She put her attention back on the officers in the room. “The Thief now falls under Agency jurisdiction. My jurisdiction. That doesn’t mean I’m shutting you out and it doesn’t mean that I don’t need your help.”
“What does it mean?” a voice called from the far side of the room.
“It means I need copies of everything you’ve got and I need them yesterday. And when I say everything, I mean everything. Not just what Phipps told you to give me.”
When no one moved for a long moment, Taft piped up. “You heard her. Get busy.”
“Ben isn’t going to like this. He’s going to like you doing it without talking to him first even less.” Jeremiah kept his voice low enough only she and Leo could hear it.
“Don’t care,” Juliana said. She’d never make it beyond her position as a Walker because she wouldn’t play the games. She did her job and she did it well, but that wasn’t enough. She looked at Leo. “We’re still going to give them their task force. You’re going to be involved in all the interrogations, obviously. Jeremiah, you’re the liaison. You’re good at that.”
She went back to the conference room, motioning for Taft and Phipps to precede her.
“I don’t know what you think you’re playing at, Norris,” Phipps said as soon as the door was shut. “I ask you here as a show of trust, of cooperation, and you pull this bullshit. You just can’t stand to have anyone telling you what to do, can you?”
“I’m sorry. Did I give you the impression you were allowed to speak? Sit down.” The opportunities she had to put Phipps in his place were rare enough. She took full advantage when she had the chance. “We’re going to go ahead with your task force because I value the work your men have put in to this point and the assistance they can offer in the future. But do not mistake the fact that I am in charge from this point forward.
“There will be no more press conferences without my permission. There will be no interviews, no leaks and no hints to the press about our cooperation. Taft is your lead on this, so he’s now teamed up with me for the duration. He does nothing else. Pull his caseload and give it to someone else.”
“Actually, Gifford is the lead,” Taft piped up, a smile playing at the edges of his lips.
“Who’s Gifford?” she snapped.
A short, balding man to Phipps’s right raised his hand.
“What’s the total number of victims?”
“Excuse me?” the man asked, a tremor in his voice. If she said “boo,” he’d probably pee his pants.
“I suppose if that one’s too much, ages or names are out of the question.” The man looked at her blankly. She glanced at Taft. He didn’t say a word, but she knew he had all that information and more stored in his brain, just as she did. But he had more. He knew about thirteen kids she didn’t.
“I’ll take Taft. Leo will assist with any and all interrogations,” she ordered. “If any of the rest of you need anything, talk to Jeremiah. Phipps, do what you do best and sit in your office and stay the hell out of my way. You pop up on my radar and you’re going to regret it.”
“I’m the police commissioner, Norris.” Phipps’s voice was low, lethal. “You can’t just tell me what to do.”
“Actually, I can. And I’m pretty sure I just did.” She leaned on the table. “You want to complain to someone about it, you make sure you mention that you’ve known this was ours for two days and didn’t report it. See how that goes over.”
She held his gaze for a long moment making sure he was the first to look away. When she was sure he was done, she turned to Jeremiah. “Have everything delivered in my name to the Roma.”
“The Roma?”
She grinned. “Thomas is out of town. He’s got more room than I do.”


Chapter Five
“You’re sure he’s in there?” Thomas asked his second, Michael Bishop. Their eyes stayed fixed on the ground floor windows of the building across the street from their hotel. If you could call it that. The place was dilapidated enough that Thomas was reluctant to touch anything. It was more like a dirt hole that they had to pay to stay in.
“He went in about four this morning. No one’s seen him come out. I’ve got men on every exit.” His voice conveyed his irritation at having to wait for Thomas. As competent as Michael was, Raoul DeSoto had managed to slip away from him too many times. It wasn’t going to happen this time. Thomas was going to make certain of it himself.
“And you’re positive it’s him?” Ever since Thomas had put a rather large bounty on Raoul’s head, they’d been getting reports from all over the world. Most of them worthless.
Michael nodded. “Saw him with my own eyes this time. The side of his face was melted, just as Juliana said. I wonder what the hell happened to him. Not that I care, the bastard deserves it. I just hope it hurt. A lot.”
Thomas grunted in agreement. Although it didn’t matter. Any pain the man had previously experienced in his life would pale in comparison to what Thomas would mete out.
“Does she know what you’re up to?” his second asked.
Thomas clenched his teeth and worked the muscles in his jaw. His bride had enough to deal with right now without knowing about his current task. “No. I considered telling her, but she’s needed where she’s at. And she’s handled this long enough on her own. It’s my turn.” He was also afraid that she would keep him from doing all the things he so desperately wanted to do to the man.
Michael frowned. “What’s going on?”
“She’s working on the case with those missing children. The Thief.”
He frowned. “Is she all right? You know how she is about the kids.”
Thomas started to say that he didn’t know when his phone buzzed at his hip. He glanced at the display. Juliana. “Well, I guess we’ll be able to find out,” he said as he answered. “Joya, how are you doing?”
“Phipps is a bigger prick than I realized and I’m now in charge of the whole damn thing.” Thomas could almost feel the weight of her burden in her sigh. “There’s more, Thomas. So many more than we realized.”
He sat on the edge of the bed stunned by both her words and the hopelessness in her voice. “What can I do? Tell me what you need.”
“I need a base of operations, somewhere neutral where I won’t have Ben or Phipps constantly trying to take over. I told them to send everything to the hotel.”
He said nothing. As much as he desired to help her, he didn’t want people he didn’t know in their home, their sanctuary. She gave a low laugh, obviously knowing what he was thinking without him having to voice his concern. “Don’t worry, Thomas. There’s only going to be a handful that have access to this area and none of them are getting into your rooms. I need you to call and arrange for us to have the largest conference room they’ve got, two if they aren’t very big.”
He began running through the appropriate locations in his mind, quickly settling on the best one. “I’m not even going to ask how this landed in your lap. I’ll do my business as fast as possible and get home. The hotel will give you whatever you need. All you have to do is ask. You didn’t need to call me.”
“I think they’ll take it better coming from you. Especially when you tell them I’m going to need four rooms, as well.”
“Juliana,” he said, a warning in his voice.
“Not for me. But we are going to be putting in some late nights. They’ll need somewhere to crash on occasion. I don’t know these people that well and I’m not sure I want some of them knowing I have a permanent residence in the hotel should I choose to use it. Or that you and I are that close.”
“You don’t trust them?”
“I told you, I don’t know them.”
“That’s not an answer and you know it.” If she was working with people she couldn’t trust, he needed to get things wrapped up here and get back to her as quickly as possible.
“I trust Jeremiah and I trust Leo. That’s it. Everyone else I’ve met is Phipps’s men. Except for maybe Taft, the one you pointed out at the press conference. But I don’t know him, so, no, I don’t trust him.”
“All right,” he said. He could understand her reluctance to put her trust in people who hadn’t proven themselves. “I’ll make the arrangements with the hotel. Check in with the desk when you get there.”
“Thank you.”
He smiled though she couldn’t see it. “Will you get angry if I thank you for allowing me to do something for you?”
“Well, I wouldn’t have,” she snapped and hung up.
He gave into a sharp bark of laughter then turned his attention to Michael. “I have a call to make and then we take Raoul. I need to get back to her.”
* * *
“You mind telling me what the hell that was about?” Taft said from behind Juliana as she wove through the dense foot traffic on the street. She ignored him and continued toward her destination. Her eyes seemed to find every child on the street. Why were there so many out with their parents? Why weren’t they tucked away at home behind locked doors and heavy wards? Which of them would be the next to disappear? She shook the thoughts away.
She’d had Taft wait for her while she placed her phone calls, both to Thomas and to the mayor. Regardless of his apparent capitulation, Phipps would be making calls of his own as soon as she left the station. When Juliana saved the previous mayor from a succubus on New Year’s Eve, he’d been forced to resign in the scandal that followed. She figured the current mayor owed her a favor or two. Fortunately, he agreed to rein Phipps in, mostly because it was the right thing to do.
They finally reached the overpriced coffee shop on the corner. All she cared about was that it was away from the station and they knew what they were doing with a bean. “Large black coffee,” she said when she got to the counter. “What do you want?” she asked Taft.
“What?”
“Coffee. What kind?”
He glanced at the menu. “Medium pumpkin-spiced latte.”
Juliana arched a brow but didn’t comment on the beverage choice. Whether it could actually be called coffee was debatable. After the barista handed over their cups, they commandeered a table in the corner. “Does Phipps know?” she asked. She took a sip and sat her cup on the table, wrapping her hands around it in an effort to chase away some of the chill that had taken up residence when Phipps declared there were thirteen more victims.
“Know what?” His voice had an edge to it, an indication of his irritation with her.
She leaned back in her chair and looked him over. “I understand that I’ve just made your life with your boss a lot more difficult. Harder still if I tell him you’re a witch.” Taft paled, telling her Phipps didn’t know. “While I appreciate that and maybe even feel sorry for the crap you’re going to have to put up with when this is all over, this is about the victims. It’s not about you or me or Phipps and his cursed political agenda. Remember that and drop the attitude, huh? You’re stuck with me whether you like it or not.”
“How did you know?” He kept his voice low so he wouldn’t be overheard.
Her gift flared to life only long enough for her eyes to glow. His soft gasp caused her to smile.
“I thought I saw you do that when we were up on the hill, but I wasn’t sure. What are you?”
“That doesn’t matter so much as what I can do. I can see the signature of any living being. I can tell you what they are or what they aren’t. Every signature’s a little different. That’s how I know you’re a witch. And I guessed Phipps didn’t or he wouldn’t keep you around no matter how useful you are.”
“I do what needs to be done and keep my head down. That’s all I can do.”
She nodded once and sipped her coffee. “That’s all you can do, Detective.” But she was giving him the chance to do so much more and they both knew it. It was up to him. She wasn’t Phipps. She wouldn’t force him to stick around if he didn’t want to, but he’d want to. Good cops wanted to make a difference. It’s why they became cops in the first place.
He sighed and shook his head. “I have a feeling I’m going to regret this, but all right, Walker Norris. What’s the plan?”
“Jeremiah will make sure everything gets sent over to the Roma. We’ll set up operations there. It’s neutral ground, so to speak. Hopefully it will keep the Agency or Phipps from getting too territorial.”
“Good idea,” he said, nodding. “It will let us work without them underfoot, too.”
She glanced around. It didn’t appear anyone was eavesdropping, but she got up and motioned for him to follow just the same. The last thing she needed was for some overzealous bystander to sell what they’d overheard in the coffee shop about more missing children to the press. She headed back toward the precinct. “How much information do you have on the new ones?”
“Quite a bit. Most of the stations were forthcoming when I explained why I was asking. It wouldn’t hurt for you to do a follow-up inquiry since you actually have jurisdiction. They may have information they didn’t want to share with me since I was just another local cop.”
“Give Jeremiah the list of victims and the local jurisdictions. He’ll take care of it.” They stopped when they got to her bike. “Well, Detective Taft, I suggest you go home and pack a bag. And if you have any loved ones, kiss them goodbye. You aren’t going to be seeing them for a while.”
He shook his head. “There’s no one but me. I just need to get my things together.”
“All right. Do what you need to do and meet up at the Roma in a couple of hours. Just ask for me when you get there.” Juliana got the feeling he thought she was joking about not seeing home for the duration. Wasn’t he in for a surprise?
* * *
She had barely made it home when her phone buzzed. She glanced at the screen. Ben. She stared at it, uncertain what she was going to do. She could avoid her boss now, but eventually he’d catch up with her. The longer it took, the angrier he was likely to be. The vibration on her phone seemed to increase in intensity, as if it too, was getting angry. She sighed and flipped it open. “This is Norris.”
“Are you trying to piss me off?” Ben spoke in a low tone, his words precise and clipped.
“It seems like I don’t really have to try anymore, boss.” It was the closest she’d gotten to having a conversation with him about his attitude.
He was silent for a long time, which meant either he was getting ready to blow up at her, or he was calming himself down. She sincerely hoped it was the latter. “What are you thinking, Juliana?” His voice was more level, more composed. “I sent you to join a task force, not to take over the whole frigging investigation.”
“The Thief’s operating across state lines. It’s ours whether we want it or not.”
“Shit. How did they find out?”
“Computer search. Phipps has known for two days and didn’t turn it over.”
He sighed. “You’re right. He is an asshole. Did he really think it wouldn’t come out eventually?”
She didn’t answer, as the question seemed more rhetorical than anything else. “I kept the task force. And I’ve made arrangements to set us up at the Roma hotel.”
“The Roma? We can’t afford that. I can clear one of the conference rooms here for you.” He was beginning to sound agitated again.
“We’re not paying for the space at the Roma. Thomas Kendrick owns it,” she said. “Besides, if I set up in the Agency, the locals will have a fit and call favoritism. If I set it up at a precinct, the Agency will say I’m trying to shut them out. We need neutral territory.”
“I can see your point but I don’t like you taking favors from Kendrick even if you are sleeping with him.” Her eardrums had busted during her last case and Thomas had fed her blood to heal her. The Council frowned upon the sharing of vampire blood with a human unless the parties were intimate. Thomas had led Ben to believe that was the case. She had been unable to argue or the Council could have fined Thomas for healing her.
“You don’t have to like it, Ben. You just have to appreciate the fact it will save you money.”
“All right, Norris. It’s your case, your responsibility. Station yourself wherever you want. Keep me posted.” With that, he hung up.
* * *
It took Juliana an hour to get her bags together and take a portal to the sidewalk in front of the Roma. The concierge rushed to meet her the moment she stepped through the door. “Let me have someone help you with your bags, Ms. Norris.” He signaled to the bellhop.
“I’d rather he didn’t.” She adjusted her grip on the bag that held enough firepower to take out a small village. Her sword was also in that hand, as she didn’t think wearing it in the hotel was the best idea.
“As you wish,” the man said smoothly with a slight bow of the head. He motioned the bellhop away and turned to walk with her to the desk. “Mr. Kendrick called. I believe you’ll find everything to your liking. He also instructed me to tell you that should you need anything at all, you need merely ask.”
“Thank you...” Juliana trailed off as she realized the man had never introduced himself.
“Please call me Nicholas. Now, would you like me to show the rooms we have arranged for you, or would like to take your bags upstairs first?”
She hefted the bags in her hands again, trying to get a better grip. Carrying an armory around got heavy fast. “Let’s get these upstairs. I’ll need a key for the back elevator as well.”
“It’s already been arranged.”
The main elevator to Thomas’s suite was the private one that ran straight up from the lobby. However, there was a back entrance that could be accessed by the service elevator. A key was necessary to access Thomas’s floor and a code was required to open the rear door. It would enable her to reach the other floors in the hotel without having to go down to the lobby just to catch another elevator.
The concierge stopped at the counter as they passed by and grabbed two regular keys and a stack of key cards. After riding the private elevator up and dropping the bags off in Thomas’s suite, she followed Nicholas out the back door. He showed her how to use the key on the service elevator and took her down to the third floor.
After a short trip down the hall, he used the other key on a set of double doors. He opened them and stepped aside. She couldn’t stop the smile that spread over her face. Leave it to Thomas to take her simple request and put his own particular spin on it. “A ballroom?”
“It’s the smaller of the two in the hotel. It’s often used for conferences and the like.” He stepped into the room and to an inconspicuous box along the back wall. With a flick of a switch, a screen lowered along one wall. “I’ve taken the liberty of having a projector brought up already. What else might you require?”
She glanced around the spacious room, suddenly grateful she wouldn’t be cramped in a little space with people she barely knew. There was enough area here for them to spread out and view all the evidence at once if they chose. The only thing in the room she was certain they wouldn’t require was the disco ball suspended from the ceiling. “We’ll need four long tables with ten to fifteen chairs. Several moveable whiteboards if you have any, the more the better. If not, don’t worry about it, I can have some sent here. And coffee, lots of it.”
Nicholas nodded and handed her the key for the room along with the stack of key cards. “Rooms 401 through 404 have been reserved for your use. They are directly above here. I would appreciate it if no one but you maintains the key for this room as we normally don’t allow anyone but staff to possess it.”
“I understand.” She paused and then added, “It seems odd that the ballroom and four rooms in row directly above it would all be open and not in use.” She knew very well the man must have put forth a great deal of effort to make it so.
“That would be a most unusual circumstance indeed, Ms. Norris. Luckily I specialize in unusual circumstances.”
She smiled. “What a coincidence. So do I. Thank you, Nicholas. For whatever you had to do to secure this for us.”
He nodded once and turned to go.
“One more thing,” she said, stopping him. “Once everyone gets here and we start working, no one comes in this room but me and my men.”
He opened his mouth as if to argue and she held up a hand.
“I understand what I’m asking and I understand it goes against everything ingrained in you if for no other reason that you’ll want to see to our needs. But it’s for the well-being of your staff.” She took a deep breath. “You’ve heard of the Thief?”
His brow furrowed and he nodded.
“We won’t have actual evidence or anything like that here because we’re not in a secure facility, but we will have copies of things, and photographs. Lots of photographs. No one here needs to see that. There will be someone stationed in the room at all times to make sure nothing is disturbed, but I need your assurance for my own piece of mind. I don’t need that on my conscience.”
He hesitated but a moment. “Anything you need just pick up the phone and dial the front desk. All staff will be instructed to knock and leave anything you request at the door. If you’d be so kind as to call when we can retrieve dishes and the like, I believe all is in order.”
She gave him a small smile. “Thank you, Nicholas. I’m running back upstairs for a moment. If you’d please notify me when someone arrives.”
“Of course, Ms. Norris.”


Chapter Six
The unctuous aroma of fear and desperation tainted the air in Raoul DeSoto’s rooms. It mixed rather horribly with the scent of unwashed vampire. Everything around them was coated in a layer of filth that went beyond a simple lack of care or attention to detail. Bugs skittered around on nearly every surface at home in the squalor. Whatever else their prey was, he was filthy and unhygienic. He also wasn’t here.
Thomas scowled at his second in command as he clenched his teeth, his jaw aching from the strain. “Certain he’s here, are you? No way he could have gotten away?”
Michael kicked a box across the room. “I told you, we all saw him come in and no one saw him leave. We put a dampening spell on the building so he couldn’t have used a portal. There are only so many ways out of here. We had them all covered.”
“Evidently someone fell asleep at their post.” And the gods help them when Thomas found out who they were.
The men in question were ripping the rooms apart around them, desperate to prove they weren’t at fault for their quarry’s escape. Michael walked over to a dilapidated dresser, the top of which overflowed with books of every size, shape and color. He flipped through a few pages of a couple, then picked one up and turned to Thomas. “These are all spell books.”
Thomas frowned and took the volume from Michael’s hand. A quick scan of several pages showed that it was indeed a spell book. “To what purpose does he have these? He can’t do magic anymore.” Once, Raoul had been a rather powerful mage. The turning, or process of making someone a vampire, had the side effect of stripping magic from the person.
Michael shrugged. “Maybe that’s how he melted his face. You know the kind of shit that happens to people who play with magic that’s too powerful for them.”
Thomas pursed his lips. “Box these up. Send them to James.” James was Thomas’s brother-in-law. He also happened to be the head mage in their region. He would know if the books had any value or not. Perhaps he’d even want to add them to his library. Regardless, it would be better than leaving them lying around for whoever happened to wander by.
“In here,” one of the men searching called.
Thomas and Michael exchanged a look and then made their way to the back bedroom that the cry had come from. A twin bed sat cockeyed on the floor, its mattress askew. In the corner, a gaping hole yawned on the floor.
“A tunnel? Seriously?” Michael said, giving voice to Thomas’s thoughts.
“What do you suppose the odds are he didn’t portal away as soon as he got out from under the dampening spell?” Thomas asked, bitterness coloring his words.
“There’s a chance he didn’t.” Michael frowned down at the hole with his hands on his hips. “Since you’ve put the word out that you’re after him, I’m sure he’s having a harder time finding people to help him. Portal mages are a scarce lot. It would be easy enough for you to track who helped him. They may not be willing to take the risk.”
His second was right. In fact, he was irritated the thought hadn’t occurred to him first. “Good point, but you know what that means.”
“We’re going down the hole, aren’t we?” Michael couldn’t have sounded more annoyed if he tried.
Thomas chuckled and gestured for his friend to lead the way. Sometimes being the boss had its advantages.
Juliana went back to Thomas’s rooms to put her stuff away. The bag of clothes would be easy to square away, so she grabbed it up and headed into the guest room. She filled the drawers of the dresser and put her toiletries in the bathroom. Her bag got tossed into the corner out of the way.
Her weapons would be harder for her to unpack. She couldn’t just leave them out on display. While Thomas’s home was secure, there were still people who had access to it. And knowing her luck, they’d want to examine the pretty sword and end up chopping a body part off. That would be messy and cause her to have to fill out more paperwork than she had a mind to.
She left the rest of her stuff where it was and headed to a door on the other side of the living room. If she remembered correctly, this was Thomas’s office. She punched her code in the keypad by the door, uncertain if it would work. The door clicked open. With one finger, she pushed it the rest of the way open, then stepped into the dark room. She felt along the wall and flipped the switch. Soft light flooded the room.
Thomas’s desk still sat toward the back of the room facing the door just as she remembered. To her left was a wall of bookshelves filled with a variety of reading material. To her right, where a loveseat used to sit, there was a large weapons cabinet. Beside it on the wall were mounting brackets for her sword. Unless Thomas had acquired a lot more weaponry than he used to have, he’d remodeled with her in mind. She walked to the cabinet and punched in her code. It opened to reveal three guns, some ammo and lots of empty space.
She turned to get her bag and her eye snagged on a photo on Thomas’s desk. She walked over and picked up the delicate silver frame. In it was a picture of her and Thomas she’d never seen before. They had their arms wrapped around each other’s waists and they were laughing, their foreheads touching. It had to have been taken right before he left. They looked so happy. Sorrow plucked at her heart that they had lost that. She wondered if they’d ever get there again.
Irritated with herself for her morose thoughts, she sat the picture back on the desk harder than necessary and strode out of the room to get her weapons. It didn’t take her long to fill the cabinet with an arsenal unlike anything it had ever seen before. It wasn’t so much the volume as the variety—grenades, guns, knives, ammo and holy water all had a place on the shelves. She placed her sword in the brackets next to the cabinet then locked it.
She turned the lights out and shut the office door behind her. The phone rang in the kitchen and Juliana wandered over and picked it up. “Hello?”
“It’s Nicholas. A man called Agent Grace is asking for you. He has several officers and lots of boxes with him.”
“Very good. Have them shown to the ballroom. I’ll meet them there.”
Jeremiah and four officers awaited her in the hall when she got off the service elevator. She unlocked the doors and opened them with a grand gesture. “Welcome to Command Central.”
Jeremiah whistled through his teeth as he stepped into the room. He looked over his shoulder at her, a question in his eyes.
She shrugged. “He likes to take care of me. This is his way of doing that.”
He arched a nonexistent brow but didn’t say anything. The four uniformed officers followed him into the room wheeling a pallet of boxes between them. Directly behind them came an army of hotel employees armed with tables, chairs and the whiteboards she had requested. They had the room set up in record time, including a full coffee bar to one side of the room. Nicholas watched it all, gave her a bow when they finished and followed them out.
“Well, that was something,” one of the uniforms said, breaking the silence.
Juliana agreed but instead of saying so, looked at Jeremiah. “Are they ours or are you just using them for manual labor?”
He smiled. “They’re ours.” His smile grew until she could see all his teeth. “Phipps picked them himself.” He would find that funny. To her it was just something else to have to deal with.
Her lips pursed in displeasure. They were all white males and she flashed her gift on long enough to see they were all human as well. If Phipps picked them that likely meant they were also lazy, rude or just plain spies. He was hardly going to send over his best officers. The easiest way to find out was to ask Taft. Where in the hell was he anyway? She pulled out her phone and dialed his number.
“Yeah?”
“It’s Norris. Where are you?”
“I’m about done. I’ll be there in a bit. What’s up?”
“Hold on.” She handed the phone the Jeremiah. “Give him the names.”
“James Nielson, Sam Henery, Kevin Grove and William Windsor,” he dutifully recited and handed her back the phone.
“What was that?” Taft asked.
“That was the list of uniforms Phipps gave us.” Juliana looked them over. It was evident none of them were thrilled she was checking up on them. Except one, Windsor according to his nameplate. His lips were twitching. He evidently found it amusing.
“Shit,” Taft said. There was silence for a moment while she let him think. “I’ll take care of it.”
“Right, then.” She slipped her phone back into her pocket and rubbed her hands together. “Let’s get to it, shall we?”
She had the men line the whiteboards up on one side of the room and had Jeremiah start dividing the contents of the boxes up by child on the tables. She sat her laptop up on the table in the back of the room next to the projector. Then she poured herself a cup of coffee.
A knock sounded at the door and she wandered over and opened it. A petite Hispanic policewoman stood on the other side. Behind her stood another policeman. He was only slightly taller, but his build was much stockier so he took up twice as much space. “Can I help you?”
“Officers Delgado and Franco,” the policewoman said, indicating herself and the man behind her in turn. “We’re here to relieve Henery and Grove.”
Juliana stepped back and let the officers into the room.
“Are you kidding me?” one of the others asked.
“Out, Henery,” Franco said, gesturing toward the door with his thumb. “Phipps said he’d talk to you when you got back to the station.”
“This is bullshit. Let’s go, Grove.” Juliana watched the two of them storm out the door. She moved to swing it shut behind them and a hand slapping on the wood stopped her.
She peered through the crack to find Taft smiling at her. He held up a duffel bag. “Orders followed, boss.”
She shook her head and let him in before shutting and locking the door. She turned to face everyone in the room. “Well, that was fun. I’m Walker Norris. I’m the lead on this investigation. This is Agent Grace and I’m sure you all know Detective Taft. There’s another Walker named Leo I’ll be introducing you to when he gets here, though he’s pretty hard to miss.” She put the key cards on the table. “We have the four rooms directly above us. You’re going to have to share, so try not to be pigs.”
“You all know what we’re doing here—who we’re after. The hotel staff has been instructed not to enter this room. They don’t need to see this shit. If you run out of coffee, or need it refreshed, wheel the cart out into the hall and call downstairs. Same for food. No one comes in this room unless they are on the team. Understood?” She waited for them all to acknowledge they heard her.
“I want two uniforms on duty, two off. That doesn’t mean you both have to be in the room, but you have to be available. I want one uniform on that door. The other can do whatever, but they have to be available to relieve their partner. I don’t really care about the schedule as long as it’s fair. You guys can work that out.”
“So we’re just here on guard duty?” Windsor asked.
She looked him over for a moment. “You’re here in whatever capacity you wish to be here, officer. Yes, I need someone on that door when we aren’t in the room working. Beyond that, if you want do some real police work, be my guest.”
“Fair enough.” He unbuttoned the sleeves of his shirt and rolled them up.
Juliana smiled. “We need to finish getting all the evidence sorted by child and then up on the boards. That part I want to do myself. I mean, I’ll need help, but I need to see what’s going up in what order.”
Delgado put her hand on Juliana’s arm. “You aren’t going to offend us if you tell us you want to do something yourself. Just tell us what to do. All we want to do is help stop him. If we were back at the station, we’d be hearing about it on the news with everyone else. Here we might actually make a difference.”
Juliana closed her eyes and took a deep breath. The woman was right. She opened her eyes and gave her a grateful smile. “Get stuff sorted and then we’ll worry about the next step.”
* * *
“Does the man ever bathe?” Michael grumbled in front of him as they forged through the jungle.
Thomas’s lips twitched but he managed to refrain from laughing. They’d been following DeSoto’s stench since they emerged from the tunnel. On the plus side, it meant he hadn’t taken a portal as soon as he cleared the dampening field. But Michael was correct; the ripe smell of the man’s fear was growing rather tiresome. “Surely, we should be catching up to him.”
“I think we are,” Michael said in a low tone. “The aroma’s been getting stronger for the last half hour or so. I think he stopped somewhere up ahead.”
Michael had a better nose than Thomas did, so he took his friend’s word for it and slowed his pace, certain Raoul would have some nasty surprise waiting for them. Not that it would do him any good. The man had been running for far too long. It was past time he paid for his indiscretions and Thomas was here to make certain he did. In the worst, most painful way possible.
His second held up a hand and tilted his head to the side. Thomas did the same, listening. Then he heard the panted breaths that captured Michael’s attention. Thomas motioned with a flick of his hand for Michael to go around and approach from a different direction. Thomas took a few steps forward and leaned against the trunk of a tree. Fairly certain of his prey’s location, he knew the other foliage would give him adequate shelter. “Hello, Raoul. It’s been a long time. Why don’t you come out so we can go home?”
There was no response, but the breathing grew more panicked. Thomas sighed. He was so tired. Tired of chasing this man, tired of him going unpunished, tired of being away from his mate. “It’s over, Raoul. Finished.”
“Not yet, Thomas. I have evaded your dog and your bitch for far too long to allow you to take me now.” The muscles in Thomas’s neck tightened at the insult to his bride. Raoul’s voice had a wet quality to it, as if his vocal cords had been damaged and not repaired themselves properly. Again, Thomas wondered what the hell had happened to the man. Their kind was able to heal most any wound. Yet, here his adversary was, scarred almost beyond recognition.
Thomas stepped out from the beneath the shadow of the tree. Raoul snarled. “You know there is no escape. My men are surrounding us.” Thomas did his best not to focus on Michael as he approached from the other side of the clearing.
Raoul laughed, a sick, raspy sound. “You continue to underestimate me. I have not survived this long only to fall to you in this vermin-infested forest.” A gnarled, disfigured hand reached up and clasped the pendant hanging around his neck.
It took Thomas half a second longer than it should have to discern what his prey was up to.
“Ta-ta,” Raoul said as he squeezed the pendant in his fist. He stepped backward into the portal that had been tied to it emerged behind him.
“No!” Thomas yelled, lurching forward. It snapped shut even as Michael dived for it. Once again, Raoul had escaped. “Son of a bitch.” Thomas’s scream of frustration echoed through the trees around them.
The other men who were with them swarmed into the area, looking confused and uncertain of what to do next. Michael came to stand in front of Thomas. He raked his hands through his hair. “Find out who fashioned the portal for him. Find out when they did it. And most importantly, find out where the hell he went.”
“It’ll take some time, but I’ll get a tracker on it right away and put out inquiries with some reliable people.” Trackers were highly specialized magic users who trained to follow portals to their destinations. The exceptional ones could also trace the spell back to the one who had cast it. Michael shifted his weight on his feet. “What are you going to do now?”
“I’m going to give it a couple of hours to see what you find out and then I’m going to take a portal back to Juliana.”
“Using the Council’s mages, I guess?”
Thomas frowned. What an inane question. “Of course, why wouldn’t I?”
His second wore a frown to mirror his own. “Juliana didn’t tell you, did she?”
A muscle twitched near Thomas’s eye at the reminder of his mate’s closeness with his friend. “Until recently she seems to have been under the impression I wasn’t speaking to her, so there hasn’t been much exchanging of information.”
“Were you talking to her?” A twinkle lit Michael’s eye.
Thomas didn’t bother to answer the question. For one thing, it was none of Michael’s business. For another, he should know better than to think Thomas would shut Juliana out. He’d spent too long without her to do anything so petty. “What is it she was to have told me?”
Michael sobered quickly. “We think someone on the Council fed Raoul information. It’s entirely possible it was one of the Council’s mages who fashioned the pendant for him.”
The need to deny it could be true was Thomas’s initial instinct, but after what Juliana mentioned about Carmela earlier, he couldn’t without more information. “Why do you think that?”
“He knew you were moving home. Even I didn’t know that. The only people you told were the Council.”
All that was true but it wasn’t enough to convince him of a betrayal. He shook his head.
“There’s something else,” Michael said and then didn’t say anything for a long time.
“What is it?” Thomas finally prompted.
“Carmela is his sire.”
The words rocked Thomas back on his heels. “You are certain?”
“You paid dearly for the information. I have no reason to believe it untrue.” Vampire sires and their offspring were not generally known to others. If no one possessed the information, it couldn’t be used against them.
“Why are we just now finding out?”
“It took me this long to find someone who knew. She covered her steps well after he disappeared.”
Carmela. She was one of his oldest friends, but all the latest evidence seemed to indicate she was a traitor. The question was, to what extent. “Did she know?” Thomas asked quietly, his voice rough.
Michael’s brow furrowed in confusion.
“Did she know what he did to Juliana?” Thomas clarified, biting off every word.
His friend’s eyebrows shot up into his hairline. “No. I mean, I don’t think so. Surely not. Even she wouldn’t tolerate abuse of that magnitude. Not to one you claimed.”
A muscle worked in Thomas’s jaw. “Start with the mages Carmela has the easiest access to. I believe she had one who resided with her coven. Do whatever it takes to get the information we need.”
Michael stilled. “Are you certain this is the path you wish to take? There is no turning from this. The Council could have you up on charges for even thinking it, never mind the follow-through.”
“Juliana and I are United. You know what was done to her. If they helped DeSoto, they are as guilty as he. I’ll take my chances with the Council.”
His second nodded once. “Very well. I will do my best to make sure the interrogations are discrete. We’ll start with the most likely candidates first.”
“Perhaps the tracker will help you focus your attentions.” He ran a hand down his face. “Pay him whatever he asks to get the job done. I need to know where Raoul went. The cursed man can’t elude me forever. I’ll call my plane to come pick us up. Get me the answers I need before then.”


Chapter Seven
Juliana paced the length of the line of whiteboards now covered in pictures, papers and index cards. Handwritten notes in various colors of marker were interspersed among them. Her heart ached as she memorized innocent faces and the names that went with them. There were so many. Somewhere in the midst of all this, there had to be something to lead them to the killer. One of these instances he had to have made a mistake. She just had to find it.
At the end of the line was a board with no children on it. It was where they posted all the information on the Thief as they acquired it. Right now it bore a depressingly few number of facts and suppositions. She’d never dealt with a perp before that was so good at making sure his crime got noticed while leaving no sign of himself at all. She huffed out a breath and paced back down the row.
She stopped in front of the section for Cassie Richards. The picture of her gap-toothed smile, blue eyes and pigtails now swam in a sea of other images from the crime scene and the surrounding area. Juliana took a moment to look over the photos, as she hadn’t seen them before. There were several of the school and playground as well as a series taken of the surrounding neighborhood. Typical stuff and nothing that stood out.
After a moment, she moved to the next board that held one of the new children. New to her, but kidnapped months before the twins. Sam Kelson with his red hair, freckles and pointed teeth smiled at her. According to Taft, the boy’s body had been found a mere two days after he was taken. Jeremiah was working on getting a copy of the M.E.’s report and copies of the crime-scene photographs.
She’d placed him on the board with the twins. She looked at all three pictures. At the three little faces as they were before the Thief got to them. She wondered how many more faces would be marred by death before this was over. How many more families would be able to hope only for justice?
Something niggled at Juliana’s brain and she stepped back to look at Cassie Richards again. One of those pictures was speaking to her, shouting for attention but she couldn’t place which one. She looked at them each in turn. The school, the swing, the playground as a whole. The cemetery across the street. The houses across another. Nothing out of place, everything just as it should be. She went back to the cemetery picture. “Do we have these on disk?”
“Thumb drive, why?” Taft asked.
“Just give it to me.” She powered up her computer and plugged in the drive when he handed it to her. Clicking through to the right picture, she zoomed in on the section that caught her attention and put it up on the screen with the projector.
“What are we looking at?” Jeremiah asked.
She stepped up to the screen and pointed at the mausoleum she’d focused on. “See those numbers? That’s an address. And that is a porch light.” She smiled. “I guarantee you that particular resident got overlooked in the neighborhood sweep. Maybe our perp overlooked them when he cast the distraction spell as well.”
“Anything living there was probably underground at the time and didn’t see anything,” Taft argued.
“Probably isn’t definitely,” Juliana came back. “Besides, most of the cemetery dwellers I’ve dealt with usually have some kind of surveillance set up so they can see what’s going on in the outside world. Maybe the cameras caught something we can use.”
“It’s worth checking out.” Jeremiah scrolled through a list on his phone. “You go. I’m going to keep working on getting the information we still need from the other jurisdictions.”
“We also need to run a profile through the database.”
“We ran a database check.” Taft sounded irritated. “We interrogated the matches and came up empty.”
“What did you search for?” she asked.
“Phipps had us concentrate on offenders with a history of molestation or sexual assault of children.”
She nodded. “That was a good place to start. But there was no evidence of sexual abuse on either of the twins and something tells me there won’t be on Kelson either.”
“What am I looking for?” Jeremiah grabbed a piece of paper and a pen.
“Magic users with a history of violent crimes, particularly those with a history of crimes against children. Even if they were never convicted. If anyone could have gotten out of serving any time, it’s the Thief. Don’t overlook the breeds that can bend magic like the fae. It would actually make more sense for it to be one of them using the wild magic. Witches and mages have their own magic. They wouldn’t need to harness it.”
Jeremiah scratched out what she told him and gave her a nod. “I’ll get right on it and let you know what we come up with. It’ll take a while, that’s a big suspect pool.”
She turned to Taft. “All right, Detective. You and I are on graveyard duty. Let’s go.”
He looked surprised, though she didn’t know why he should. He was stuck with her for the duration of the investigation and he might as well get used to it. He grabbed his jacket and slipped it on.
“Don’t wait up.” She gave Jeremiah a wave of her fingers and headed out the door.
* * *
A quick internet search on Taft’s fancy phone on the way over told them little of interest. Rolling Hills cemetery had housed part of the city’s dead for roughly a hundred years. It was also remarkably flat for something christened with that name.
As they grew closer to the neighborhood, the number of people on the streets thinned. Once they were within two blocks, there was no one outside at all. Undoubtedly, they were all huddled behind locked doors praying to whatever god they believed in to save them and their children. Or thanking them that it hadn’t been their child who vanished. Crime-scene tape still cordoned off a large part of the playground at the school, though it had come loose in several places and now danced in the wind.
They pulled through the gates of the cemetery and eased around the winding road to the mausoleums. Using the photo as a guide, they found the correct one easily. It helped that it was the only one with a porch light. Juliana stood in front of it and looked across the street to see that she had an unimpeded view of the swing where the little girl had been taken. Maybe just this once the Fates would be kind to her and they’d catch a break. Any break at all.
The steps to the mausoleum crumbled beneath her boots, but didn’t give way. In fact, the entire structure gave the air it would collapse with one wrong touch, but she had the feeling that wasn’t true at all. The structure had most likely been reinforced but they’d neglected to change the outward appearance. Probably so the mausoleum wouldn’t be as noticeable. In its current state, it blended in with its surroundings and was easily overlooked. She glanced around the faded stone and found a doorbell hidden in one of the recesses near the door. She didn’t see any video cameras, but that didn’t mean they weren’t there.
A hollow, deep gong rang beneath them and Taft glanced at her in amusement. “Well, at least we don’t have to wonder if the bell works.”
“Who is it?” A voice echoed around them, obviously filtered over some kind of speaker system or by a spell of some sort.
“I’m a Walker with the Agency.” Juliana tapped the edge of the badge lying against her chest. She hiked a thumb over her shoulder. “And he’s a detective with the fifth precinct.”
There was a pause. “Just a moment.”
After much longer than a moment, there was a scraping sound and a rush of cool air as the heavy stone door slid open. A hunched form with mottled grayish-green skin and yellow eyes looked up at her. A ghoul. An old one if the ragged condition of his skin was any indication. It glanced briefly at Taft, but quickly slid its eyes back to her. “What may I do for you, Walker?”
“I’m Walker Norris. This is Detective Taft. And you are?”
It looked surprised and then said, “Name’s Oliver, mistress.”
“I was wondering if you know anything about the disappearance at the school. If you, or maybe your cameras, saw anything?”
His eyes darted to Taft again and back to her before answering. “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you. I was below and my cameras only record the area immediately around my home.”
She tried to keep the sinking disappointment she felt off her face. “Could we maybe review your data anyway, see if you happened to catch something you weren’t intending to? Or that you weren’t aware of?”
He shook his head. “I checked as soon as I heard what happened. The disks are all completely blank. It’s as if something erased them, which is impossible. I’ve never had that problem before and there’s no indication what caused it this time. I’m sorry I can’t help you.”
She studied him for a moment. He seemed sincere, but that didn’t mean anything. He also fidgeted a lot for someone with nothing to hide. She couldn’t make him let her review his data right now, but it was a whole different scenario if she could get a judge to sign off on a warrant. She’d talk it over with Jeremiah. He would come up with something to give them enough leverage with a judge. “Well, thank you, Oliver.” She handed him a card. “Let us know if you think of anything, else, won’t you?”
Again, he darted his eyes to the side and back to her. He was nervous for sure, but Taft evidently unsettled him more than she did. Or perhaps, he distrusted all males. “Of course. And thank you.”
“Thank you? For what?”
“For thinking I’m worth speaking to,” he said.
Juliana looked at him, her brow furrowed. What a sad existence to be thankful the police questioned you just because it meant someone noticed you. She headed for the car.
She was nearly there when he called out to her. “Walker Norris.”
She turned back to look at him standing in the open door of his mausoleum.
“Be careful, Walker. There is much danger where you tread.”
That had a ring of prophesy about it, but she didn’t ask. Didn’t want to know. Cursed prophesies. Instead, she simply nodded her thanks and slipped into the car. Her phone buzzed as Taft pulled away from the curb.
“Norris.”
“It’s me,” Sara said on the other end. Juliana smiled. Sara was her best friend. Their relationship had only ever been tainted by the fact that Sara was also Thomas’s sister. Even the best relationships had flaws. “I have been instructed to feed you.”
Juliana bit back a growl. So Thomas couldn’t call and check on her, but he’d call his little sister and order her to make sure his mate ate. Typical. Of course, he probably hadn’t intended for Sara to tell Juliana that he’d been behind the dinner invitation. “Let me guess, you were supposed to call and tell me Rachel wanted to see me.”
“Something like that.” There was a smile in Sara’s voice.
“As much as I would love to come over and let you feed me, I’m not alone. I’m working a case.”
“Is it something you can get away from?”
“Yeah. For the moment.”
“Bring them with then.” And she promptly hung up.
Juliana blinked a couple of times and put the phone away. She twisted in her seat to look at Taft. “Hungry?”


Chapter Eight
They pulled up in front of the house fifteen minutes later. Juliana had barely stepped out of the car when the front door flew open and Rachel, Sara’s daughter, ran out to greet her, blond hair flying out behind her like ribbons. She launched herself at Juliana, who snatched the little girl up in her arms and spun her in a circle.
“Auntie J,” she squealed with a giggle.
“How’s my favorite niece?” Juliana shifted the girl in her arms so she was easier to hold.
“I’m your only niece.”
She ruffled the hair on top of her head. “Makes it easy for you to be my favorite then, doesn’t it? You could be an absolute monster and you’d still be my favorite.”
“Who’s that?” Rachel whispered in Juliana’s ear and pointed over her shoulder. Juliana peered back to find Taft grinning at them.
“That is Warren. Warren, this is Rachel. She’s horribly spoiled.”
“Rachel Juliana Piper,” a voice bellowed from the doorway.
“Uh-oh.” The girl squeaked and buried her head in Juliana’s neck.
Juliana’s brother-in-law stood in the doorway of their house, hands on his hips, sleeves rolled up on his dark blue shirt. The color only emphasized the pale blue eyes and the tail of the dragon tattoo emblazoned on his bald head. The tattoo took up the entirety of his back as well, but it wasn’t for show. He was an inkmage. The spell was a powerful protective ward. “Hello, James.” She gave him a half smile.
“Hello, little sister.” He gave her a smile of his own. “That little minx did not have permission to leave the house.”
Juliana bounced Rachel in her arms. “Oh, baby girl. You know better than that.” Especially now. Not that Juliana would allow anything to happen to her, but that wasn’t the point. She wouldn’t always be there.
Rachel said nothing, just burrowed her face tighter against her neck. Juliana stepped on the porch and James came out to meet her. “How are you?” he asked.
She shrugged her unoccupied shoulder. “We’ll talk about it later.”
He studied her obviously looking for some clue of what she had to tell him. James worried about her. She knew that and wished he wouldn’t, but it was his nature. And given how many times he and Sara had pieced her back together or taken care of her when she was injured, she supposed he was allowed a worry or two. “Who’s your friend?”
“Detective Warren Taft,” she said, emphasizing the detective part. James still hadn’t forgiven Thomas for leaving her seven years ago, even if he had come back. She wasn’t going to give James an excuse to stir up trouble just when things were starting to smooth out between her and her mate. “We’d just finished questioning a witness when Sara called.”
She looked at the man in question and he stepped forward. “Warren, this is my friend James Piper, Sara’s husband.”
Taft’s eyes widened. “James Piper? As in the Director of the Gathering, James Piper?” The Gathering was the mage equivalent of a coven, only much larger. All of the mages in a territory fell under their purview. And James oversaw them all. It was a responsibility she knew he hated as much as he loved it, but he was good at it. Excellent, in fact. He was also the first director who was openly willing to consult with the Agency. For a price of course. But even that was only because she worked for them.
“That would be me,” James held out a hand and Taft shook it while shooting her a narrow-eyed look. She supposed she should have warned him, but honestly, she didn’t think about it. To her, James was just James. He laid his hand against the side of the house and closed his eyes, reprogramming the wards so they’d allow Taft into the house without triggering.
When James finished he plucked Rachel from Juliana’s arms and set her feet on the ground. “Go wash up.”
He directed Taft toward the kitchen and snagged Juliana by the arm. “Your friend, huh?” His voice was low so they wouldn’t be overheard. “I take it you still aren’t telling everyone about the true nature of your and Thomas’s relationship.”
Her cheeks heated as she shook her head. “None of their business.”
“Enjoy it while you can, little sister. He won’t let you keep it a secret for much longer.” With that, he wandered down the hallway whistling as he went.
She refrained from making the rude gesture she wanted when she heard Rachel jumping down the stairs. Juliana turned so her back was to the landing and grunted when the girl leaped on. They made their way to the kitchen, Rachel giggling as Juliana galloped across the floor.
Taft sat at the table, a cup of coffee in front of him. James was finishing putting the salad together and Sara stood at the stove stirring something in a saucepan. The scent of garlic filled the air. Juliana put Rachel down on one of the chairs before she went over and looped an arm around Sara’s neck to give her a little squeeze. “Hey, babe. Thanks for feeding me. Even if you were ordered to do it.”
Sara smiled at her. “Of course. But you know you don’t need to wait for an invitation. Door’s always open for you. Dinner will be done in a minute.”
Juliana went to the cabinet by the sink and pulled out plates to set the table. It was the only thing Sara allowed her to do when she came over to eat. Rachel hopped off her chair, ran to get the silverware without being asked and laid it next to the plates. As soon as the table was set, she started jumping up and down, clapping her hands. “Do it, please. Please, please, please.”
Juliana looked over the girl’s head to her father. “What say you, Dad?”
He held up a finger. “One time. And if you break anything, you’re both in trouble.”
“Hey, I’ve been practicing,” Juliana said, offended. She did little magic but she was good at what she did do. Even if it was a completely useless trick such as this. “Pick up your cup and lean back, would you?” she asked Taft. No point in getting coffee on the tablecloth.
His brow furrowed, but he did as she asked. She smiled at Rachel. “Are you going to help? You know it works so much better when you do.”
The girl nodded and clapped her hands again.
“Okay, here we go. One, two, three. Topsy-turvy, inside out and upside down.” Rachel said the last of the words with her and Juliana flicked her fingers at the table throwing her magic at it. The tablecloth now rested on top of the dishes. The spell had nothing to do with the words; they were something she’d made up for Rachel. Taft leaned over and peeked under the cloth, then stared at her with wide eyes.
Then he looked at Rachel. “Did you do that?” he asked in mock awe.
She shook her head and giggled, pointing at Juliana.
“All right, you two. Put it back, dinner’s ready.”
“Turvy-topsy, outside out and right-side up, everything back the way it was.” Juliana flicked her fingers again and the table looked like nothing had ever happened to it. Rachel giggled again and Juliana shook her head in amusement. She’d learned the spell by accident after wishing she could do the pulling the tablecloth from under the dishes trick. She always broke something. So she’d added a little magic to it one day just to keep everything in place and ended up with this spell. It was so much cooler anyway.
She grabbed two candlesticks off the counter and put them in the center of the table. Her fingers grabbed the wicks and she lit the candles with a thought. “Sit, monkey,” she said to Rachel as she poured a glass of milk for each of them. She sat at the table and felt Taft’s eyes on her. “Yes?”
“Magic?”
Her cheeks heated again and she cursed her fair complexion. “Parlor tricks. Nothing more. What you’ve seen is about the extent of it.” That and opening locks, but that wasn’t a trick she went around advertising.
James arched a brow in her direction but thankfully refrained from commenting. He was certain with the proper training she’d be capable of more. Meeting her father had only encouraged his belief. The problem was, Juliana wasn’t sure she wanted to be capable of more. Magic was terrifying stuff. You could intend to light a candle and send a fireball hurtling through the room instead. She was often in intense situations where it would be too tempting to use that power. Situations where people could be hurt or killed when it maybe wasn’t necessary. No, she’d stick to her sword and guns. At least those, she had some control over.
There was little conversation as they devoured Sara’s spaghetti. Juliana should have known better than to relax, however. “So, Warren, have you met my brother yet?” Sara asked at the end of the meal. Rachel had already gone into the other room to watch cartoons.
“Um...I don’t believe so.” He looked to Juliana for help.
“Sara,” James said, a warning in his voice.
“Oh, stop.” She batted a playful hand at him and turned her attention to Juliana. “You know he won’t like him. He’s too pretty.”
“Who won’t like who? I’m lost.” Taft looked between the two women.
Juliana glared at her friend. “Ignore Sara. She’s mentally unstable and always talks to complete strangers about her brother. She worships him. It’s kind of pathetic really.”
Sara glared back at her. “James, why don’t you and Jules clean up? I’ll take our guest into the living room for coffee and a nice chat.”
Juliana started to protest but then realized this was exactly the opportunity she needed to talk to James. “Yes, wonderful idea. Go. We’ll clean up and then Taft and I need to head back.”
Her friend’s eyes narrowed. “Wait a minute...”
“Go, Sara,” James said, cutting her off. He gestured toward the other room with his chin.
She studied Juliana with worried eyes. They rarely excluded her from conversations in her own home. “Don’t break him. I need him back,” Juliana said and Sara grinned.
They all stood and James and Juliana began putting the leftovers away while Sara poured coffee for her and Taft. When the other two left the room James leaned against the counter and crossed his arms over his chest. “Speak.”
Juliana rubbed the back of her neck. “The Thief is mine. Phipps knew he was operating outside of the New Hope area and didn’t report it to the Agency. I found out this morning when I turned up to be part of his task force. I had to take over. I didn’t have a choice. We both know it’s better in Agency hands, anyway.”
“Gods, Juliana. Phipps already didn’t like you. I wondered why you were here with a local.” He kicked at the floor with the toe of his boot. “Well, you know you have the backing of the Gathering. Whatever you need. What else?”
“There are thirteen more victims than we thought. At least one of them is already dead. Jeremiah’s working on gathering more intel from the locals.”
James paled. “By all the gods, what does he plan do with all of them? Where is he keeping them?”
She shook her head. “I wish we knew, but we’re still trying to figure that out. Hell, we’re still trying to figure everything out. All I know for sure is he’s powerful and he’s using wild magic. Beyond that we’re just guessing.”
“Wild magic? Is he trying to get himself killed?”
“I’m guessing he doesn’t have any magic of his own. He can manipulate it but not create it.”
He rubbed the bottom of his chin with the back of his hand. “Yeah, but wild magic? It’s so raw, uncontrolled.”
“It’s all supposition on my part. All I see when I look at the spells is the wild magic. I can’t get a read on his signature at all. My life would be a whole easier if I could just say it was a mage.”
“Why? So you could just dump the whole mess on me to sort out?”
She grinned. “Precisely.”
Rachel’s laughter drifted in from the other room.
“I’ve been working from home as much as I can,” James said, surprising Juliana. He always put his family first, but he took his position as director seriously. “I’ve even taken her with me a couple of times, but there isn’t much there to keep her entertained. It’s not that I don’t trust Sara to keep her safe, but this bastard is taking kids in front of dozens of witnesses. How do you protect your child against that? It terrifies me, Jules.”
“Me too, my friend. Me too.” He was the first she’d admitted it to and he’d likely be the only one. Just as she’d be the only one he’d admit his own fear to. Fear was a weakness that could get you killed. They both knew that and they both had too many people that would use the knowledge against them.
“I feel better knowing that you’re in charge now, though,” he said.
“Why?”
“Because you won’t stop until you get him.” And he sounded so sure that she would. She wished she were as confident in her ability.
Taft burst into the room, startling them both. “I just got a call from one of the guys at the station. They’ve found another one. Phipps didn’t want you called until he had his guys in position.”
Her heart sank into the acid in her stomach. Another baby lost. “We’ve got to go.”
“Go. Go,” James said. “And be careful, little sister.”


Chapter Nine
They stepped out of the car at the pier to find the area swarming with people. Part of the crowd came from the fact Juliana had made several frantic phone calls and had the crime scene locked down completely. No one was to enter until she arrived—Agency or police. The shouting commenced the moment her feet hit the pavement. The Agency, the locals and the reporters all clamored for her attention.
She held up her hands and looked at the people around her. Not seeing Jeremiah or anyone else she needed to talk to immediately, she shook her head and ignored them all. When she reached the yellow tape, she motioned for Taft to follow. The large ogre standing guard at the perimeter nodded at her. She returned the gesture, then stopped and backed up. The badge hanging against his chest was an eight-pointed star. The Wardens of the High Order were here. And they were maintaining her perimeter.
She glanced down the length of the tape. “Are you all Wardens?”
The ogre smiled down at her, the skin at the corner of his eyes crinkling, his tusks clacking together. “Yes, Walker.”
“And you’re here because?” The Order worked for themselves. Borderline mercenaries, there was no reason for them to be here. And she certainly couldn’t afford to pay them. Not on her salary.
The ogre looked past her to Taft and the crowd around them. “Stay here, Taft. Watch the line.” She gestured with her head for the Warden to follow. They crossed under the tape and Taft took his place. They went several paces away and stopped. Juliana eyed the crowd, uncertain they were far enough away to not be overheard.
“You could shout and they would not hear you,” the ogre said.
She looked at him in surprise.
“Our commander is a mage. He is particularly adept at spells that keep crime scenes from prying eyes and ears. We set the perimeter and he wove his magic. They can’t hear or see anything we do not wish them to. They see an empty pier where we stand and hear nothing no matter what is said,” he explained.
“Fantastic,” she breathed. Now that was magic she would dearly love to learn.
He laughed. “He said you would like that.”
“Who did?”
“Your mate.”
A jolt went through her with the words. So few people knew she and Thomas were United that to have a complete stranger call him her mate stunned her for a moment. “Is he the one who sent you?” she asked when she recovered.
“In a manner of speaking.”
She had a feeling that was the only answer she was going to get.
“Tell us who you want and we’ll let them through. Otherwise they stay out.” He handed her a radio and went back to his position.
“Jeremiah Grace,” she said into the radio and immediately saw her friend duck under the tape and head in her direction.
“Wardens? Seriously? What’s going on?”
He ran a hand over his head. “It’s the only thing I could think of.”
“I tell you to secure a perimeter and you think of the Order?” That was like calling in an army of imps to start a campfire.
“No, actually. You said you wanted everyone out so I needed a neutral party. I called Kendrick he gave me a number and told me to call it. I didn’t know it was for the Wardens.”
“Great. Just fantastic.” She looked around then turned back to him with a smile and a shrug of her shoulders. “Well, at least we’ve got our perimeter.” Things so rarely went her way, she wasn’t about to over worry when something finally did.
Jeremiah grinned back, flashing white teeth against red skin.
“I need you to look into the ghoul Taft and I questioned. His name’s Oliver, didn’t give me a last name. Probably doesn’t have one. I think he’s hiding something. Find out what and get me a warrant if necessary.”
“You think he’s involved?”
“It’s not ruling anything out. Who knows how much space he’s got under the ground.”
“I’ll see what I can find.”
She raised the radio again. “Let in Detective Warren Taft, the Agency technicians and the M.E. I’m going to send Grace back out. Let anyone else in he tells you to.”
“Radio me if anyone gives you any shit,” she told Jeremiah. “If I’m not with the body, I might actually answer.”
“Will do, boss.”
She watched him walk away and Taft took his place. “Vic’s at the end of the pier and down the steps near the water.”
“Near the water?” It was high tide. Anything down there would be under the water at this point.
He shrugged. “That’s what they said.”
Once she saw the techs and photographer coming with their equipment, she headed in the direction Taft indicated. The closer they got to the water, the stronger the scent of brine became. Juliana breathed deep, let it fill her lungs. She loved that aroma. It wasn’t long before a sound like rushing water reached her ears and grew louder with every step. What would cause it around here, she had no idea. She approached the steps that led off the pier and to the shoreline when the tide was down. Standing at the top of the stairs, they looked down at their crime scene.
Darkness had begun to fall and draped the area in shadows. A tiny form lay curled at the bottom of the stairs, a wall of water rising beside it. However it was accomplished, that was the source of the sound of rushing water. It was almost as if the ocean rolled up against an invisible wall and back in on itself. She flashed on her gift and saw the familiar brown signature holding the ocean at bay in a long, curved line, creating a water-free zone for his display. Once again, he set a scene for them, but this time if she removed the spell, all the evidence would go with it. This time she had to hope the magic held.
“That Warden of yours know any stasis magic?” she said into the radio.
“He says yes,” came the answer after a pause.
“Send him in if you would.”
“What do you need him for?” Taft asked.
“Two reasons. First, I want to make sure that spell’s going to hold. Second, if he can replace it with one of his own, I want him to. I don’t want to have to depend on that bastard for anything.”
The techs came up behind them.
“Set up those lights. I want to see what we’re dealing with.” The truth was, she had no desire to see what was at the bottom of the steps, but she had to. In that, like so many other things with his case, she had no choice.
Strangled gasps and muttered oaths to a dozen different gods filled the air as the lights illuminated the horror below. Juliana closed her eyes and turned away, taking several deep breaths. She struggled to keep Sara’s dinner where it belonged. Someone retched and she pointed in the opposite direction with her eyes still closed. “If you’re going to puke, do it over there. If you contaminate my scene, I’ll kick your ass.”
“You okay?” Taft asked, sounding completely unaffected.
She took another breath, taking in that calming salt air, and opened her eyes. “Yeah. Let’s get this over with.”
The techs and photographers had already begun their painstaking work of preserving the evidence and she left them to it. Though if things held true to the previous scene, there would be precious little to tell them anything.
A large man with a braided beard and a plethora of tattoos approached. He wore the badge of the Order and Juliana guessed this was their mage. She flashed on her gift to double-check. He glowed a vibrant crimson. Not only was he a mage, he was a powerful one. The only other mage she’d seen with a signature that strong was James. The Warden nodded at her in acknowledgement. “Warden Hamilton Clayton. Deke says I might be able to help you with something.” He looked past her to the waterfront and paled, his eyes growing large. “Is that...did he...?”
She clenched her teeth and gave a stiff nod. “Yes. The son of a bitch skinned him.”
He blinked several times. “But...why? Why would he do that?”
“Because he’s a nutjob?”
“That a technical term, Norris?” the M.E. asked with a chuckle as he walked past.
She shrugged but didn’t answer. She wasn’t a psychologist and didn’t pretend to be. And she didn’t really give a shit what his official diagnosis turned out to be. All she cared about was that he quit killing babies.
“What can I do to help?” Clayton asked.
“As you can see, we’ve got a stasis spell down there. Any chance you can tell where it comes from? I’ve been able to tell he’s using wild magic, but that’s it. And if you could replace it with a spell of your own so I can get rid of his, that would be fantastic. I don’t like having any of his magic around. It makes me nervous.”
He studied her with serious eyes. “Let me look at it.”
“We’ll take you down.”
The three of them went down the steps making sure not to disturb any potential evidence along the way. The Warden went over to look at the wall of water and Juliana knelt next to their little victim.
The skin had been removed from midchest down, leaving only raw, exposed muscle. “Timothy Pruett,” Taft said from beside her. “Nine years old. Taken twenty-one days ago from a little town up the coast. Kirkwood, I think.”
Juliana dropped her head and rubbed her eyes with her finger and her thumb. Three weeks, there was no stasis spell on the body. She raised her head. “Hey, Jack,” she yelled to the M.E.
“Talk to me,” she said when he came over.
“Based on the amount of blood, he was killed elsewhere and dumped here, but you know that.” He lifted the boy’s left arm and then the right. “I’ve got rigor mortis. There’s too much blood loss for pooling to be a good indicator. Without more thorough tests, I’d say sometime in the last six to twelve hours.”
“That means he kept this kid somewhere for three weeks. We have a lot of missing kids who haven’t turned up dead yet. He’s got to be keeping them somewhere.” She turned to Taft. “Call Jeremiah. Tell him to look for farms, warehouses, anything like that connected to anyone who pops up in the search parameters I gave him.”
“What’s the area we’re looking at property in?” he asked, pulling out his phone.
“Anywhere we’ve got missing kids. The guy’s already shown he’s not afraid to travel.”
He nodded and moved off to make the call.
Clayton gestured for her and she went over to stand next to him. He shook his head. “I can’t get much more off the magic than you did. Just wild magic. I can tell you the spell had a lot of power behind it but was poorly cast. I think he’s just kind of fumbling along and he’s powerful enough he’s managed not to kill himself.”
“That’s unfortunate. I wouldn’t mind if he just went ahead and screwed up a spell and saved us all the trouble of tracking his ass down,” she said.
“You and me both.” Clayton kept his back to the boy. “As for me casting my own spell, I can do it, but I can’t guarantee that you could get this removed and mine in place with no water getting free. If it were my crime scene, I wouldn’t risk it.”
She sighed. “Thanks for looking at it. At least now we know.”
“Sure thing.” He headed up the stairs but didn’t head back to the perimeter. Instead, he stood on the pier with his back to the scene.
After that, she stayed out of the way and let the techs do their thing. She just wanted to get this closed up and get back to the hotel. It was an hour or so later, and shortly after they’d removed the body, when Jeremiah and Leo found her sitting on the stairs. “Have we got an ID?” Jeremiah asked.
“Taft says it’s Timothy Pruett. From Kirkwood.”
Jeremiah nodded, obviously remembering the name from his dealings with the local precincts.
“Tell the M.E. to send photos up for the ID, his parents don’t need to see that,” she instructed.
He put his hands in his pockets and glanced down at her. “Wouldn’t you want to if it was your child? You’d want to know.”
She sighed. “Yeah, but they still shouldn’t have to.”
“I’ll have him send the photos anyway. It’s faster. I’ll give the sheriff up there a call and have him contact the parents. He knows them. It will be easier coming from him.”
Juliana doubted that and didn’t think the man would appreciate them giving him the job but Jeremiah knew people better than she did. That’s why she usually left him to deal with them.
“Why don’t you go home?” Taft said, joining them. “I can stay until they finish up.”
She thought briefly about taking him up on his offer but once the techs finished, they needed to get rid of the stasis spell. Shaking her head, she said, “I’ve got to make sure they remove that spell. I’ll stay.”
“I can call in the spell breakers,” Leo offered.
She shook her head again. The Agency spell breakers had a tendency to break the effects of a spell without removing all the magic. Since Juliana could actually see the spell, she had the benefit of knowing when it was completely gone. She didn’t want any of that foul magic left to taint anything.
“We have another problem,” someone said from behind her. She leaned back to see Warden Clayton. Had she called a meeting and forgotten about it? Why was everyone suddenly gathering around her?
“What’s the problem?”
“The press. They aren’t leaving until they get a statement.”
“Fantastic.” She looked at Jeremiah. “Nothing from Phipps?”
“He’s being surprisingly quiet.”
Apparently, her call to the mayor had been successful. Or Phipps wasn’t the complete idiot she thought he was and he was taking the opportunity to distance himself from another murder. “All right. Taft, watch things here. Find out how close they are to being finished. I’ll be back.”
“Tell the press to prepare for a statement,” she said into the radio. She pushed herself to her feet and ran her hands through her hair trying to put herself in some semblance of order. She wasn’t vain, but no one wanted to look like complete crap on TV. Those images were forever. “Let’s get this over with.”
The trio walked with her to the perimeter but she told them to stay inside where Clayton’s spell still shielded them from view. When she stepped outside the protective barrier, a collective murmur went up from the gathered press. She guessed it was both from her sudden appearance and from the fact that it was her making the statement. She was notorious for avoiding the press.
She held up her hands for silence. “I will make a brief statement and then I will answer five questions and only five so make them good ones.” A chuckle moved through the crowd. The TV crews had turned on a couple of large lights to illuminate the area and she squinted against the glare. At least they kept her from being blinded by the flashbulbs going off as her eyes were already adjusting to the bright light. She looked over the crowd one more time and then began her statement.
“A body has been found along the waterfront. Both the Agency and the local police department are investigating this matter. At this time, there is no further information I can give you concerning the victim’s identity or a probable cause of death. When we are at liberty to discuss these matters, a statement will be issued. Now, questions.”
Every hand went up. She pointed at a short man in the front. “Aren’t you the one who saved Mayor Grant in the New Year’s raid?”
“I am Walker Juliana Norris with the Agency and yes, that was me. Second question?”
“Come on, you can’t count that,” came a cry from the back. “That was a horrible question. Everyone knew that.”
“Everyone but him apparently,” she said with a half smile. “If you can do better, what’s your question?”
“Rumor has it you took over the investigation on the Thief. Was the victim one of the missing children?”
“You know I’m not going to answer that.” She pointed to another man in the back.
“Was the body you found the Thief?”
“I’m not going to answer that, either. But off the record, if it were, I’d be buying you all a round at the pub, not talking to you here. Does anyone have a question I might feasibly be able to answer on the record?”
A woman on the right waved her hand in the air and Juliana gestured to her. “Why are the Wardens of the High Order here?”
“Now, that one I can answer.”
The reporter beamed.
“When I received the call regarding the crime scene, I wasn’t in a position to immediately secure it. There was some question as to the scene remaining secure if it wasn’t done in a certain time frame so I called in the Wardens. As you can see, they’ve done a remarkable job.”
“So the Wardens are working for you?” someone shouted.
She arched a brow. “The Wardens work for themselves. But you know that. And that’s five questions.”
Shouted protests filled the air.
“The lady said five questions,” Deke boomed from beside her and she turned to go.
“Isn’t there anything else you can tell us?” said a voice so quiet she almost didn’t hear it. She ran her eyes over the crowd to the petite woman in the front to the left. Juliana could almost feel the fear radiating off her.
Everyone fell silent when she faced them again. “Listen. I know you’re scared. You’re scared to let your children outside, to let them go to school, even to take your eyes off them for a second. And I’m sorry. I’m sorry that this madman has made you live in fear. What I can tell you is that we’re all looking for him and we’re looking for those children. And we will find them. We’ll find him and we’ll stop him. I promise you that.” With that, she walked back behind the perimeter.
“That’s a big promise,” Jeremiah said.
She just looked at him. What did he want her to say? She knew that but she had to say something. Besides, it wasn’t as if they had a choice. They had to find this bastard and stop him, no matter what it took.
“That was a big sound bite,” Clayton said with a wry twist of his lips. “Hope you’re prepared to be on every news station on the west coast.”
Crap. She hadn’t thought of that. She groaned. “Let’s go check with Taft. I’m ready to get out of here.”
The techs were packing up when they got back to the pier. She looked at Clayton. “I just realized that I have to touch that spell to remove it. The water’s going to bury me unless you cast yours to replace it.”
He nodded. “I told you I can do it, but there’s no guarantee you’ll stay completely dry.”
“As long as I don’t drown I think I’ll be good.” She looked at Leo and Jeremiah. “Why don’t you take off? We’ll meet at the hotel in the morning.”
They nodded and waved as they left. She turned to Taft. “You can go, too. I’ll take a portal out of here.”
“I’d like to watch if you don’t mind,” he said.
She shrugged. “Suit yourself.”
Clayton stayed right behind her as they moved to the wall of water. She flashed on her gift and reached out to snag the spell between her fingers. “I’m ready whenever you are.”
“On three then,” he said and began making a complicated series of hand gestures in the air. “One. Two. And three.” When he said three, Juliana yanked backward on the spell, pulling it away from the water. It clung to it momentarily, then snapped away and dissolved. There was a half-second gap between that spell vanishing and Clayton’s sliding into place. Half a second was long enough for their shoes and the bottom of their legs to become completely soaked.
They both looked at each other and laughed in relief that they’d done it, that it wasn’t worse. They trudged up the stairs, wet boots and all. Once they reached the top, they turned back, Clayton made several gestures in the air again, and his spell faded away. The water took its natural place in a rush. Tension Juliana hadn’t even been aware of flowed from her shoulders leaving a nagging ache in its wake. Exhaustion came quick behind it.
“That’s finished. Let’s get out of here.” She rubbed a hand along the back of her neck.
Taft nodded. “Come on, I’ll take you back to the hotel.”
“Couple of the boys would like to take you out for a drink first,” Clayton said.
She looked up at him in surprise, suddenly not feeling tired at all. The Wardens fascinated her, they always had. And she could definitely use a drink.
“I don’t think I’m really up for a beer,” Taft said.
Clayton huffed. “That’s good, because you weren’t invited. I’ll make sure she gets home.”
Taft’s cheeks flushed, but he ignored Clayton and looked at her. “Are you sure? You don’t really know these guys.”
She didn’t know him either, but she refrained from saying it. Thomas trusted them, was one of them. And he’d told Jeremiah to call them to help her. That was good enough for her. “I’ll be fine. See you in the morning.”


Chapter Ten
“Your woman has had a shitty day. You need to talk to her.” Hamilton Clayton’s gruff voice came over the line as Thomas flew home. The hum of the plane vibrated through his bones, reminding him of the distance between him and his bride.
“I’ll call her when we’re through.” He hated that he’d had to send others in his place when she needed help, but he was thankful the Wardens had been available.
Hamilton laughed. “Yeah. You do that. I like her. We all do. She’s tough.”
The corner of Thomas’s mouth curved into a smile. He knew they’d like her once they met her, but having it confirmed relieved some of his fears. Other than Michael and the coven, the Wardens were the people he spent the most time with. It would be most unfortunate if they didn’t get along with his mate. “What happened?”
Hamilton’s voice dropped. “Hang on.” The noise in the background flared and then faded away. “They found another one. It was bad. Brutal. The kind of thing that’ll eat you up inside if you don’t get it out. Catch my drift?”
“Yes, I understand.” His friend had evidently caught onto the fact that Juliana tended to internalize things rather than dealing with them. He was going to have to do his best to change that. There was no reason for her to do everything on her own any more. He was back and he wasn’t going anywhere ever again.
There was a long stretch of silence. “She’s smart.”
Thomas smiled. “Yes, she is.”
“Pretty, too.”
“Gorgeous.”
“Is she as lethal as I think she is?”
“More so. She is also mine.”
Hamilton laughed again. “Don’t think I don’t know it. You might want to talk to Deke, though. He likes her, too.”
Juliana leaving him for an ogre didn’t even make it onto the list of things he was concerned about at the moment. Though weirder things had happened.
The background noise flared again. “Hold on, there’s someone else who needs to have a word with you.”
He shifted in his seat and leaned his head against the back. For the hundredth time since he boarded the plane, he rotated the box he held in his hand around. He glanced at the clock across the cabin and wondered if it was too late to call Juliana.
“Hello?” her voice said in his ear.
He straightened. “Joya?”
She laughed, the sound sending a tremor through him. Gods, he needed to get home. “Yes, it’s me. Some of your friends took me out for a drink.”
He narrowed his eyes. “Which friends?”
“Let’s see, Clayton, Deke and Rebel. He won’t tell me his real name.”
“His name’s Joshua.” He was also a notorious flirt. Thomas forced himself to relax. Hamilton wouldn’t let Rebel get out of line.
“He’s a djinn. Did you know that?” Her words slurred slightly, though that was just as likely to be from exhaustion as intoxication. Juliana had always been able to hold her liquor.
Thomas’s lips twitched. “Yes, I’m aware. How much have you had to drink exactly?”
For a minute, all he could hear were the sounds of the bar. “Not enough. Not nearly enough.”
Her words and the angst in them tore at his heart. “I’m on my way, Joya. I’ll be there before you wake.” He glanced at the clock again. “It’s after midnight. That means your birthday is tomorrow.”
“Not really.”
“You can’t know that for sure. Maybe I’m a good guesser.” Since she had no memory of the first twelve years of her life, Juliana had no knowledge of when her birthday was either. They’d picked a day and celebrated. Halloween seemed as good a day as any other, plus it suited her personality. “I got you a present.”
She fell silent again. “Hamilton’s trying to recruit me,” she said suddenly.
Thomas sat up in his seat. “Good night, Juliana. I’ll see you in the morning. Put Hamilton back on the phone, please.”
Hamilton was laughing when he came back onto the line.
“When I told you I didn’t want her being a Walker, I was not implying that she become a Warden instead. That is, in fact, quite possibly the worst idea I’ve ever heard.”
“Not really up to you,” his friend said and disconnected the call.
He cursed and tossed the phone on the table beside him.
“A Warden? Really?” Michael asked from his seat on the other side of the aisle.
Thomas glowered at him.
“I’ll just go check in with the tracker again, shall I?”
The tracker had traced the spell to one of the Council’s portal mages, as they’d feared. Several of Thomas’s men had already taken her into custody and were holding her discreetly under a dampening spell. Thus far the woman wasn’t talking and the tracker was still trying to determine where the portal had taken DeSoto. If the Council took offense to his methods, Thomas would defend his position to them as Juliana’s mate. The longer it took them to discover exactly what it was up to, the more time he had to come up with that defense, however. For now, it was best kept quiet. He even knew a mage or two that might be able to cast a memory spell on the portal mage and she’d never remember they’d taken her.
Thomas waited for Michael to disappear through the door in the back before opening the box in his hand to study the ring within once more. A full-carat solitaire diamond with filigreed scrollwork up both sides of the white-gold band. The ring was at least a hundred years old and he only hoped he could get Juliana to accept it. Yes, they were United, bound together for eternity whether she liked it or not, but he wanted her to agree to be his wife in the human sense. To choose him again. And he was terrified that she’d refuse him.
Juliana leaned back in her chair and stretched her arms above her head. Coming out with Thomas’s friends was just what she needed. Just a few minutes where she could think about something else for a while, where no one was expecting something from her. Clayton and Deke were talking about another case on the far side of the table. Rebel meanwhile had decided to attempt to impress her by shifting into his ethereal form. He kept flitting in and out of existence around her head. She’d already told him three times to knock it off. She wasn’t telling him a fourth.
She flipped on her gift so she could still him when he disappeared and snatched him out of the air. Ignoring his protests, she reached across the table and grabbed one of Clayton’s empty beer bottles. She shoved Rebel inside and put her palm over the opening. Dipping her head she peered into the bottle to find a miniature Rebel pounding little fists on the side of the glass. She glanced up to find the other two watching her with wide eyes. “I feel like I should start singing, ‘I’ve got a genie in a bottle.’”
They both broke into snorting laughter. Rebel did not look nearly as amused as he started to tap his little foot and crossed his arms over his chest. Her phone rang and she decided to give him a break. She moved her hand to pull her phone out of her pocket. He shot out of the mouth of the bottle and immediately turned back into his normal human form. “She caught me,” he said in absolute disbelief. Awe laced his tone. “How in the hell did she do that?”
She was laughing as she answered her phone. “Norris.”
“Hey, it’s me,” Jeremiah said.
Cold shards of dread shot straight through her. She couldn’t take another body. Not tonight. “What’s up?”
“I did some checking on your ghoul. He doesn’t have a record to speak of, but he was sued last year by the school.”
“What for?”
“Evidently the surveillance equipment on his mausoleum was picking up a substantial amount of the school grounds. The administration said it was a violation of the children’s rights.”
“I knew it. I asked him earlier and he said he only filmed the area immediately around his home.”
“That’s the line he gave the court too until his recordings were subpoenaed. Anyway, the court found that he wasn’t making a profit off the surveillance or using it in a salacious manner. There’s something else, too. I called the Agency to check our messages. Nothing out of the ordinary except Oliver called you.”
“What was the message?”
“Just a phone number.”
“Hold on.” She made the universal symbol of a pen writing in the air and Clayton produced one from his shirt pocket. A napkin on the table provided the writing surface. “Okay.”
She jotted the number down as he read it off to her. “Thanks. And get me that warrant.”
“Already working on it. It’s not easy finding someone willing to disturb a judge at this hour on a supposition.”
“So don’t wait for them, do it yourself. Ulysses Johns will do it if you explain what’s going on. Tell him we need those recordings, but I want to search the house as well. It’s just as possible that he was picking out victims on his cameras and something in the house could give us the lead we need.”
“Will do.”
She disconnected and quickly dialed the number Oliver had left. After the twentieth ring, she hung up. She tapped the pen on the table and debated what to do. All she wanted to do was crawl into bed and get some sleep. But he wouldn’t have called her without a reason. And she couldn’t shake the feeling that the ghoul knew more than he let on that afternoon. Maybe he was feeling guilty and wanted to confess.
She tossed Clayton’s pen across the table to him. “Anyone up for a middle-of-the-night run by the cemetery?”
* * *
They all piled in Clayton’s car and headed to the cemetery. The gates were chained shut so she instructed him to park on the street directly in front of the mausoleum. She got out and leaned back in the window. “You guys wait in the car. I’ll be right back.”
“Did she just tell us to wait in the car? Aren’t we supposed to say that?” one of the guys said behind her. She smiled as she climbed over the top of the fence and dropped down on the far side. The impact rocked through her legs and she stayed crouched for a minute until the feeling subsided.
She straightened and scanned the area. A few ghosts flitted about, but nothing out of the norm. A quick check with her gift revealed nothing hiding either. She shut it back off and approached the door of the mausoleum. The porch light was shattered. It hadn’t been when they were here this afternoon. Foreboding flared within her. While there could be a million innocent reasons for that light to have broken, it was the million not so innocent ones that worried her.
Drawing her gun, she gestured for the guys to join her before she went any farther. Rebel genied a door in the fence and they all hurried through. Bastard. He could have mentioned that before she climbed. “What is it?” Clayton asked when they reached her.
“The porch light’s broken. It wasn’t earlier. Could be nothing, but I don’t like it. Especially when you add in the fact that he tried to call me and now I can’t get him to answer his phone.” She’d tried again two more times on the way to the cemetery.
He nodded once. “It’s your scene, you lead.”
“Clayton, you’re with me. You two do a perimeter check.”
Clayton fell in beside her and the other two went in opposite directions around the building. She walked up the steps and pushed the button. The same hollow ring sounded that she’d heard earlier. There was no response from inside.
“Walker,” Clayton said. She glanced at him and he gestured to the door with his chin. “That door’s open.”
Sure enough, she could see a small crack around the door where it hadn’t been closed all the way. She opened the door to reveal stairs yawning into the darkness below. “Oliver?” she yelled. There was no response.
She glanced at Clayton.
“This doesn’t look right. I’ll back you up on the entry.” What he meant was, if a shit storm came down because she’d entered a private residence without a warrant, he’d confirm they’d been concerned about the welfare of the resident.
He held his palm out and conjured up a ball of white energy. It wasn’t much but it would light their way. She flipped the switch on the wall to no avail. A quick inspection showed the bulb broken in the light fixture here as well. She crept down the long flight of stairs listening for any indication they weren’t alone. At the bottom of the stairs, there was another switch. This one worked and the space filled with hazy light.
Destruction reigned. Toppled shelves littered the room. Paper lay scattered across the floor. Even the couch cushions had been tossed aside. “Oliver?” she tried again, knowing it wouldn’t do any good.
Deke joined them. “I left Joshua up top.”
His voice spurred her into moving again. “I guess we’ll split up. See what you can find.”
She’d been right about the interior of the mausoleum being completely different from the outside. Inside, it looked like a normal home with midgrade furniture and she got the impression that it had been neat until someone destroyed it. And that’s precisely what they’d done. This wasn’t the kind of damage that happened when someone was searching through things looking for something. No, this kind of destruction was purposeful, intended. Someone was very angry with her ghoul. Or he’d flipped out and done the damage himself.
Juliana was the one to find the security room. “In here,” she yelled.
The others came up behind her and Clayton grunted. “Nice set up.”
“Yeah,” she said. “Report the damage, would you? Tell them they’re going to have to use portals or cut the chain on the gate.” She stepped into the room. Three large flat-screen monitors sat lined up on a long desk. There was also a keyboard and a simple control board. A large hard drive hummed under the table. The switches for all the cameras were turned off. She glanced over her shoulder. “You got any—”
The question wasn’t even finished, and Deke was handing her a pair of gloves. She nodded her thanks as she snapped them on. She flipped on the cameras one at a time, checked their angle and then turned them back off. When the next to last camera turned on it revealed an unobstructed view of the entire playground, the swing set in the foreground. “Son of a bitch.”
She wasn’t even sure who she was cursing—Oliver, the Thief or just fate in general. She suddenly felt every minute of lost sleep from the last few weeks. The sound of the technicians arriving filtered through. She turned to find Clayton watching her. “He told me none of his cameras were pointed at the school. That they didn’t catch anything.”
“So are you thinking perp or victim?”
“I don’t know what to think, but if he doesn’t have anything to do with it, why did he lie?”
Clayton shrugged. “Maybe he was afraid he’d get in trouble for filming the school.”
“A court already cleared him on that last year. No, he’s hiding something else. Let’s get an APB out on him. State it’s for suspicion in the Thief investigation. That should get plenty of eyes looking for him.”
A tech appeared in the doorway behind Clayton. “Walker Norris,” the tech said, “We didn’t know you were on scene.”
“I won’t be for long.” She turned and pointed at the equipment. “Do you see what I’m looking at here?”
The tech’s eyes widened. “That’s the playground across the street. The one where the little girl was taken.”
“Very good. Now get me anything you can from that camera. I don’t care if it’s an image of Bigfoot flipping me the bird, I want to see it.”


Chapter Eleven
The smell of bacon and fresh coffee roused Juliana from her slumber. She sat on the edge of the bed and combed her hair with her fingers. Sleep had done little to rid her of the bone-numbing exhaustion that was becoming her constant companion. Of course, she might have felt more rested if she hadn’t spent the entire night dreaming of ghouls and mutilated children. She pushed herself to her feet and shuffled into the bathroom. She took some time to freshen up, then unlocked the bedroom door and stepped out into the living room. Thomas sat at the dining table reading a paper.
She stopped, surprised to see him even though he told her he’d be back before she woke. And it wasn’t as if anyone else would be making bacon and coffee in the kitchen. He didn’t even flip the paper down to glance at her. Odd. “Good morning,” she finally said. When he didn’t respond, she shrugged and padded past him into the kitchen.
She poured a cup of coffee and grabbed a plate of bacon and scrambled eggs. The eggs were still warm, which told her Thomas hadn’t started making them until he heard her get up. She sat at the opposite end of the table from him. He folded his paper, setting it in front of him, and leaned back in his chair. He crossed his arms over his chest and watched as she ate. When he continued to sit that way without saying anything, she put down her fork and picked up her mug. “Problem?” she asked over the rim.
A muscle twitched in his jaw as it so often did when he was around her. “You locked the door.”
Her eyebrows raised in surprise. Of course she locked the door to the bedroom. She was in a strange place by herself. And her bad dreams gave her a jumpy trigger finger. Before she could attempt to explain, he continued.
“I will refrain for the moment from commenting on you sleeping in one of the guest rooms, but you will not lock me out again. Is that understood?”
She took a long swallow of the coffee, giving herself a chance to calm before she answered. Placing the mug on the table, she laid her hands next to it, fingers splayed. “To make things perfectly clear here, Mr. Kendrick, I will sleep where I damn well please and will lock any damn door I see fit.” Okay, so that probably wasn’t the best way to end the argument but she was so cursed tired of the man’s domineering attitude. She was a grown woman, not a child to be dictated to.
He got up from his chair and strode down the length of the table. With one swift movement, he yanked her chair away from the table and leaned on the arms, boxing her in. “To make things perfectly clear, Ms. Norris, when you are in our home, you will sleep in our bed and nowhere else. If someone needs to sleep in the guest room, it will be me. And lock any door you please, just not against me. You don’t need protection from me.”
With that, he leaned forward and kissed her soundly on the lips. He strode back to his seat, snapped the paper open and went back to reading it while she sat there and blinked dumbly at him. She took a moment to process everything he’d just thrown at her. He was the only one she’d ever known who could aggravate her and make her feel cherished, important, in the same conversation.
She cleared her throat. “I didn’t lock the door against you. I was protecting you from me.”
He peered at her over the paper. “Come again?”
“I sleep with a gun, Thomas. I’m working on a case that has me keyed up and on edge. I’m sleeping in a strange place I’ve never been in before without any of my usual wards or protections. It’s safe to say if you startled me, I might have put a bullet in you.”
He put the paper down again. His lips twitched in a half smile. “I’m pleased to know you care, but I can assure you that there is a plethora of wards and protections on our home. You needn’t have worried.”
“There are?”
“Of course.” He sounded offended that she’d thought otherwise.
“But you didn’t have to set them for me the first time I came.”
He huffed. “You’re my mate, Joya. They’ve always been set for you.”
Her checks heated. “Oh. Well. As for the other, I’m not about to kick you out of your bed.”
“So don’t. I’ll be more than happy to share our bed with you, but you are not sleeping in the guest room.” A snap of the paper as he picked it back up signaled the end of the conversation. She frowned in annoyance. Nothing said she had to stay here. She could just as easily go home and take a portal back in the mornings. That would really piss him off.
She scanned the back of the paper while she drank her coffee. An ad halfway down the page caught her eye and she nearly choked. She all but leaped across the table and snatched the paper from Thomas’s hands. He looked at her bemused as she flipped it over and spread it out on the table. “Son of a bitch,” she said.
“What?” He stood beside her.
She pointed at the ad that had caught her eye. The New Hope Halloween Carnival Running as Planned it proclaimed in bold print. Come Celebrate with Us was in smaller print beneath along with all the details for times and ticket pricing. “Why not just hand the bastard a gilded invitation? Please come take our kids.” The mayor had cancelled trick-or-treating due to the disappearances and the safety concern, but the fairgrounds were technically outside of the city limits.
“So, what’s the plan?” Thomas asked as if she could just formulate one in two minutes.
Her phone rang in the other room. “Hold that thought.”
She hurried into the bedroom and snatched her cell phone off the nightstand. “Norris.”
“I’m at the hotel. I’ve got some files for you to look at,” Jeremiah said. “We had some interesting hits come up on the database search.”
She glanced down at her pajama pants, T-shirt and bare feet. “Do you remember where the service elevator was?”
“I believe so.”
“Go wait by it. I’m sending someone to get you.” She hung up before he had a chance to ask any questions. It would be much easier to show him than to try to explain it.
She stuck her head out the door. “Go fetch Jeremiah, would you? He’s waiting by the service elevator on the third floor. I’m going to hop in the shower.”
Thomas blinked at her, then shook his head as he headed toward the service entrance.
By the time she got out of the shower, the two men had cleared everything from the dining table but the files and the coffee mugs. Good to see they had their priorities in order. As soon as she emerged, Thomas went to get her a fresh cup of coffee.
“Anything new on Oliver?” she asked.
Jeremiah shook his head. “Computer guys are still going over the equipment, but it looks like the data is a total loss. And there have been no hits on the APB. He’s probably long gone.”
“Oliver?” Thomas asked as he handed her the mug.
She curled up on one of the chairs. “He is a person of interest in the Richards kidnapping. He tried to call me yesterday, but I wasn’t able to get a hold of him. We also discovered he had cameras on the crime scene.”
“This is the ghoul from last night?” The question told her that he’d talked to Clayton.
“Yeah.” She sighed. “I kind of liked him. I don’t know why, I only talked to him few a few minutes, but I did. I hate that he’s mixed up in this, but I should have known better. I could tell he was hiding something.” She lied about not knowing why she liked the ghoul. His loneliness reminded her of her own. That feeling of being in the middle of everything but not really a part of it. She’d spent a good portion of her life feeling that way and was instantly drawn to anyone else who felt the same. Unfortunately for her, most of those people ended up being mentally unstable at best, and criminals at worst.
She shook her head to clear the cobwebs of thought away and looked at Jeremiah. “So what’ve you got for me?”
He slid three folders in front of her. “We got several hits off the search. Some of them we could eliminate fairly easily as they’re locked up or deceased or what have you. There are some others we’re still looking at, but I don’t think they’ll amount to anything. These were the best ones.”
She flipped open the folders and laid them out so she could view them all at once. Three unflattering mug shots glared back at her. All men, all magic users.
“The first,” he said tapping the left most folder, “is Daniel Larsen—ogre, small-time thug with a lot of petty theft, some drugs and assault. Most recently, he served one year of a five-year sentence for child endangerment. Family owns a warehouse not far from the pier.”
Juliana flipped through the file. Lots of possession charges and shoplifting. Once he’d stolen a fundraising jar off the counter of a convenience store. There were several arrests for assault. Usually fights he’d gotten into at a bar. Obviously, Larsen had a short temper. She kept flipping until she got to the endangerment charge. He’d left a three-year-old and a one-year-old unattended at home while he went to the bar to get wasted. She closed the file and slid it back to Jeremiah. “The endangerment charge was against his own kids and it sounds more like he’s just an idiot than anything deliberate.”
Jeremiah opened the file back up and pushed it back across the table. “That’s true enough, but look here.”
He’d found a page from an interrogation transcript. It went over Larsen’s background. The ogre had apparently cast a spell at the cops chasing him. The detective doing the interrogation asked Larsen why he did all the crap he did when he could use magic like that. Larsen responded that he had the power, but he didn’t know what to do with it. So he stuck with what he did know. A powerful untrained magic user. Just what they’d been looking for.
“It looks like the warehouse has been abandoned for a while, too. Plus its location would make it a convenient point from which to dump the twins and Pruett.”
Now she understood why this had made Jeremiah’s most-likely-suspects pile, but she still didn’t think this was their man. Nothing in his history indicated that he was smart enough to pull this off. “Wouldn’t be a bad idea to have him brought in for questioning. Just to make sure he’s got an alibi. See if you can get anyone to give you a search warrant for that warehouse as well.”
He nodded and slid that file out of the way before pointing to the one on the right. “Kevin Peele was a suspect in an attempted kidnapping but never charged. A gypsy, he’s got some land not far from here, but as far as we know, there are no buildings on it.”
This file was much thinner than the previous one, the suspect having little criminal history to speak of. A teenage girl had claimed that Peele had stopped to talk to her as she walked home from school. He’d offered her a ride and when she’d refused, she said he tried to force her into his car. Peele stated that he had offered the girl a ride, but he’d never tried to grab her. It was a classic case of she said, he said.
When it came time for the trial, the girl recanted. Though it still wasn’t clear if she’d done so because Peele was telling the truth or if she was simply scared of testifying against him. He had a reputation in certain circles of New Hope for being the person you went to for curses and the like. Nothing had ever been proven in regard to that either, obviously, or he’d be in jail. “Well, if nothing else, he does have a knack for keeping himself out of trouble. Pick him up. Find out what he’s been up to for the past couple months.” She tossed the file out of the way.
Knowing Jeremiah would save the most likely suspect for last, she leaned forward when he pointed at the picture. “Gregory George.”
“Why do I know that name?” Thomas asked.
“Child trafficking,” she said. The memory clicked into place as she flipped through the file. He’d been taking children for years and selling them. For what she could only imagine and didn’t want to know for sure. She had enough nightmare material. The light fae had focused on runaways and homeless children. Children less likely to be missed. “If I remember right, he was partial to Altered children. He got nailed about five years ago. It made national news. I thought he was supposed to be doing life somewhere.”
“He was. His attorney got him off on a technicality during appeal,” Jeremiah clarified. “He got out about eight months ago.”
“And as close as we can figure the Thief started operating six months ago. Tell me he’s got someplace he could be stashing those kids,” she said.
“Family farm. Lives there with his mom and dad.” Jeremiah practically beamed.
“Get me a warrant,” she said and went to find her shoes.
“Already working on it.”
“We’ve also got another problem,” she said when she came back to the table, boots and gun on. She grabbed the paper and showed the carnival ad to Jeremiah.
He blew out a long breath. “Great. That’s fantastic. What are we going to do about it?”
She tilted her head to the side, stretching the muscles in her neck. “I don’t know. Last I knew, Mephisto still owned the carnival and the fairgrounds. He’s a greedy bastard. He won’t shut down without a court order and there’s no way we’d get one. Not without proof the Thief will hit there. And maybe not even then depending on the judge. But he’s not completely unreasonable. I doubt he’d object to a heavy law-enforcement presence.”
Thomas nodded. “He might even welcome it. It would keep trouble away without him having to pay for security. And you know how he hates trouble. Or paying for anything.”
She’d forgotten that Thomas was the one who introduced her to the dark fae a decade ago. Mephisto often hired the local coven or local Were packs to run security when he had an event going on. And since he owned at least a partial interest in about half the town, that was often. Maybe with Thomas backing her up, they could convince Mephisto it was in his best interest to let them invade the fairgrounds.
Jeremiah glanced at his phone when it buzzed. “We’ll have to discuss it later. That’s your warrant.”


Chapter Twelve
Juliana rode with Thomas, of course. She’s already called the Agency and listed him officially as a consultant on the case. It wasn’t really necessary as the Wardens could contribute to any case they felt fell under their purview, but it would keep Ben from thinking Thomas was there to take over.
Taft and Jeremiah were in the SUV directly behind them. Four marked police cars brought up the rear. Anyone who saw their procession would know they were serious and that was the point. She wanted to make a statement, to announce their presence. After all, they could have taken a portal to the property but then the neighbors wouldn’t know there was a show to watch. If they didn’t find anything on the property to connect Gregory George to the crimes, maybe one of the neighbors would talk. At this point, she would take any help she could get.
They arrived at the farm and drove up the long, curved drive, dust swirling in their wake. Thomas parked when they reached the end of the gravel. Juliana stepped out of the car and surveyed her surroundings. At the end of the drive to the left was a nondescript, low-profile ranch house. A large barn and stable stood on the right about a hundred yards away from the main house. A curtain moved in one of the front windows.
The group gathered around her. “I want a lead in each location. Jeremiah and I will take the house. Thomas, take a couple of the officers and search the barn. Taft, you take a team to the stables. Look for anywhere he could have hidden the children, trap doors and the like, then come help us at the house. It will take the longest to search. Don’t go in until I signal or you’ll be fried by the wards. There’s a ward breaker on standby if we need them.”
The teams split to head to their respective locations. Juliana pounded on the front door. “This is the Agency. Open up.”
The door opened half a second later, telling her they’d been waiting for the knock. A small woman stood on the other side of the open door. When she scowled but didn’t say anything Juliana handed her the warrant.
“Mrs. George, I’m Realm Walker Norris with the Agency. As you can see, we have a warrant to search the property and all buildings on it. Is your son at home?”
“Why don’t you people just leave my boy alone? He hasn’t done anything wrong. Every time something happens, you all come up bothering Greg. Can’t you just let him live his life?”
“That’s enough, Carol.” A lean man came to stand behind her. Exhaustion and grief lined his face. He took the warrant from her hand. “Go sit at the kitchen table.” Amazingly, the woman complied with little effort on her husband’s part. He watched her move deeper into the house and scanned the paper in his hand. “Figured we’d be seeing y’all when those kids started disappearing. Surprised it took this long actually. Give me a minute and I’ll shut down the wards.”
When he’d completed the process, Juliana turned on her gift to scan the house and other buildings. All three were free of magic. She waved her hand through the air above her head in a circular motion as she shut down her gift. The other two teams moved into their assigned buildings.
“Thank you for your cooperation, Mr. George. If you and your wife would sit at the kitchen table while we go through the house, we’ll try to disturb as little as possible.”
“Name’s Jeff and I know what my boy is and I know what he ain’t. He didn’t kill those kids, Walker.” With that, he turned and headed for the kitchen to join his wife at the table. She hoped for their sake that Jeff George was correct and his son wasn’t a serial killer and kidnapper. For the children who were already missing, she hoped he was. Jeremiah and she both snapped on a pair of gloves. The two officers that stayed with them waited for orders.
“Is Gregory home?” Juliana asked again.
Mr. George shook his head. “He’s working, but he’s on his way home. I called and told him you were here.”
Well, that would save them the trouble of picking him up later, she guessed. Provided he didn’t take the opportunity to take off. Then they might never find him. “Which room is his?”
“Down the hall, second door on the left.”
She motioned for Jeremiah to stay where he could keep an eye on them and turned to the officers who had followed them in. “Go out and sweep the grounds. Report anything suspicious.” They nodded and went back outside. They could have helped her search the house, but they’d have plenty of help to do that before long. Plus, she liked to take the initial look with her own eyes. Wanted to see everything as it was before it had been disturbed.
She eased the door to the bedroom open, uncertain what she’d find. What did a serial killer’s room look like anyway? What she didn’t expect to see was a room so neat and plain. A twin bed stood along one wall. It was so neatly made, she wouldn’t have been surprised to find hospital corners on the sheets if she checked. Only one picture adorned the wall, a black-and-white image of a tree in a snow-covered field.
There was nothing personal here, nothing that indicated this room was lived in. She moved into the room and started with that neatly made bed. Yep, she was right, hospital corners. She lifted the mattress and found a couple of skin mags. Her lip curled but she ignored them and lifted the box springs. A quick inspection revealed nothing hidden in the frame but a small bag of weed. She took it out and tossed it on the bed. It was enough to book him on, but not enough to hold him. He’d probably get a fine at most.
She moved from the bed to the dresser, opening each drawer and moving aside the contents to search. In addition, she ran her hands under each one searching for anything that shouldn’t be there. Finding nothing, she then pulled them out and checked behind them. Still nothing.
Next, she grabbed the chair that sat next to the bed. She took it to the closet and stepped up on the seat. She ran her hands over the blankets and pillows on the shelf. Tucked between them she found a shoebox. She pulled it off the shelf and opened it. Here were the personal touches that should have been on display around the room. Photographs and old letters filled the box. She flipped through the contents, finding mostly pictures of him as a teenager and old school pictures of his friends. The letters ranged from birthday cards from a grandmother to love notes from a girlfriend folded in intricate patterns. Nothing there to connect him to the children.
“He’s here,” Jeremiah called from the front room.
“Be right there.”
She sat the box back on the shelf and inspected the ceiling for any kind of attic access. Nothing. She hopped off the chair just as she heard the front door slam open.
“What the hell you think you’re doin’ in my house?” came the shout from what could only be Gregory George.
She stepped from the room to find Jeremiah with his arms crossed over his chest. He frowned at the man in question. “I suggest you drop the attitude and sit your ass down. We’ve got a warrant.”
“And what are you going to do if I don’t sit? You gonna make me? That’s harassment.” George leaned forward to get in Jeremiah’s face, which was a feat considering George wasn’t any taller than his mother. He was five foot seven at the most.
“No,” Jeremiah said with a smile as he looked up and saw Juliana standing in the hallway. “She will.”
George turned and looked her over from head to toe. “You think some damned cunt is going to make me do anything I don’t want to do? Think again.”
A gasp came from the table where his parents still sat. There were few insults that Juliana hated more than that one. Still, she ignored him and his folks and looked at Jeremiah. “Bedroom’s clean. Mostly.”
“Don’t you ignore me. I want to know what the hell you think you’re doing here.”
Her eyes flicked back to their suspect. She took a moment to really look at him. The tidiness of the bedroom did not match the man in front of her. Dirt stained his face and colored his hands. His hair was months overdue for a cut and his beard was unkempt and wild. He wore a red flannel shirt open over brown overalls. Fury marred his features. “Answer me, cunt.”
She strode forward and got in his space, because he wasn’t the type of man to back away from a woman. Even one as pissed as her. “We’re searching, Mr. George. Because we have a search warrant. And we will continue until we are done searching. Now, you can either shut up and sit at that table as Agent Grace suggested or we can arrest you right now and complete the search without you on the premises.”
“I—”
She leaned forward farther. “One more word, Mr. George. Just one more word.” It wasn’t necessary for her to complete the threat; the menace radiating off her was enough to convey the idea.
The front door opened but she didn’t look to see who entered. She kept her eyes locked on the man in front of her waiting for him to make his decision. He’d already proven he was stupid; she just wasn’t certain how stupid.
“I suggest you do as the lady says.” Thomas’s voice was a low rumble that held enough anger to make hers seem like an idle threat.
George turned to look at Thomas and her eyes followed. His presence filled the room. It was obvious he didn’t like walking in on her going toe to toe with a suspect. Two uniformed officers stood behind him, just inside the door.
George grumbled under his breath and then dropped into a chair at the table with his parents. His mother was sniffling and wiping her eyes.
“Look what you did. You made your mother cry,” Juliana chastised. “Why don’t you quit being a dick and cooperate?”
“I don’t have to do nothin’, you c—”
Thomas pointed one long finger at their suspect. “Don’t. Just don’t.”
George snapped his mouth shut but continued to fume.
Thomas watched a moment longer then turned to her. “It was an easy search. We didn’t find anything. Where do you want us now?”
“You’re with me,” she said instantly, her face heating as he smiled. She pointed at the officers behind him. “You two are on the family. If he gives you any shit, just arrest his ass.”
“What’s the charge?” they asked.
“Possession.” The only reason she hadn’t already arrested him was she hoped to add murder and kidnapping to that. She also wanted him on scene in case she came across something that needed immediate answers. “Jeremiah, we’re going to the basement. You take the other bedroom.”
“Gregory, you promised,” the mother all but wailed. The noise grated on Juliana’s nerves. She’d be glad to be away from the woman.
“They’re lying. They didn’t find nothin’.” George scowled at her.
“Did you really think we wouldn’t check the box springs?” she asked and had the enjoyment of watching that scowl slip just a little bit. “And those magazines, Gregory. For shame.”
She left him at the mercy of his mother and headed into the basement.
“You’re evil,” Thomas whispered in her ear as she flipped on the light for the basement. She managed to suppress the shiver that threatened at the feel of his breath on her skin. Instead, she succeeded in merely smiling and heading down the stairs. Thomas followed her, their feet thudding on the wooden steps. Shelves full of boxes lined one wall. She sighed. It would take them forever to go through all this.
* * *
Thomas wrapped his hand around the back of her neck and gave her a little squeeze. “It’s not as bad as it looks. If he’s been getting into one of these boxes repeatedly, we’ll be able to tell. Odds are he wouldn’t go to the trouble. Let’s have a look around.”
She leaned into his hand then turned and grinned at him. “In that case you get the boxes. I’ll get the rest.”
He tilted his head back and laughed. “All right, Joya. I’ll take the boxes.”
There was a thin layer of dust that made it easy to see none of them had been moved in a while. Still he checked every section, feeling between boxes to see if something had been hidden. He also inspected the boxes themselves to see if there was any evidence of them being opened and resealed.
“Over here,” Juliana called. He turned to find her stretching to reach something on top of the ductwork. She’d found a small step stool somewhere and it rocked under her feet. He hurried over and placed his hands around her waist to steady her. “Got it.”
He released her and stepped back so she could get down. She had a book with a burgundy cover clasped in her hand. It looked like an album of some sort. She wiped the remnants of dust and cobwebs off with her sleeve, though most of it appeared to have accumulated from the area around it, not from disuse.
“I caught a glimpse of it from across the room.” She opened the book to reveal dozens of newspaper articles pasted inside. There were several about George’s original trial and subsequent release. These gave way to articles about missing children. Some of them the children on this case. And finally, the articles on the murders. Juliana flipped through slowly at first and then more quickly—back and forth through the book as she scanned all the pages. “Thomas, some of these are on the kids we just found out about. And they’re original clippings.” She pointed at a couple of the articles.
It appeared they may have found their Thief and this would all come to an end. And finally, his mate would be able to relax. To dream about something other than missing children. But he knew better than to put too much weight behind the evidence. Until the man was actually locked up and children quit disappearing, the case wasn’t over. “Sounds like enough to take him in to me.”
“I hope to all the gods he’s the son of a bitch we’ve been looking for.” She closed the book with a gentle hand and headed up the stairs.


Chapter Thirteen
Without saying a word, Juliana walked over and sat the book on the kitchen table. George’s face fell and his arms unfolded. He looked between her and the album. Color flooded his face and he clenched and unclenched his hands. “Gregory George, you are under arrest for possession and suspicion of kidnapping and murder.”
She motioned for one of the uniforms to take him into custody and turned away. She ignored the venom he spewed at her back. Thomas was not so inclined. She put both hands on his chest and pushed him backward as he tried to head past her to the table. He frowned down at her. “It’s not worth it,” she told him and she meant it. George could call her anything he wanted. All that mattered is that he might be the Thief and they could save those children.
The only thing that bothered her was they had yet to find any place where he might have hidden them. If he was their perp, where were the kids?
They shoved him into the back of a squad car to take him to the fifth precinct. It was closer than the Agency and it was also where Leo happened to be, as they were questioning the other suspects. Their car and Taft’s SUV followed the marked car all the way to the precinct.
When they arrived, Thomas hopped out without saying a word. Nor did he come around and open her door. Not that she needed him to; it was just out of character for him. In fact, he usually got annoyed when she didn’t allow him to do it. Instead, he made a beeline for the police car holding their suspect and yanked him out of the backseat.
Her lips twisted in a smile as she climbed out of the car and made her way to them. George opened his mouth as she approached and Thomas shook him by his grip on the handcuffs. Their prisoner grimaced. “You say one word to her and you’ll have a whole new understanding of police brutality.”
“You can’t do that,” George said. “That’s illegal.”
“Watch me.” With that, Thomas shoved him along in front as they walked into the station. Juliana stayed right behind and the other two brought up the rear. The noise in the station died down as they escorted him through the building to an empty interrogation room. Officers stopped to stare as they walked past, each of them knowing that this might be the man they’d all been looking for.
After they’d placed him at the table in the room, they left a uniform to keep an eye on him. Juliana, Thomas, Jeremiah, Taft and Leo all gathered in the viewing room next door.
* * *
Juliana watched the suspect through the window and Thomas watched her, waiting for her to declare the next step. She turned and leaned against the sill. “I want Taft to handle the interrogation.”
Surprise straightened Thomas’s spine. He’d expected her to handle the questioning herself or, failing that, to send him in. Even Jeremiah would be a better choice than the detective. Everyone in the room outranked him. Never mind the fact that Juliana had never worked with him before. She had no knowledge of his abilities. Whereas, she knew the rest of them, had watched them work. Knew of their capabilities. Why was she putting so much faith in this untried detective?
She must have seen the look on his face because she shook her head and explained. “He made it very clear at his house that he does not like women. Or maybe just me. Regardless, nothing is going to be accomplished by me going in there except him being even more defensive and pissed off than he already is.” She waved a hand through the air. “And Thomas, no offense, but I’m pretty sure threatening the suspect with brutality is not the best way to begin a trusting relationship with him. We need someone he might actually talk to. Taft is the only one besides Leo he didn’t interact with at the house. And Leo’s talents lie elsewhere.”
“Can you handle it, Detective?” Thomas asked quietly. He wasn’t about to let his mate’s investigation get screwed because this man bungled the interrogation.
“Yeah. I can handle it, Warden.” The detective bit off every word.
“You better get to it then, Taft,” Juliana said before Thomas could reply. He let it go in deference to her being in charge of the case. That didn’t mean he still wasn’t irritated with the man’s arrogance and attitude. “Leo’s going in with you.”
“I don’t need any help.”
Juliana kept her eyes locked with his. “I wasn’t asking if you did. I was telling you that Leo’s with you.”
Thomas loved when she got bossy and domineering. As long as it wasn’t directed at him, it was incredibly attractive.
The detective muttered and scowled. “Come on then.” He stepped through the door, waiting until Leo was with him before walking into the room next door.
Juliana grabbed a stool from along one wall and placed it in front of the window. Thomas moved up behind her and smiled when she leaned back against him. He resisted the urge to wrap an arm around her torso. Barely. He put his hands in his pockets to keep from touching her.
* * *
Thomas was warm against her back and she allowed herself to just enjoy it. She kept her eyes on what was going on in the other room. Leo stood in a corner trying to remain out of sight. He wanted the man to forget he was there, something that wasn’t going to happen if George could see him.
Taft took the chair opposite the suspect so his back was to the viewing room. “I’m Detective Taft.”
“And I give a shit because?” George slouched in his seat, tipping the chair back.
“You know we found the book.”
“Yeah, so?”
“Yeah so? That’s the best you can do?” Taft mocked.
George shrugged. “They interest me is all, those stories. Ain’t no crime in that.”
“What kind of sick bastard is interested in kids getting kidnapped and killed?” Taft asked, voicing her own thoughts.
George gave a small smile. “You’re interested in it, ain’t ya? Besides everyone needs a hobby. Mine’s collecting crime stories from the paper that I find interesting.”
Taft smacked the table with both of his hands causing her to jump. “We know what you’ve done. Just come clean and tell us the details.”
“I told you. I ain’t done nothing.”
“That’s not what I think. I think you missed stealing little kids, that you get off on it, so as soon as you got out you started doing it again.” Taft pounded on the table again.
“I never took no kids. I was exonerated.” George over pronounced the last word as if he wasn’t entirely sure of its usage.
“You weren’t exonerated. You got off on a technicality.” Taft paced the length of the room. “No, you missed taking those kids so you started up again. Only this time, no one would buy them from you, you having such a public reputation and all. So you started killing them.”
George leaned forward. “I’m telling you, I didn’t take no damn kids. You don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”
Taft sat back down. “Oh, see, I think I do. You took them, you hid them and then you killed them. And you clipped those articles out of the paper and made yourself a scrapbook because you get off on it.”
“You’re wrong, I didn’t do it.” George’s voice took on a panicked edge. “I can prove I didn’t do it.”
Juliana leaned forward, laid her hand against the glass.
“Prove it, how?” Taft asked.
“I’m always at home or at work. Check with my boss, if I weren’t at work, I was home with my folks. Just ask them.”
Taft snorted. “Your parents aren’t exactly what I call a reliable alibi.”
Juliana rapped on the window with her knuckles. Taft glanced over his shoulder, then turned back to George. “I’ll be back in a minute,” he said. Taft and Leo came back into the viewing room. She got off the stool and faced them.
“So what do you think?” she asked Leo.
He shrugged. “There were so many lies flying around in there I couldn’t begin to tell you. Every time he denied taking the children it was a lie, but he could have been talking about the ones from the other case. And the detective’s questions were worded poorly. He kept saying he knew when he knows nothing of the sort, he’s guessing, so those all registered as lies as well. If we asked more specific questions, I could maybe get a better read.”
“All right, go back in and try again. Ask specific questions about specific children.”
Taft grunted but stormed out of the room without saying anything. Leo gave her a little smile and followed after him. She watched as they reentered the interrogation room.
They resumed their original positions, Taft in the chair and Leo leaning against the wall in the corner.
“All right, let’s try this again,” Taft said. “Do you have any knowledge of the kidnappings and murders that have been attributed to the individual known as the Thief?”
George leaned forward in his chair. “No.”
Leo shook his head though it could have been to indicate a lie or a crappy question. Of course George had knowledge of the crimes; he kept a scrapbook of them.
“Did you take the twins from the New Hope mall?” Taft asked.
Juliana leaned forward.
“No,” George answered.
Leo looked at the mirror and nodded once. Shit, that meant he was telling the truth.
“Did you take Cassie Richards from the swing set at her school?”
There was a knock at the door of the interrogation room just as George was preparing to answer. The door opened, and a tall man in a dark suit stepped in followed by one of the uniforms. “You’re done, Taft,” the cop said.
“Who the hell is he?” Taft asked.
“I’m Mr. George’s attorney. And if you’d excuse me, I’d like to be alone with my client.”
The uniform escorted George out to one of the attorney rooms. “Shit,” Juliana said and hopped off her stool.
Taft and Leo came back into the room. “Sorry, Jules,” Leo said with a shrug. “Nothing we can do if he’s lawyered up.”
She clenched her teeth and worked the muscle in her jaw. “All right. Check with his job. Compare his schedule to our time line. Shred his alibi and find me somewhere he could be keeping those kids.”
“I just got a text from the tech guys,” Jeremiah piped up. “They want us to swing by.”
“Did they find something on Oliver’s hard drive?”
“They didn’t say, but I don’t know why else they’d be asking for us.”
She looked at Taft and Leo. “You two get to work on that alibi. We’re going to the Agency and then we’ll all meet at the hotel.”
Thomas stayed a step behind Juliana and the elemental as they walked through the halls of the Agency. This was her territory, her place. The turned down a short hall and she opened an unmarked door. “What have you got for me, boys?”
Two men turned their chairs to face the door instead of the large computer monitor they’d been examining. “Hey, Norris. You’re going to love us for this one. It took a while, but we managed to salvage some of the data.”
“Let me see it.”
One of the men punched several keys on a keyboard on the table. An image popped up and filled the monitor. A small girl rocked back and forth on one of the swings. Juliana sucked in a breath. “That’s our girl, but this isn’t the day of the kidnapping. Her hair was down that day. Here it’s in a ponytail.”
The man glanced over his shoulder at them. “Wait for it.”
Several moments later, the camera zoomed in on the child. This went beyond images picked up on a security camera. The ghoul had been actively watching the girl.
“How much of this have you got?” the elemental asked.
“A couple of hours. He really had a thing for that kid.”
“What about the day of the kidnapping?” Juliana asked.
The techs both shook their heads. “We recovered a lot of data, but we haven’t been able to get anything from the day of. I just think it’s not there to retrieve.”
“That makes sense,” Thomas said and his bride looked at him. “Are you going to turn on a camera to record yourself committing a crime?”
She fisted her hand at her side. “We need to find that ghoul.”
* * *
An hour later, they were back in the ballroom. The techs would keep looking for more data despite their belief that it wasn’t there. And Taft and Leo were working on getting George’s schedule from his employer. Meanwhile, she had other things to worry about. She tossed the paper on the table with the ad faceup. “If we’re wrong about Gregory George, that’s where our perp will be tomorrow. There will be too much temptation for him not to be. I want a full squadron of police and agents there. Thomas, if they’re available and willing I’d like the Wardens’ help as well.”
“They’ll help,” he said with a nod.
“Don’t you have to check with someone?” Taft asked.
Thomas just looked at him.
“I’ll start getting things in order with the precinct for that area,” Taft said after a moment when he realized Thomas wasn’t going to say anything.
“And I’ll call Ben, see what we can get lined up,” Jeremiah said. He handed her a small stack of papers. “That’s the M.E.’s report on Kelson.”
“Oh, thanks,” she said, and got instantly distracted flipping through the report.
“Kelson?” Thomas asked.
She pointed to the appropriate section on the boards and he went over to examine them. She watched from the corner of her eye as he moved from that section to the next and then to the next. Like the twins, Sam Kelson had died by suffocation but there was no outward sign of how it had taken place. No bruising around the nose or mouth or on the throat. Nothing inhaled into the lungs. When they’d found the body, all of the teeth had been removed.
Eyes, teeth, skin. Was he trying to piece together a whole body? Juliana frowned and put the report on the table beside her. She looked between the pictures of the four dead children. There was something there, something big that she was missing. Finally, she walked over and took the twins pictures off the board, followed by Sam Kelson and Timothy Pruett.
She laid them side by side on the table and grabbed a marker from the mug beside her. She tapped it against her chin as she examined the photos again. First the twins, with their ethereal fae beauty. Pale, white-blond hair and pale skin and those brown eyes looking out at her. She circled the eyes in both pictures. Next, Sam Kelson with his red hair and sharp-toothed grin. She circled the smile. Finally Timothy Pruett. It was a school picture. His dark hair was a mess and he had glasses perched on the end of his nose. His arms were just barely visible below the sleeves of his T-shirt. Fish scales decorated the skin there. She circled it.
Her eyes jumped from circle to circle. “Son of a bitch,” she said quietly, little more than a whisper.
“What is it?” Jeremiah asked.
She looked up to find everyone in the room watching her and her cheeks heated.
“It was evident you were on to something. We were giving you time to work it out.” Thomas explained. “What is it?”
She carried the pictures over to one of the boards and turned it around so she had a blank canvas to work on. She tacked the pictures right in the center. She used the same marker to write under them “eyes, teeth, skin,” then tossed the marker down. “He’s taking what makes them different. What’s out of place about them.”
“What do you mean?” Leo asked.
“I’ll lay you odds they’re all half human, half Altered. The twins look all fae except for those brown eyes. Kelson looks human except for his teeth. Same with Pruett except with him it’s his skin that doesn’t look human.” They all just stared blankly back at her. “He’s taking what makes them hybrid. He’s making them one or the other. Altered or human, not mixed.”
“Why?” Jeremiah asked.
She shrugged. “Who knows? You’re asking that like anything he does makes any sense. Why does he take them in the first place?”
“I knew you’d figure it out,” Taft told her, excitement threading his voice.
She glanced at him and he looked slightly embarrassed. “I only meant I had faith in you, is all. I knew if you kept at it, you’d see the pattern. One of us had to, eventually.”
“Well, it’s still just a theory unless we can prove it. Start digging.” She gestured to the boards. “Let me know if you find something that says otherwise.”
Everyone split and began looking at the information for the parents for each of the children. Thomas moved forward to stand at her shoulder. He too had known that his mate would solve the puzzle, but he didn’t feel the need to announce his faith in her. She knew he had it and that was all that mattered. “The detective seems very eager.”
She glanced back at him. “I think he’s just happy we might actually have an answer for something. It’s depressing to walk around guessing all the time.”
His eyelids dropped as he took his attention from Taft to look at her. “He also seems to think very highly of you.”
“That’s a bad thing?”
Thomas shrugged. “Not necessarily. I would prefer it if he didn’t accompany you to any more dinners at my sister’s home, however.”
The corner of her mouth curled. “Jealous?”
He merely lifted his brows in answer, saying nothing. She always underestimated her appeal. She turned away when the fire elemental stepped up to them, two pictures in hand. “What did you find?”
“Cassie Richards and Brian Trout. Richards’s parents are human, which means the girl is, too. Trouts are both Altered.” He handed over the photos. Both children looked human, but that didn’t mean anything. Lots of things looked human that weren’t.
“Shit,” Juliana said as she studied them.
“Are you sure those are the real parents?” the serpentine fae asked.
“What do you mean?” Thomas asked.
“Just because they say they’re the parents, or act like the parents, doesn’t mean that they are related by blood.”
“Jeremiah, you take the Richardses. Leo, call the Trouts. We need to know if those kids are mixed.”
The elemental came back first. “Cassie Richards was adopted as an infant. They verified she’s Altered, gargoyle to be specific.”
Thomas glanced at the photo. “She’s a mix. She doesn’t bear any of the normal characteristics of a gargoyle.” Gargoyles were shape-shifters, but their human forms shared a tendency to white hair and gray eyes. And their skin generally had a dark pallor to it. The girl had none of these things.
“I talked to Mrs. Trout,” the fae said joining them. “She insists the child is not mixed. Says the boy’s her and her husband’s natural child.”
“So we’ve got one who doesn’t fit the profile. Either the mother is lying or there’s something different about that child and we need to find out what it is.” Juliana looked at the picture of the boy again as did Thomas. Nothing in the photo indicated what his heritage might be.
“The mother’s lying,” Taft said. “She has to be.”
“We can’t be sure of that, but given the evidence, I’d say it’s likely. Either way, it’s worth questioning them in person, I should think. I’ll be able to tell for sure then,” the fae suggested.
Juliana nodded. “I agree. You and I will see to that. Thomas, get a hold of Mephisto and see if he’ll cooperate on either shutting the carnival down or letting us have a heavy presence. Jeremiah, you and Taft start coming up with a plan for coverage of the fairgrounds. See if they found anything else out at the Georges’ place, too.” When they took Gregory George into custody, they’d left several uniforms to finish the search.
After she got confirmation they’d all do as she instructed, Juliana led the serpentine fae from the room. Thomas wanted to go with her, to stay where he could keep her in sight. He knew he was of the best use contacting his old friend, but that didn’t mean he had to like it.


Chapter Fourteen
Juliana and Leo pulled up in front of a small two-story house. The yard looked well cared for, but the sun had faded the red paint on the house and dirt muddied the windows. “Let’s get this over with,” she said and stepped out of the car. She really hated talking to the parents.
She rapped on the storm door and waited for someone to answer. A small dog yipped in an incessant stream from somewhere inside. “Quiet, Chloe,” a man’s voice came from the other side of the door. “It’s all right.”
The door opened to reveal a large man with a full arsenal of tattoos holding a small terrier of some sort. “Can I help you?”
“Mr. Trout?” she asked as she ran her eyes over his ink. Several of the symbols looked familiar and indicated he was most likely a druid. She resisted flipping her gift on to double check. Glowing eyes tended to unsettle people.
“That’s me.”
“I’m Walker Norris with the Agency. This is Walker Leo. We need to talk to you about your son.”
The man grew pale and the dog whimpered. He scratched its head as if he wasn’t really aware he was doing it. “He’s not...”
Her brow furrowed until she realized what he was asking. “Oh, no. I’m sorry, Mr. Trout. We just need to ask you a few questions to help with our investigation. There’s no word on his status.” She should have sent Jeremiah. He never would have had the father thinking his kid was dead. Even for a second.
Tension flowed from the man and he opened the screen to let them in. “I wish you knew where he was, but I’ll take him not being dead. As long as he’s not dead, there’s hope.” The dog whimpered again and trembled in his arms. He hushed it.
“Is your wife home, Mr. Trout?” Leo asked.
“Call me Martin and this is my wife, Chloe,” he said gesturing with the dog.
Juliana blinked. Either he’d married a dog, or his wife was a shape-shifter.
He put the dog down and she bolted down the hallway. “She’ll be back as soon as she changes. She’s been spending a lot of time like that since Bri disappeared. Helps her deal with it somehow I think.” He sat in a recliner on one side of the neat but cluttered living room and gestured to the other furniture. “Please have a seat.”
Juliana and Leo sat side by side on the couch. A few minutes later a petite brunette dressed in a pink sweat suit came back down the hall. Her cheeks were flushed, either from embarrassment or the exertion of the change. Juliana couldn’t be sure. “What can we do for you?” she asked as she perched on the arm of her husband’s chair.
“Mrs. Trout, you spoke to Walker Leo on the phone earlier. He called to ask about Brian’s ancestry.”
Her smile grew brittle at the edges and her eyes turned hard. “Yes, I remember. But I answered his questions. There was no reason for you to come here.”
Juliana leaned forward and clasped her hands between her knees. She was doing her best to look nonthreatening. “I’m afraid there is. Obviously, you’re a shape-shifter. And you, Martin?”
“Mage. Druid, if you want to get specific.”
“So Brian is a druidic shape-shifter?” she asked, giving the woman a chance to change her story.
“Of course,” Chloe answered immediately. Her smile faded completely at that point and her eyes narrowed. It was obviously she didn’t like the questions. Leo tapped the side of Juliana’s leg to let her know the words were a lie.
Martin appeared as relaxed as when they arrived which led her to believe the child was the mother’s but not the father’s. “Can I ask why it’s so important that you have this information about my son?”
She studied the man. “I’m about to share details with you that haven’t been revealed to the press. I’d appreciate it if you kept it in confidence.”
“Of course,” Martin and Chloe said. They both leaned forward, obviously eager for any news on the case.
“All of the children who have been reported missing are mixed—half human, half Altered. We thought we’d discovered a big lead, a clue that could lead us to the kidnapper until we realized your son didn’t fit the profile. So now we’re wondering what it is about your son that attracted the Thief’s attention.” She sat quietly for a moment and just studied them both.
“Tell her the truth, Chloe,” Martin said, his voice rough with emotion.
His wife looked back at him in surprise. “What are you talking about? I don’t know what you’re talking about.” That brought another tap on the leg from Leo.
“It’s okay, sweetie.” He looked past her to Juliana. “I’ve known for a long time that Brian isn’t mine. There’s none of me in my boy. He looks nothing like me and if he was going to have any magic ability, it would have shown up by now. He’s got nothing. Can’t even light a candle. But he can shift, all right. Been doing that since he was an infant.” His smile revealed his pride in his child.
Chloe started to cry quietly. “I’m sorry. I wanted him to be yours. He might have been.”
Martin rubbed her back with his hand. “Chloe got pregnant early in our relationship. We were both seeing other people. When she told me about the baby I proposed on the spot.”
“Weren’t you worried it might not be yours?” Leo asked, his forked tongue darting out of his mouth to taste the air.
“I knew it was a possibility but I loved Chloe. And as soon as I saw Brian, I fell in love with him, too. He’s my boy no matter what his DNA might be.” His wife broke down into wailing sobs. He pulled her off the arm of the chair and into his lap. “Now, you’ve got what you came for. If you’ll excuse us?”
Juliana stood with a sick feeling in her gut. She’d needed the answers but hadn’t wanted to get them like this. She turned back when she got to the door. “I’m sorry, Mr. Trout, but I had to know.”
He nodded. “I know you did, Walker. I never would have admitted I knew otherwise.”
Thomas walked through the main entrance of the fairgrounds and took in the buzz of activity around him. The workers were trying to get everything ready for the carnival the next day. Some were testing rides, others were setting up booths, and still others were putting liners in the trash cans. Mephisto ran a smooth operation and he always had. Thomas started for the office.
“Kendrick,” a cry came from behind him.
He turned to find Mephisto scuttling toward him. Thomas put his hands in his pockets and waited for the dark fae to reach him. Mephisto’s upper half was an old man with a full head of wiry, gray hair and a grizzled beard. His teeth were yellowed and, as usual, he had a cigar stuck between them. Usually he just chewed on it without ever lighting it. His bottom half was that of a giant, fuzzy black spider with orange stripes. The closer his friend got, the more gray Thomas saw in the spider fur. “Hello, old friend.”
“Hello yourself. You said you needed to speak to me immediately. What’s going on?” Mephisto started walking and Thomas had no choice but to follow along.
“It’s about the carnival tomorrow. I want you to think about shutting it down.”
“Are you crazy? With the mayor cancelling everything in town we’ll be busier than ever.” He chomped on his cigar, turning it in his mouth.
“And did you stop to think about why the mayor cancelled everything?” Thomas asked.
Mephisto sighed. “I know, that damnable Thief. You can’t possibly think he’d strike somewhere this public.”
“I think he’ll take it as his personal challenge.”
“Careful with that!” he yelled to one of the workers. He stopped and turned to face Thomas. “I’ll increase security, but I won’t shut down. I’m sorry.”
“Juliana thought you’d feel that way.” He clasped his hands behind his back.
The old man smiled and his face lit. “Jules? Now her, I miss.” Thomas ignored the veiled insult. “What’s she got to do with this?”
“She’s a Walker. She’s in charge of the investigation against the Thief.”
His eyes grew wide. “Our Juliana? A Walker? I never would have guessed it. I’ve seen her a few times, but she’s never mentioned it. Not that she had reason to. Sorry, I won’t shut down even for her.”
“She did have an alternative suggestion that might benefit all of us.” Thomas started walking again. “We’re asking that you allow us to have a full contingent of agents and officers here tomorrow.”
Mephisto scratched his chin. “I don’t know. It might scare people off if they see a bunch of law enforcement roaming around.”
“Only the worst sort, which you don’t want here anyway. It would keep you from having to hire that extra security. We’ll do our best to interfere as little as possible.”
“And Juliana will be here? Not that I don’t trust you, but she’s a little more levelheaded.”
Thomas laughed. “I think that’s the first time I’ve heard anyone describe her that way.”
“I didn’t say she was levelheaded, I just said she was better than you. And if she’s going to be here, you’ve got a deal.”
“Yes,” he answered, still chuckling, “she will be here. She’ll need to be somewhere high and safe.”
Mephisto grinned, showing all his teeth. “I have just the tower for our princess.”
* * *
Juliana’s phone rang just as they reached the car. “Norris.”
“It’s me,” Jeremiah answered.
“I was just getting ready to call you. We were right about the kids. Trout’s father confirmed it for us.” She didn’t want to go into detail about how that had been accomplished.
“That’s good, because we were wrong about George.”
She rubbed a hand across her forehead. “Shit. What happened?”
“We’ve verified he was working during at least three of the most recent kidnappings. We’re still working on verifying the others. It’s taking a while for the employer to get the older records.”
“That doesn’t mean he wasn’t involved,” she insisted. “He could have a partner or the employer could be lying. Or he did it some other way.” She couldn’t give up on him. Because if she did, they were right back where they started. Nowhere. And there they’d remain until they picked up the ghoul or found another suspect entirely. She was tired of going backward on this case. A giant leap forward would be fantastic right about then.
“It’s a construction company. He was out of town working a job during one of them. Five guys on his crew verified it.”
She kicked the tire on the car. They couldn’t hold him, not with an alibi like that. His lawyers would roast them. “Cut him loose but keep digging. I’m still not convinced he doesn’t know something.” She snapped her phone closed and looked over the top of the car at Leo.
“I take it his alibi checked out?” he asked.
“Yeah. It checked out.” She got in the car and slammed the door behind her.
Leo got in more quietly.
“All right. Let’s think about what we know. We’ve confirmed the theory that the children are all hybrids.” She tapped on the steering wheel as she drove toward the Roma. “Now the question is, how does he know?”
“Can you tell?” he asked.
She glanced at him in surprise. It hadn’t occurred to her that the Thief could have a gift similar to hers. “Yes, I think I could. I guess I’ve never thought about it much. I just tag things with whatever’s dominant in them and ignore the rest. But if I took the time, I could decipher the signature to give you the ancestry.” The thought that she might have something in common with the killer bothered her. “He could be using a spell of some sort or an artifact.”
Leo flicked his tongue out. “It’s also possible he has a gift of his own, completely different from yours, that lets him sense them.”
Juliana nodded, distracted. “I guess we won’t know until we catch him, and maybe not even then. It’s not really the important thing anyway. We know for sure he’s targeting these kids now. We know who to look for, who to protect in the crowd tomorrow.”
Leo frowned. “Yes, except you’ll be the only one who can see them.”
“I guess y’all will just have to pay attention and do what I tell you then, won’t you?”
* * *
Thomas’s phone buzzed at his hip. He pulled it out and glanced at the screen. Michael. “What have you found?”
“You better get over here.”
Here was the house he used to share with the coven. The house he’d never stay in again now that he knew what had been done to his mate there. “Why, what’s going on?”
“Just come.”
Thomas cursed his enigmatic second in command for a moment then slid behind the wheel of his car and drove to the house. He strode through the front door in a foul temper and drew up short when Carmela greeted him in the entryway instead of Michael. His ire flared anew. “What are you doing here, Carmela? Where’s Michael?”
“I’m here,” Michael answered for her. He leaned in the doorway to the left that led to the library.
“And I am here for my portal mage.” Carmela’s words were clipped but were delivered in their normal haughty tone.
“What makes you think we have her?” Thomas asked without hesitation.
“Are you saying you do not?”
If she wasn’t going to answer his question, he wasn’t going to answer hers. “Did you know that your portal mage crafted a pendant for Raoul DeSoto that allowed him to evade capture?”
“As many times as he’s escaped, I’d say she’s crafted several of them,” Michael added.
“Of course I am aware. I paid for them.”
Fury flared through him and Thomas was in her space in an instant. He restrained his desire to slap her. Barely. “Choose your words carefully, Carmela. Think before you speak or you’ll doom yourself. When did you order these pendants crafted for Raoul?”
She blinked at him, obviously surprised by his reaction. He rarely, if ever, lost his temper with her. “Before you announced you were looking for him, of course. I would never cross you, Thomas. You must know that.”
He growled. “No. What I know is that you lied to Juliana, that you told her we were together. I also know that you did not mention your connection to DeSoto even after you discovered I hunted him.”
“My being his sire had no relevance. I do not have the ability to track my offspring. And you can’t honestly be mad about something that happened so many years ago.” Carmela waved her hand through the air in dismissal. “The girl was a nuisance. You left her. How much more of a clue did she need that you weren’t interested?”
Michael coughed, undoubtedly to hide a laugh. At least one of them found this amusing.
Thomas leaned forward until Carmela pressed herself firmly against the wall.
“You’re scaring me, Thomas.”
“Good. I’m going to make something perfectly clear to you and then you can decide where your loyalties lie, with me or your spawn.” He placed a hand on the wall on either side of her, boxing her in. “Juliana is my mate. We are United. Now what do you think I will do to those who stand in my way for revenge or those who attempt to get between us?”
Carmela’s eyes grew wide. “I had no idea.”
“Did you know what he did to her?” Thomas pushed the words through his clenched teeth. His jaw ached with the pressure.
She shook her head. “No, not until you told me. How could you even think that?”
He cocked his head to the side. “I don’t know what to think anymore. Not about you. Where was the portal programmed for?”
“If it was one of the originals that I purchased for him, most likely here. This was his home. He did have a couple programmed for Paris and Sydney. He liked to travel.”
Dread chilled Thomas at the thought that his prey could be so close to his bride. “Have you heard from him?”
“What?”
“Since I started hunting him, have you heard from him? Or better yet, have you heard from him in the last six months?”
“Once. It was right before you became demon-ridden. He was angry and wasn’t making any sense. He said he’d found a way to access his magic again, but it hadn’t lasted. He claimed he could get it back permanently but your woman had taken what he needed.”
Thomas thought of his enemy’s melted face and wondered if it had anything to do with his reclaimed magic ability. “What did Juliana take? And how could he possibly cast magic?” Raoul had been a fairly powerful mage prior to his turning, but vampires did not retain the ability to use magic once they were turned. More than one mage had been known to go on an uncontrollable rampage when they found they could no longer connect to their magic. It was one of the reasons the Council had forbid the turning of mages and witches.
“I don’t know. I told you he wasn’t making any sense.”
He studied her, trying to determine if she told the truth.
“I swear, that’s everything I know.”
He pushed himself off the wall and gave her some space. “I’ll believe you for the moment, but I’m keeping the mage. If what she says matches what you’ve told me, I’ll release her and you’ll be in the clear.”
Her tongue darted out and wet her lips. “And if it doesn’t?”
His gaze sharpened. “Well, that shouldn’t be an issue. After all, you’d never lie to me, would you, Carmela?” When she didn’t respond, he crossed his arms and rocked back on his heels. “And don’t even think of going to the Council. If you do, I’ll make sure they are aware that you sent my mate and my second into a trap laid by the demon. You know the Council’s stance on the protection of our mates.”
She shook her head. “But I didn’t know she was yours.”
“That’s not how I remember it. As I remember, you’ve known for years. After all, you are one of my oldest friends. Why would I keep the knowledge from you?”


Chapter Fifteen
Juliana woke the next morning in a sea of lush comfort and warmth. She shifted her weight and burrowed deeper into the covers, reluctant to leave the sanctuary that was Thomas’s bed. She’d feel bad about running him out of his room, but he was the one who moved her things into the room the night before and insisted she stay there. She’d argued until he confirmed he’d sleep in one of the guest rooms.
With a sigh, she acknowledged to herself that she couldn’t stay in the bed forever. No matter how comfortable it was. She threw the covers back and shivered in the chilly air. Sitting on the edge of the bed, she glanced at the clock. Six o’clock. The carnival opened at ten. At least she’d gotten a few hours of undisturbed sleep. They’d been up until midnight creating the coverage plan for the fairgrounds. The logistics were a nightmare but thankfully, Mephisto was being cooperative. To a point. Juliana only hoped all the groups involved stepped up and sent as many officers as they could to help out. Obviously the more people they had, the easier the coverage would be.
After a quick trip to the bathroom to brush her hair and teeth, she opened the door of the bedroom. She sucked in her breath in surprise and froze in the doorway. Flowers covered almost every surface of the room. There were roses in various shades, vibrantly colored daisies and a miscellany of other blooms. Hundreds of dollars’ worth, at least. And where there weren’t flowers, balloons of nearly every color hovered at various heights.
She turned toward the kitchen and found Thomas leaning against the island, dressed in a pair of pajama pants and a T-shirt that clung to his well-defined muscles. Her mouth went dry.
The corners of his mouth turned up in amusement. “Happy Birthday, Joya.”
Her face heated and she dropped her head. She hated being the center of attention and he knew it. He came to stand in front of her and cupped her cheek in his hand. Gently he motioned her face up so he could look in her eyes. His thumb ran along the soft skin of her jaw. She wanted nothing more than to lean forward and press her lips to his.
Instead, she said, “Did you get any sleep at all?”
* * *
He didn’t miss the way her eyes followed the twist of his lips as he dropped his hand and stepped back. “I got enough.” Truthfully, while he’d arranged everything, Nicholas had seen to the delivery about an hour ago. No, Thomas’s lost sleep came from the tiny box nestled safely in his dresser drawer. He’d decided to wait to propose until after this case was over. His mate had enough on her mind. And there was still the very real possibility she’d say no.
He rubbed the back of his neck with one hand. Curse it. He was a coward. That’s all there was to it. At this rate, it might be another ten years before she got the ring.
“Everything okay?” she asked.
“Yes. Of course.” He forced his hands to stay by his sides. He could tell from the look on her face she didn’t believe him. A knock at the door to the rear hall saved him from any more questions. He opened it and took the room service cart from the worker on the other side.
She was already waiting at the table for him when he returned. “I hope there’s coffee on that thing.”
As if he’d forget it with her around. He poured them both a cup from the carafe on the cart and handed hers over. She took a sip and hummed with pleasure. “What’ll you have?” he asked, taking the lids off the food. The kitchen had sent up a selection of everything from steak and eggs to fruit and yogurt.
Juliana looked the choices over and settled on eggs, ham and pineapple. He took a steak and eggs and sat next to her. She kept looking around the room at all the flowers and balloons. It seemed he’d actually managed to surprise her. That was a rarity and he intended to enjoy it. After they’d eaten in silence for a while, he grabbed a bag sitting on the table beneath a vase of red—and white roses and handed it to her. He leaned back in his chair to watch her open it.
“You didn’t need to get me anything else,” she said, her cheeks flushed again. “The flowers were enough.”
He loved her fair complexion almost as much as he was certain she hated it. “Just open it.”
She reached into the bag and pulled out the tissue-wrapped bundle. She peeled back the paper to reveal the prize inside and her eyes lit with joy. He sighed in relief. “It’s beautiful,” she breathed. Her fingers ran over the detailed impression of a rowan tree burned in the leather cuff he’d spent hours on. Every moment over the last weeks when he’d thought of her, he’d worked on her gift instead. After the image had been perfected, he’d added a layer of golden dye to offset the burnt leather. She kept turning the bracelet in her hand, examining every surface.
“May I?” He held out his hand.
She placed the leather cuff gingerly in his palm as if afraid it might break. He smiled as she held her wrist out for him. His whole reason for making this for her was its durability. It could hold up to a lot of damage without being ruined. He tied the cuff in place with the corset like lacing, letting his hands linger longer than necessary.
She looked at it in wonder as she pulled away. “Wherever did you find it?”
“Around.” He was unwilling to admit to her the time he’d spent creating her gift. “I know you have to be careful about what jewelry you wear while you work, but I think this can stand up to most anything.”
“Thank you, Thomas. I love it.”
He looked at her for a moment, with that smile solely for him and thought again about giving her the ring. Instead, he merely said, “You’re welcome.” Coward.
* * *
Juliana ran her fingers over the cuff on her wrist for the hundredth time since Thomas had placed it there. She looked at him from the corner of her eye as they drove to the fairgrounds. Something had been distracting him since he came home. She wished she knew what it was, but he didn’t seem to want to talk about it so she left it alone. She sighed.
He reached over and rested a hand on her leg, rubbed his thumb back and forth. “Everything okay?”
She smiled at him, hoping it reached her eyes. He had done his best to make today special for her despite the task in front of them and she’d be damned if she’d ruin it because she was feeling melancholy. “I’m fine. Thank you again. For everything. It was a nice morning. Even if we are up way too early.”
Thomas chuckled and took his hand back to make the turn. “You’re welcome, Joya. For the third time.”
She immediately missed his warmth and gave herself a mental shake. She needed to focus on her job. They had timed everything so the agents, officers and Wardens would all arrive at the fairgrounds two hours before the carnival opened. That way she had time to assess their numbers and have everyone in place before the crowds started arriving. Because if one thing was certain, the people would come. People always thought the worst wouldn’t happen to them, that they were immune. Until it did.
Tonight they were going to try to keep the worst from happening to anyone else. They parked near the entrance with a paltry few other cars and Mephisto met them as they got out. He wrapped her in a hug and she did her best not to squirm away. She’d grown to like Mephisto over the years, but when she first met him, she’d had nightmares for a week.
“Thanks for letting us invade your fairgrounds,” she said when he finally released her.
“Anything for you, my sweet. We may end up with a few stragglers, but most of the help you’re getting is here already. They’re waiting inside for you,” he said.
She glanced around the parking lot and frowned. Given the jurisdictional nightmare this thing had been from the beginning, she knew it would be difficult getting the help they needed but she’d been hoping for at least a couple of dozen men. The cars she saw wouldn’t hold half that many. True, some could have taken portals. She’d just have to hope for the best. She opened the back door and got her sword off the seat. After she strapped it in place, she nodded at their host. “Lead the way.”
Mephisto smiled and led her through the entrance and across the fairgrounds. They seemed so much larger than she remembered, now that she had to worry about watching them and protecting the people within. There was a large midway complete with a game alley, a couple of vendor tents, several food vendors and even a large nightclub set up in one of the permanent structures. At least, they wouldn’t have to worry about covering that, as minors weren’t allowed past the door.
He led her to a large white tent on the far side of the grounds that housed rows of tables where people could eat. When she stepped past the flap and inside, she froze. The tent was crowded with people. At least a hundred men and women sat at the tables or stood around them waiting for her. She looked at Mephisto in surprise.
He smiled, flashing yellow teeth. “Employee parking.”
She scowled at him. He’d known what she was thinking and he still hadn’t said anything. Asshole. Thomas chuckled behind her. Yeah, he was an asshole, too. Curse them both. Jeremiah came to stand beside her. A look around the room revealed several other familiar faces. Clayton, Deke and Rebel, the Wardens she met earlier, were all there. Standing next to Leo and Taft was Nathaniel. He’d either come on his own or Ben had finally lifted the psych leave. He gave her a little finger wave and a toothy grin. There was one face she didn’t see, but had expected. She leaned toward Thomas. “Where’s Michael?”
“There’s another matter that requires his attention,” was all he said. She studied him looking for some indication of what was so damn important Michael couldn’t be here to help them. Thomas merely looked at her. She turned back to the group.
Also scattered around the room were several uniformed and plainclothes officers, agents and various other people she couldn’t place. “We’ve got about sixty agents, officers and Wardens. The rest are carnival employees,” Jeremiah told her.
She moved to an open area at the front of the tent. “I want to thank all of you for coming. As you know, we’re here because there is the very real possibility that the Thief will strike here tonight. While it would be safer if the carnival would shut down,” she held up her hands as the employees started to grumble, “I understand that isn’t going to happen. And quite frankly, this may be our best chance of catching this son of a bitch. So here’s how this is going to work. I’ve been informed that all the employees have radios. Is this correct?”
“Yeah, that’s right,” Mephisto said from behind her.
“I also understand you have several codes you use to indicate trouble. Use the same codes, radio into Mephisto, he’ll relay the pertinent information us. If you think you have eyes on our perp, your code will be ‘candy man.’”
“What’s he look like?” a man directly in front of her asked.
That was it, wasn’t it? She had an army of men and women looking for a killer and they had no idea what he looked like. “There are few certainties. Odds are it’s a man. We do know that he can use magic, though that won’t help much with a visual identification. Watch for anyone who seems to be paying more attention to the children than the carnival. You’ve all done this long enough that you know what’s normal behavior and what’s not. Just be on the lookout. We’ll also be passing out some photos of a man named Gregory George as well as a ghoul named Oliver. They may have something to do with the case, but we aren’t certain. Just keep an eye out for them.”
Jeremiah moved through the group passing out copies of George’s old mug shot and Oliver’s driver’s license picture. “If you work the gates, take the photos with you. Check them against everyone who comes in, but be discrete. I want uniforms scattered throughout the fairgrounds. Be visible. Let people know you’re here. Plainclothes, try to blend in. Be inconspicuous. There’s no reason for him to know exactly how many of us there are or how closely he’s being watched.”
“Inconspicuous? Like you with that sword on your back?” Nathaniel called, earning several laughs.
“Walker Norris couldn’t be inconspicuous if she tried,” Taft replied to another round of laughter. Heat flooded her cheeks. Thomas’s intense irritation radiated through their link. She double checked her shield and found it still firmly in place, which meant the emotion was strong.
She shook her head without looking at him, hoping it was enough to send her message. They weren’t doing this. Not here. Not now. Not ever. When the irritation spiked again she glanced over. Clayton stood in front of Thomas with his arms crossed over his chest. Clayton kept his back to him, was completely nonthreatening. His whole purpose was simply to stand between her mate and Taft. Her lips twitched and Clayton gave her a little bow of his head.
She turned her attention back to everyone else. “All law-enforcement personnel will be provided with earpieces. Agent Grace will be in the office monitoring the assigned frequencies. I’ll be stationed somewhere high where I can have eyes on everything. While our ultimate goal is to catch this bastard, we will only fail today if we lose another child.”
Everyone was silent as those words sunk in. “We’ll just have to make damn sure that doesn’t happen then,” Clayton said, breaking the silence. At his words, the group scattered, the employees heading to their assigned locations and the law-enforcement personnel headed to Jeremiah to get their earpieces.
Nathaniel, however, made his way to her. “Hello, pup.”
“Ben finally lift your psych hold?”
“Kind of. He has to approve all my assignments, but yeah, I’m back to work.” His wide grin indicated his happiness with his change in status. “By the way, what did you do to the boss man this time?”
Her brows shot up to her hairline. “Nothing that I’m aware of. Why?”
He cocked his head to the side. “He wasn’t acting like himself. Hard to put my finger on exactly, but there’s definitely something going on. Usually you’re to blame when he’s like that.”
“Not this time,” she assured him. Unless of course he was still irritated at her taking over the investigation, but there hadn’t been a choice on that. Once they had confirmation the Thief was operating outside of New Hope’s jurisdiction, it became the Agency’s headache whether they wanted it or not.
Clayton and Thomas stepped up to them. “Wolf,” Thomas said with a nod of his head.
Nathaniel eyed the badge hanging around her mate’s neck. “Warden.”
“Warden Hamilton Clayton, this is Walker Nathaniel West.”
The men shook hands. “Nice to meet you, West. If you’ll excuse us?” Clayton said.
Irritation flashed through Nathaniel’s eyes. He didn’t like being excluded, but he also wasn’t about to pick a fight with a couple of Wardens. Instead, he merely said his goodbyes and went to help Jeremiah pass out the earpieces.
Clayton grinned at her. “Hello again.”
She couldn’t help but return the smile. Thomas’s irritation spiked again. She glanced at him. “And you need to take up yoga or pop a Xanax or something.”
There was a brief silence and then Clayton barked out a laugh. Even Thomas’s lips twitched and the irritation subsided. “I knew I liked you,” Clayton said.
She shrugged. “Someone’s got to keep him in line. What can I do for you, Warden?”
“Hamilton,” he corrected immediately. “I have a spell that I thought we might make use of. It’s not much, just a spell that turns away any who wish to cause others harm. I can cast it on each of the gates.”
“Not much? That’s fantastic.”
Clayton looked pleased but shook his head. “It’s no guarantee. There are lots of other ways he could get in here if he’s determined, but who knows.”
“And it will keep down the other instances of trouble,” Thomas added.
“And the less trouble, the better,” she said. “Please see to it as soon as possible. Then I’d like you and the other Wardens to stay centrally located so you can respond to the most severe threats. I’ll have Jeremiah put you on the same frequency as me, Thomas and Taft.”
“Taft?”
“He would be the pretty boy with the crush on my mate.” Thomas all but growled the words.
Juliana looked around to make sure no one was close enough to hear, then leaned in. “He does not have a crush on me. And if I get fired because you can’t keep your cursed mouth shut I’m going to be pissed.”
Thomas’s scowl deepened when Clayton said, “Then you can come work for us.”
Her mate held out a hand. “Come. I’ll show you where you’ll be keeping watch from.”
* * *
The crowds teemed below. Despite her earlier prediction, she’d hoped the worries of the Thief would keep the numbers down. That the public would be smart. But with almost every event cancelled in the city, there were more people here than usual. The only benefit was, it seemed for the most part, parents were keeping their younger children away from the carnival. It made her job easier, made fewer signatures for her to scan.
It wouldn’t be too much longer before she was completely useless anyway. She’d used her gift too many times and too long throughout the day. As it was, she already held a handkerchief under her nose to catch the blood that leaked from it every time she turned her gift on to scan another child. Pressure throbbed behind her eyes in a steady rhythm and made her ears ache.
As it grew later, there were fewer and fewer around the age range the Thief favored. She hoped they’d quit coming altogether before long. Another child by the carousel caught her eye and she flashed on her gift long enough to see the hybrid signature. She shut her gift off again so she could give an accurate description of the child.
She pressed on her earpiece. “We have a female. Eight or nine years old getting on the carousel. Dressed like a princess. Pink dress, brown hair and a tiara getting on the purple horse.”
There was a brief pause and she kept watch over the girl as the ride began its rotation. “We’ve got eyes on her,” Jeremiah responded to let her know one of the units below had found the girl and would keep her in their line of sight until she left the carnival. Though that hadn’t stopped the Thief before.
Pain spiked through Juliana’s head and she popped two more pain pills, downing them with several long swallows of water. Her eyes burned with exhaustion. She rubbed them with the finger and thumb of one hand before running her hand back over her head. When this case was over, she was crawling into bed and not getting back out for a week.
“How are you holding up?” Thomas’s voice directly behind her made her jump.
She turned to face him and leaned against the railing behind her. They were in a tower that usually served as the starting point of a zip-line ride across the grounds. Mephisto had been sued after some drunken idiot hurt himself on it last year. The ride had been shut down ever since. He wasn’t going to run anything that might cost him money. On the plus side, it made the perfect base for her. She had a clear line of sight of almost the entire fairgrounds. Angry ropes of muscle stood out on Thomas’s neck as his mouth settled in a tight line. She must look about as good as she felt.
He reached out and took the handkerchief from her hand then used it to wipe away more blood from under her nose.
She gave him a tired half smile. “Sexy, huh?”
A brow arched in response. “Quite. The large, black circles under your eyes add to the appeal.” He sighed. “You’re going to burn yourself out, Joya. Then you will be no good to anyone.”
She shook her head. “They’re kids, Thomas. How do I stop when I have the ability to keep going?”
* * *
That was his Juliana. Always helping those around her even to her own detriment. He should make her stop; she was harming herself. And the gods only knew what kind of permanent damage was being done every time she pushed herself too far. But she’d hate him for it, and he’d hate himself a little bit as well. She was right. As long as there was the possibility that her gift might save a child, she had to push herself. It went against every instinct to stand there and allow her to continue to put herself in pain, however.
“A large group just came in the west gate. They’re older, but not beyond the realm of possibility,” the elemental said over their earpieces.
Juliana held out her hand and he placed the cloth in it. She turned toward the area of the grounds in question and he moved to stand directly behind her. He smiled a little when her breath hitched at his nearness. At least she wasn’t completely immune to his presence. Sometimes he wondered.
After looking with her own eyes for a moment, she lifted a pair of binoculars. “They’re all Altered or human. No mixed.” She put the binoculars down and pressed the stained cloth to her nose. There was more red than white visible by that point.
He pulled a fresh one from his back pocket and handed it to her. Blood flowed freely when she exchanged the handkerchiefs. “Shit.” She applied more pressure and pinched the bridge of her nose with her other hand. When that failed to work, she leaned forward as well.
“Since when do you carry handkerchiefs?” she asked him.
“Since I started spending time with you again. You bleed more than any woman I’ve ever met.” There was more than a touch of sarcasm in his tone.
“Gee, thanks.”
He pressed on his earpiece. “Have someone run a first-aid kit up the tower.”
“It’s on its way,” the elemental answered almost immediately. “How’s she doing?”
“She’s about done.”
“No, I’m not.” She straightened and removed the now red cloth as proof of her ability to continue torturing herself.
“If he’s asking for a medkit, you’re almost finished,” came the reply before Thomas could say anything. “Cling to your stubborn denial all you want, but you know your body won’t give you a choice before long.”
Eventually, her gift would just cease to function. It was undoubtedly her body’s safety mechanism to keep her from literally burning herself out.
“Well, until that happens, let me try to do as much as I can.” She turned back around to scan the crowd and he stepped forward to stand beside her at the rail. Her eyes weren’t glowing so she hadn’t turned her gift back on yet. At least she was being smart about when she used it.
Footsteps pounded on the ladder below them. He glanced back to see a uniform pushing a first-aid kit across the deck in their direction. He nodded his thanks and looked at his watch. It was almost nine o’clock. She’d been at this for eleven hours. It was amazing she hadn’t been drained long ago.
He squatted next to the kit and rifled through it, pulling out a stack of gauze. It wasn’t the greatest option, but it would do the trick when she started gushing again. If not, he’d tell Jeremiah to send up a pile of towels next time.


Chapter Sixteen
Juliana was hyperaware of Thomas standing behind her, watching her work. He’d spent the day rotating between circling the grounds and checking on her. When he wasn’t with her, he kept an almost constant stream of conversation flowing between them over their earpieces. That had stopped when Taft tried to join in. Jeremiah, being the intelligent person he was, told them to keep the channel clear before Thomas could start anything with the detective.
Once Thomas’s channel of communication was severed, his patrols of the grounds had become more compact and centered on the tower. As much as she wanted to be annoyed, she also couldn’t help the warmth that filled her at his gesture of protectiveness. It was nice to be taken care of occasionally.
A tremor of unease ran up her spine. Something was wrong. She stepped closer to the railing and switched on her gift, barely noticing when Thomas thrust a handful of gauze at her. Her eyes scanned the crowd, frantically searching until they fell on a familiar signature—pale purple with swirls of black rotating through it. A vampire with ties to black magic. Only one person she’d ever met had a signature like that. Raoul. She shut down her gift so she could get eyes on him and confirm what she already knew.
“Son of a bitch.” He was draped in a cloak and wore a skeleton mask. He was also looking right at the tower. He’d left her alone for almost seven years and now he seemed to appear everywhere she turned. At first, she got it. He’d tried to kill her to keep her from telling Thomas what he’d done to her. But now Thomas knew and had put a bounty on Raoul’s head. What more could the man possibly want from her?
She pressed on the earpiece. “Jeremiah, I’ve got eyes on Raoul. I need the Wardens with me. Everyone else maintain their positions.”
Thomas was instantly at her side. “Where?”
She gestured in that direction. The bastard waved at them and ducked into the building beside him. The nightclub. The only place she didn’t have covered by her men because she thought they weren’t needed there. Stupid, stupid, stupid.
“He just went in the club. He’s wearing a cloak and a skull mask.” She started to tell the Wardens to kill him if they had the chance but remembered she was supposed to be the good guy. The good guys didn’t order people killed. No matter how much they might deserve it.
By the time she finished calling in the update, she was already at the bottom of the ladder. The crowd parted in front of her. She didn’t know if that was because of the swords she held, the blood still trickling down her face or the fact she was running. And frankly, she didn’t care as long as they stayed out of the way.
She forced her gift back on as she reached the low white building that housed the temporary nightclub. She threw open the door and screamed as pain scorched across her brain. Black lights illuminated the interior of the club, making costumes, makeup and walls glow. That combined with the swirl of signatures was sensory overload. She bent over and sucked in a lungful of air as her gift shut itself down. She wouldn’t be able to use it anymore tonight. Unfortunately, the pain didn’t recede with the useful part of her gift.
She shoved her discomfort aside and continued her pursuit of the vampire. Her foot came down on something soft and she glanced down. A skeleton mask, cloak and gloves lay in a pile at her feet. She pressed on her earpiece. “Raoul has discarded the costume. Look for a man with half a face.” Afraid of injuring a bystander with her blade, she slipped it into the sheath and drew her gun instead. After double-checking the safety, she stepped forward into the gyrating mass. “Give me a location check.”
“I’m coming around the back,” Taft said. She decided to ignore the fact she’d ordered him to maintain his position. Making sure Raoul didn’t escape again was too important.
“The Wardens are behind you and everyone else is still monitoring the fairgrounds,” Clayton answered. “We’ll get the son of a bitch, don’t worry.” The vehemence in his voice had her wondering just how much of her story the Wardens knew.
She wished she could believe he wouldn’t escape again, but their prey was a case study in how to not get caught. She glanced over her shoulder and saw Thomas and the rest of the Wardens fanned out behind her. “Badges out and draw your weapons. I want him to panic. He’ll be easier to spot in this crowd if he runs.”
“Gods, woman, you’re bleeding all over the place,” Deke piped in.
“I’m fine. Fan out.” She swiped an arm across her face and waited for them to do as she asked. She pushed her way through the dancers, watching for any sign of Raoul. The floor started to open up as people realized something was going on and cleared out of the way. Then she saw him, one figure moving against the flow. Not dancing with everyone else or moving to the sides. No, he had a purpose. He was heading straight to the back door. He glanced back and confirmed with his face like melted wax that it was him.
She pushed more fervently through the crowd as he neared the edge on the far side. Curse it, why would no one get out of her way. She aimed at the nearest speaker and put a round in it. Several people screamed and most of them ducked. Everyone quit moving but her prey, and the DJ shut the music down. “Move,” she yelled.
Bodies scrambled out of her way as she thrust herself through the crowd just in time to watch her quarry disappear out the back door. “He’s out the back door,” she yelled into her earpiece. “Repeat, suspect is no longer in the club.”
She ran into the crisp night air and the door slammed behind her. A heavy beam fell against the door with a thud, making it impossible for the Wardens to follow her out. Raoul grabbed her and slammed her against the wall. With one hand on her throat, the other clasped around the wrist of her gun hand. Pounding came at the door of the club and Thomas screamed her name. She wrapped her fingers around the wrist of the hand at her throat.
“Where is it?” Raoul hissed inches from her face.
His rancid breath made her cringe away from him and try to turn her head. “Ever hear of a breath mint, asshole?”
He shook her again. Slammed her hand against the wall trying to get her to drop the gun. “Where is it?”
She sucked in weak breaths past the pressure on her neck. “What?”
A click resounded in the alley and they both turned toward the source. Taft stood a short distance from them, weapon drawn and ready to fire. “Release her.”
Raoul hissed and curled his lip in a sneer. He snapped his hands open and backed away. Juliana brought her weapon to bear on him. A small gold band on his finger caught her attention as he turned it with his thumb. A portal shimmered behind him and he stepped backward through it. It shut as soon as he was through.
“Shit.” She moved away from the wall and wove to the side.
Taft caught her arms and steadied her. “Whoa. You okay?”
“Where did he go?” she asked.
“Your guess is as good as mine,” he answered.
Her head swam and black spots crept into the edges of her vision. Not now. She pushed Taft away as heat flooded her face and she stumbled to the side. She stayed bent over with her hands on her knees, swaying slightly.
“Are you all right?” Thomas asked from beside her.
She hadn’t even heard him enter the alleyway. She turned her head to answer him and the world went black.
* * *
The color drained from Juliana’s face and Thomas caught her just before she collapsed to the ground. He knew she’d pushed herself too far. He sat on the ground and pulled her into his lap. “Call a medic,” he told the detective.
“Is she okay?” the man asked instead of doing as he’d been told.
Thomas ground his teeth together. “Medic. Now.”
Hamilton came over to them. “Is she all right?”
“She will be. Get that beam off the door.” They’d had to retrace their steps and come around the side of the club to get to her. They’d entered the alley between the two buildings just as Raoul disappeared. Again.
“Was that him?” Hamilton asked as Deke and Rebel moved the beam.
“Yes, that was him.” Juliana stirred in his arms and Thomas glanced down to find her color returning to normal.
“Any idea where he went?” Hamilton asked.
“If I knew that, I’d already be after him.”
The pretty boy knelt in front of them and looked Juliana over. “Medics are on the way.” As much as he hated to admit it, Thomas owed the detective. He’d stepped up and helped Juliana when she’d needed it.
Thomas looked around for a portal. “Who did you call?”
Confusion furrowed his brow. “Emergency services. Who was I supposed to call?”
Idiot. All he had to do was tell Jeremiah to call the Agency medics in. Thomas grunted in annoyance. “Hamilton?”
“On it.”
Moments later the familiar blue glow of a portal lit the alley as medics stepped through. Warden medics. Thomas shook his head. The Agency would have a fit over this later he was sure. But when didn’t they find something to complain about?
The detective moved out of the way and one of the medics took his place. “If you’ll lay her on the ground, we’ll look her over.”
“She’s fine where she’s at.” They could take her pulse and listen to her heartbeat in his lap. He wasn’t laying her on the cold ground unless it was absolutely necessary.
“Don’t be an ass. Just do what they tell you,” pretty boy piped up.
Thomas snapped his head around to look at him, but Hamilton stepped between them before he could even say anything. “If I was you, and I’m really glad I’m not right now, I’d be shutting my damn mouth.”
“You called the medics? Seriously?” Juliana said, her voice weak.
He looked down to find her gazing up at him through half-shut eyes.
“And I don’t suppose anyone bothered trying to track that portal?”
Thomas blinked, still trying to process that she was awake and complaining.
“There’s no need. I already know who cast it.” Thomas ignored the look she gave him as he helped her sit up and lean against his chest. The medics proceeded to examine her while she continued to talk.
“You and I are going to have a conversation about your latest trip.” She squinted and cringed against him when the medic shined a bright light into her eyes. “Take it easy with that, will you? I’ve got a headache.”
“You really should come in for some tests,” he said as he pointed the light at the ground.
She snorted. “Don’t think so.”
The medic glanced at Hamilton, who was the highest-ranking Warden on site. He shrugged. “I can’t make her do anything. She doesn’t work for me and she ain’t my wife.” He looked right at Thomas as he said the last. As if Thomas had ever been able to make her do anything.
“Are you sure you’re okay? Raoul didn’t do any permanent damage?” he asked against her ear, frowning when she trembled.
She shook her head. “This wasn’t from him. I’ve had much worse. This was all me. I burnt out, pushed too far. I’ll be fine.”
Thomas studied what he could see of her face. She seemed sincere. He nodded once at the medics. “We’ll keep an eye on her and take her in if anything else happens.”
“Suit yourselves,” one of them said. They gathered up their belongings and departed through another portal.
“What’ve you got for me?” she asked and he followed her line of sight, surprised to see the elemental and the wolf. He hadn’t even been aware of them joining the gathering.
“There’s nothing going on around here except your run in with Raoul. It’s late enough that kids in the age range we’re looking for are heading home or not coming at all,” the elemental told her.
“I’m sorry,” the wolf said. “I know you were hoping to catch him tonight.”
She shook her head. “Don’t be sorry. I’m disappointed we didn’t catch the bastard, but I’m not going to complain because he didn’t show up to snatch a kid.”
“Maybe my spell worked,” Hamilton suggested.
“Maybe so.” She smiled, then yawned and rubbed a hand down her face.
Thomas looked at his friend. “Can you finish up here? I need to get her home.”
“Absolutely. Just take care of her. We’ll check with you in the morning.”
Hamilton stepped over and took Juliana’s hands to pull her to her feet. And he literally had to pull her up. She swayed and Thomas quickly rose behind her. He resisted the urge to sweep her into his arms and carry her home, knowing she wouldn’t appreciate it. He tossed his keys to Hamilton. “Make sure my car gets home,” he said, then he called for a portal to take them to the Roma.
* * *
Juliana tossed and turned in her sleep. She kept having dreams where she chased faceless shadows but never caught them. She didn’t need an analysis to guess where that came from. A voice drifted through her slumber and pulled her awake.
Thomas was arguing with someone. She strained to catch the words. “And I’m telling you she’s not coming. She’s not up to it. Take pictures, tell her about it tomorrow. Don’t call again.”
Shit. Just what she needed. The bastard had killed another kid while they wasted time at the fairground. She fumbled around on the nightstand until she found her cell phone. She flipped it open and called Jeremiah.
“Talk to me.”
“What...how did you even know?” he stammered.
“Thomas is in the other room arguing with someone on the phone. I figured it was you.”
“Taft,” he spat the word. “That little shit. I told him to leave you alone.”
She scratched her head. “It doesn’t matter now. I’m up. Tell me what’s going on.”
“There’s no body. You don’t need to be here. We can fill you in later.”
She sighed and shot a glance at the clock. Two in the morning. “For gods’ sakes, just tell me.”
“I’m not sure how to tell you,” he said, sounding defeated. “There’s no way to describe it. It’s like his art gallery. I don’t know.”
“What’s the address?” she asked as she tossed the covers off.


Chapter Seventeen
The End. No matter the case, somehow she always ended up in Devil’s End. The End was the part of town where things went to be forgotten whether they wanted to be or not. She supposed it made sense that the man who could disappear so well would end up there.
Thomas stewed in the driver’s seat beside her. He had been less than pleased when she’d emerged from the bedroom. Even less so when she went to his office to get fully kitted and ready to go. When she’d made it clear she was heading to the scene with or without him, he’d quit arguing, but displeasure still radiated off him in waves. The corner of her mouth curled up in a smile and she turned to look out the window.
“We’re there,” he said after several more long moments of silence.
She stepped out of the car and looked over the top of it to the alley down the street and across the way. Crime-scene tape blocked off the entrance and a small crowd gathered in front of it. The alley beyond looked normal. She watched as Taft suddenly appeared on this side of the tape. “Clayton must be here.” His trick of keeping the crime scene from prying eyes was certainly in use anyway. She did her best to tamp down the annoyance that the Warden was here but they hadn’t intended to call her. It seemed that she owed Taft.
As such, she smiled at him and shut the car door as he made his way across the road to them. “Thanks for the call,” she told him before Thomas could say anything.
Taft shot a glance at Thomas but nodded at her. “Not a problem. I knew you’d want to know. How are you feeling?”
“Better, thank you.” It was a lie, but they weren’t here to discuss her health. And if Thomas even suspected it wasn’t the truth, he’d take her back to the hotel with or without her cooperation.
He turned and fell into step beside her as she made her way to the alley. She left Thomas to trail behind. “Who all’s here?”
“Two of the Wardens, a few uniforms, Jeremiah, Leo and that other Walker. I don’t remember his name.”
She glanced at him. “Nathaniel?”
“Yeah, that’s him.”
They pushed their way through the crowd, ducked under the tape and instantly found themselves in a different place. “By all the gods,” she breathed. Missing posters plastered the length of one long wall of the wide alley. Dozens of them, tattered and torn, showing a sea of smiling children. She eased her way through the trash littering the ground and ran her eyes over the faces, cataloging them. Some she knew; others she didn’t. There were dozens here. He couldn’t possibly have taken this many children.
“I will purify them,” Thomas said, reading aloud the words scrawled across the posters in dark red paint. She glanced over to find him looking at her. “Looks like you were right. And I guess we know what he was up to while we were at the fairgrounds.”
She rubbed a hand over her mouth. Just this once, she’d have given about anything to be wrong. She ran her eyes over the tableau before them again. Red X’s had been slashed through several of the faces. Joshua and Lily Hunter. Samuel Kelson. Timothy Pruett. And four more they hadn’t found yet. Her stomach dropped and a chill moved through her that had her looking up to make sure mages weren’t playing with the weather.
Everyone was much quieter than usual. Jeremiah came over, his face drawn, dark circles marring the skin beneath his eyes. “We’re making a list of the new faces so we can pull information on them from the database.” He scrubbed a hand across his mouth as if he could wipe the words away and the truth with them. “We’re also making note of the ones who are crossed out. Quite frankly, I don’t know what we can do about it. The others were displayed. We won’t find them unless he wants us to.”
And until they did, there was always the possibility that the children were still alive and the killer was just screwing with them. Gods, she hoped that was the case. “What about George and Oliver? Have we heard anything from them?”
“We did get a sighting of the ghoul called in. Someone saw him watching a bunch of kids playing at the park. Responding units found nothing. There was no sign he was ever there. And as for Gregory George, I think you’re going to have to give up on him. As much as I’d like to nail him for this, his alibi’s proving impossible to break.”
Exhaustion suddenly weighed on her and she rubbed her eyes in an effort to wipe it away. Thomas was beside her in an instant. “You need to go home. You’ve pushed yourself too far today.”
She scowled at him. He may be right, but she didn’t have to like it or acknowledge it.
“If you want to go, Warden, you can go. I can take her home later,” Taft said.
Jeremiah’s eyes widened in surprise and he looked between the two men. Juliana just sighed. Taft looked at her. “Did you make sure there were no spells on anything?”
She shook her head. “I burned myself out earlier. I won’t be able to use my gift for a couple of days.”
“Well, don’t you think you should at least try? Maybe it would work long enough for you to see something.” A hint of desperation colored his words.
She arched a brow.
“She told you, she can’t.” Thomas’s voice was low, quiet, but there was no mistaking the lethality in the tone.
“Just because it didn’t work earlier doesn’t mean it wouldn’t now. We need to catch this asshole. Maybe if you quit telling her she can’t do things, she’d try to accomplish more.” She hadn’t thought Taft was a stupid man. Until now.
Juliana took one giant step backward and let Thomas fill the space where she’d been. Normally she’d try to rein him in, but Taft had pushed too far. Had been pushing for days. And she was just too damned tired. She looked down the length of the alley to see who would be present for the show and saw Clayton at the far end. He started to move in their direction and she gave a half shake of her head to let him know to stay where he was. Thomas had been itching for this fight for a couple of days. It would be better to just let him get it out of his system. Plus, Taft had pissed her off. He deserved whatever he got.
Thomas didn’t do anything discernible that she could see but suddenly he was just more. There was no other word for it. His presence was larger, more immediate, more intense. Taft took a step back. Maybe he wasn’t as dumb as she thought.
“You claim what she does is not enough? Who are you to even speak of her? You are an infant, a child compared to me. You are no one. You aren’t worthy to be in the same room as her, yet she allows it. So I have allowed it.” Thomas took a step forward, closing the space between himself and his prey. “Who exactly do you think I am, Detective?”
“A Warden who appears to want to be in control of everything she does,” Taft answered with no hesitation. “And it doesn’t seem like it’s doing her much good.”
Thomas smiled. “I am a Warden. And a member of the vampire Council. I am also over all the territory from here to the Midwest. Most importantly, Detective, I am her mate and I will do whatever is necessary to keep her safe, even from herself.”
Juliana froze as surely as if the cold breath of an ice dragon had encased her. He hadn’t, he couldn’t have destroyed her carefully built world and her career with one word. But as all eyes in the alley turned to her, she knew he’d done exactly that. Mate. How she hated that word in this moment and everything it brought with it. Hated it as much as she’d once loved it.
The man in question went completely still as he realized what he’d said, what he’d done. She closed her eyes, took a breath in the silence. When she opened them, she found Jeremiah standing less than a foot away. “Is it true?”
“Yes, we’re United.” Hurt flashed through his eyes but it was quickly replaced with irritation and cold efficiency.
“You haven’t reported it. Ben will have your hide.” He started to turn away.
“It’s worse than that,” she said to stop him, her voice low.
He looked at her, no doubt wondering how it could possibly be worse.
“Seven years, Jeremiah. We’ve been United for seven years.”
He studied her for a moment. “I’d like an explanation someday.”
She nodded once and looked past him to Thomas. He’d turned around some time ago, but she’d been doing her best to ignore him. She let a little of her iron control slip and lowered the wall between them just a fraction. Just enough for him to feel the mishmash of emotions swirling around inside of her like an angry sea. Frustration, irritation, ire and worry all roiled with the love she still felt for him and the overwhelming relief. It was no longer up to her to decide when the secret would be revealed. She no longer had to watch every word, every step.
But he’d still likely cost her the position of Realm Walker and, as much as she might bitch about it, she liked her job most of the time. At least it gave her purpose. Even as she had the thought, she knew it wasn’t entirely fair. If she hadn’t lied on her paperwork when she joined the Agency, it wouldn’t be an issue. But not admitting her connection to Thomas amounted to a CIA agent not admitting their husband worked for the KGB. Just because she knew all this, didn’t mean she wasn’t still incredibly pissed at her mate. Thomas started to lower his shielding as well and she slammed her walls back into place. He flinched as if she’d struck him a physical blow. Good.
“I didn’t know,” Taft said.
“No one did,” she snapped. “That was kind of the point.”
His eyebrows rose up to his hairline and his lips flattened into a tight line. He wisely refrained from further comment. The Wardens and the Walkers joined their unhappy little group. “Congratulations on your Union, my friend,” Leo said.
She arched a brow at him and Nathaniel snickered.
“I don’t see what you’re laughing at,” she told him. “I may very well be out of a job come tomorrow.”
“I meant my offer,” Clayton told her and she glanced at him in surprise. She’d thought the invitation and subsequent references to it had been made in jest. The Wardens were notoriously selective in who they added to their ranks. For a moment, just a moment, she felt real pride until she realized her mate was probably behind the offer. One glance at the look on his face dispelled that notion. He was furious with Clayton for extending it.
“I’ll keep it in mind,” she said, with a genuine smile. The fact Thomas wouldn’t like it only made the option more appealing.
Jeremiah came back over. “A message has been left on Ben’s voice mail. Expect a call in the morning.”
Hurt slashed through her that he had immediately called and reported the breach. She clenched her teeth, worked the muscles in her jaw. “Sure thing. Are we done here?”
“Yeah, we’re done.” He turned and walked away.
“Come, I’ll take you home,” Thomas said, extending a hand.
She took a step back. “Like hell you will.”
He set his jaw. “Don’t do this. We’ll discuss this at home. It’s too dangerous for you to be by yourself.”
“I believe she already said she didn’t want to go with you,” Taft interjected.
Thomas fisted his hands at his sides and craned his head to one side to stretch the muscles in the neck. Before he could do anything else, Juliana spoke up. “I don’t recall asking you for your help, either. You’re as much to blame as he is for this shit. Forget both of you.” She turned and strode down the alley.
“I’ll take her home,” Nathaniel said behind her. Then she heard the soft tread of his sneakers as he rushed to catch up with her.
* * *
“It looks abandoned,” Nathaniel said. As she stood beside him in her yard looking at her dimly lit house, she had to agree. There was just something about it that looked unlived in. She sighed. “Come on, pup. I’ll make sure there’s no beasties waiting to eat you, then I’ll be on my way.”
She snorted a laugh and headed to the front door. Locked, as it should be. She ran her fingers over the mechanism and heard the click as it released. She opened the door and stepped inside, flipping on the light. Everything looked just as it had when she left. Nathaniel tried to follow her inside and bounced off the air in the doorway. She turned in surprise. “That’s not supposed to happen. It’s only supposed to keep out those who mean me harm.”
“Well, I’m certainly not going to hurt you. Let me try again.” Nathaniel backed up and ran for the doorway.
It was a horrible idea, she knew it was, but he had put the plan into motion almost before she had time to process what exactly it was he was going to do. Nathaniel crashed into the air of the open doorway and bounced off as if it were a giant bubble. He landed smack on his ass in the grass. Juliana burst into laughter. She tried not to, but seeing him sitting in the grass with the look of pure indignation on his face was her undoing.
“Ha. Ha.” He got up and brushed the remnants of the yard off his jeans. He walked up and stood on the porch looking in at her. “I don’t get it.”
“I think I do,” she said, reluctantly. “The wards were set after the demons shredded them last time. The wardsmiths must have set them specifically against the beings that destroyed them the first time.”
“And since one of the demons was riding me...”
“Exactly. I’ll call in a wardsmith to fix it, but I’m not doing it tonight. I’m home, you’ve done your duty.” She gestured for him to go with a wave of her hand.
“You sure you’re okay?”
“Promise,” she told him and shut the door, sliding the locks into place.
She did a walk-through of the house, checking shadows for anything untoward. When she reached the living room where the large couch she normally slept on was kept, she hesitated. She didn’t remember that picture window being quite so big, so revealing. Sure there were curtains on it, but she still felt exposed. She closed her eyes and sighed. The bolt hole it was.


Chapter Eighteen
Her phone rang as she descended the steps into the basement. She checked the screen. Thomas. “What do you want?”
“Where are you?” he asked, irritation and a thread of worry evident in his tone.
“I’m at home.”
“No you’re not. I’m here and you are not.”
She sighed. “I’m not at your home, Thomas. I’m at mine.”
There was a long pause. “I see.”
Another long silence she was certain he was waiting for her to fill. He’d be waiting a while.
“Good night, Juliana.” His sounded tired, defeated. Welcome to her world.
“Good night.”
She said the words to open the bolt hole and stepped inside, turning on the light as she went. Another phrase shut the wall behind her. Still uneasy, still alone. She stripped out of everything but her shirt and undies and headed to the table on the far side. A dark tome rested there, waiting for her. Her spell book. The one Thomas said she had in her possession when he took her in, the one she couldn’t remember along with everything else from the first dozen years of her life.
She’d been studying the book, looking for anything in it that might be familiar, trigger a memory. So far nothing. But she had found a rather powerful protective spell that she’d bookmarked for later use. And lucky her, all she needed to cast it was the blood from one of the gods of the dark fae. Or one of their direct descendants. Since she carried around ten pints or so with her at all times, she was all set. She flipped open the book and began to read through the spell.
* * *
Thomas entered his former home in a foul temper. Just as he’d thought things were starting to settle down for him and his bride, in their private life anyway, they were right back where they started. Separate lives, separate homes. All because of him and his damn mouth. He’d known the importance of keeping their Union private, concealed from the Agency, but he’d allowed the human to goad him. It was only further proof of what Juliana did to him. He never used to be so careless, but he couldn’t think when she was around. Couldn’t function beyond the need to care for her, the need to keep her safe.
He spat out a curse and shoved his hand through his hair. The gods only knew how long it would take her to come back to him this time. At least he didn’t have to worry about working up the nerve to propose. She didn’t even want to be in the same room with him. There was no way she was going to wear his ring. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, his shoulders dropping in defeat. As old as he was, he was certain he would never get the hang of handling his hotheaded mate.
“I wasn’t expecting you.”
Thomas opened his eyes to find Michael in the doorway to the room on the right, which used to be his library. While Thomas still owned the home, he’d left the house to the coven and moved to the Roma. Michael had his own home as well, but was staying in the house for the moment due to the portal mage’s presence there. Everyone else had been banned from the premises for the time being. Finding a way to trap Raoul was too important, and Thomas didn’t know who he could trust.
“Where’s Juliana?” Michael asked.
Thomas walked past him into the library and dropped into a chair in the corner. “She’s at home.”
“Where did you tell her you were going? I know you haven’t told her about what’s going on yet, because she hasn’t been by.”
He clenched his teeth. “She’s at her home, not mine.”
Michael’s brows shot up. “I thought she was staying with you at the Roma.”
“She was. Until I managed to tell an alley full of agents and police that we were United.”
Michael sat on the edge of the desk. “You’re lucky she didn’t kill you. If you get her fired, she still might.”
“I am well aware of Juliana’s short temper. I do not need you to remind me of my mate’s character.” Usually he could keep a damper on the jealousy and anger he still felt at the thought that his mate had slept with his best friend. But tonight, when he was uncertain as to their immediate future, he didn’t want any reminders of their closeness.
Michael tapped a pen on the desk. “There’s something you should know.”
“Well?” Thomas prompted when his second didn’t continue.
“Juliana and I never slept together.”
Thomas froze. What was his friend playing at? “Explain,” he finally managed to bite out.
“I paid Eric to tell you that we were lovers.”
“What would possess you to do that? You know how I feel about her. You had to know what the image of you two together would do to me.” It had been a long time since Thomas had felt such betrayal. Not since he’d been told they were sleeping together, in fact.
“Yes, and I also knew that you were doing nothing about it. You just walked around moping.”
Thomas arched a brow. “I do not mope.”
“You absolutely did. At least when Eric fed you the lie you got some of your fire back. Even if it was directed at me.” Michael stood and paced the length of the room. “I was trying to get you to move. To do something to get her back.”
“And when it didn’t work, why did you not tell me the truth?”
He shrugged. “I didn’t think you deserved the truth. And she deserved better. She’s my friend, Thomas. I was never okay with what you did to her. You knew what you were doing, but to everyone else, myself included, it looked like you finally got her in bed and then left so you didn’t have to deal with the fallout.”
Thomas let the words soak in, the truth in them. “So you never slept with her? Not once?” he finally asked.
Michael smiled. “Well, there was that one time in Alabama.” He held up his hands and laughed when Thomas growled. “Easy, friend. There was only one room in the hotel. She made me sleep on top of the covers.”
“We ran into Raoul last night,” Thomas said, changing the subject. He’d have to process how he felt about Michael’s revelation later.
Michael frowned. “Where? I thought you were doing surveillance at the fairgrounds.”
“We were. He showed up there.”
“Why would he do that?”
“I do not know. Juliana said he kept asking her what she’d done with it, but he never said what it was.”
“Are you thinking about what Carmela said? How Juliana took something of his that let him do magic?”
Thomas nodded absently. “I don’t know what else it could be. He risked his life showing up there and he did it anyway just for a chance to get at her.”
“How did you lose him?”
Thomas clenched his teeth. “A portal again. I think it’s time I had a conversation with our mage. She’s had enough time to think about all the horrible things I could do her, maybe I won’t have to actually do them.” He moved over to the long line of shelves on one wall and pulled on the book that would allow him access to the door to the basement. Michael stayed right behind Thomas as he descended into the basement. The main room at the foot of the stairs housed a variety of instruments of torture. Surgical tables and tools, an iron maiden, a rack and various other things at his disposal. It was a collection he had spent centuries building. And he knew how to use it all. Off the dungeon ran a long hall lined with cells. And at the end of that hall was the woman who helped the bastard who had beat, tortured, raped and left his mate for dead escape from them time and time again. “Bring her to me.”
Juliana didn’t know what time it was or precisely what had pulled her from her slumber. She lay awake, blinking in the pitch black. The night light plugged into the opposite wall was out. Perhaps the sudden darkness had awakened her. A tingle ran up the length of her body. Once. Twice. Three times. Someone was testing the ward she’d set with her blood. Son of a bitch. She grabbed her gun and sat up on the edge of the bed. She reached for the light switch and clicked it on. Nothing. So someone was playing with her wards and they’d cut the power to her house. Fantastic.
Juliana laid her gun at the foot of the bed and felt around on the floor for her jeans. When she finally brushed across the rough denim, she snatched up the pants and slid them on. She shoved her hand in her pocket and wrapped her fingers around her phone just as a tremor rolled through her house. She rocked back on her heels. Flipping the phone open, she punched a button so the screen would light up. A quick examination of her surroundings revealed everything just as she’d left it. She pulled on her boots and laced them up.
As she finished, another tremor shook the house. She dialed the emergency line for the Agency. As she waited for the call to connect, an earsplitting shriek filled the air. She pressed her hands against her ears. The phone kept her from being successful on one side. The walls quaked around her. “I don’t know if you can hear me or not,” she screamed into the phone. “This is Walker Norris. My house is under attack. I repeat my house—” A chunk of the ceiling fell at her feet. “Ah, hell. Just trace the damn call.” She tossed the phone onto the bed without disconnecting the call.
The mage answered every question they asked and some they didn’t. Michael had brought her out and sat her in a chair in the middle of the room. Thomas had allowed the woman to look around and take in all her surroundings. They’d barely had to threaten bodily injury and she started chattering like a monkey. By the time she was finished they knew how many portal charms had been made for Raoul, where they all led to and that this particular portal mage was afraid of the dark.
Michael took her back down the hall and secured her in a cell. Thomas bent forward as the full force of Juliana’s fear hit him. It snatched the breath from his lungs and left a sense of panic in its wake. He reached out to her with his mind but found only fear and uncertainty. He had no idea what was going on, but he knew his bride was in danger and he was entirely too far from her.
“Are you okay?” Michael asked as he emerged from the hallway.
Thomas shook his head and his second rushed to his side.
“What is it? What can I do?”
“I need to get to her. We have to go right now. Call the Order’s mages.”
* * *
Juliana grabbed her gun and said the words to open the bolt hole. She’d felt Thomas reach out to her, felt him trying to ascertain what was wrong. But as she had no clue what was going on, it was a little hard to convey it to him. A wicked discordance of light streamed through the windows in her basement. Magic at war. She didn’t know if whoever attacked her house was flinging spells at her wards or if it was just the different magics in her wards sparking off each other now that they’d been activated. Things just kept getting better and better. The stairs began to sway beneath her the moment she started up them. She paused, waited for them to stop, and then continued, slower this time. Halfway up, the stairs gave out completely. She grunted with the impact and cursed the bruises that would inevitably form overnight.
The house continued to shudder around her and she heard a groan as the old wood protested the treatment. She had to get out of there. Now. She snapped her head around, searching the basement for anything she could use to reach the bottom of the doorway or even a window. Although she wasn’t certain going out through the warring magic was a better idea. Finally, she raced back into the bolt hole and grabbed the bed to drag it out.
She didn’t make it farther than the doorway. With the sound of a hundred stampeding trolls, the house imploded. Nothing shot away from her or burst out. It all collapsed, as if someone had removed a key piece in a house of cards. And she stood at the bottom of it all. She dropped to the floor and rolled under the bed, for all the good it would do.
Concrete, wood, plaster and furnishings fell into the basement in a torrent. Dust and debris filled the air. She shut her eyes and prayed for it to end. Pieces of her home filled the space under the bed —battering her body and burying her. The bed collapsed under the weight. It crushed her and pushed the precious air from her lungs. She wheezed, every breath bringing minute pieces of rock and plaster into her airways. She coughed, a weak and pathetic sound. Excruciating pain flooded her senses until it was all she could think about. Her chest grew tight and it hurt to breathe. She whimpered as she panted helpless, little breaths. Her head grew light, foggy. For a moment, she couldn’t remember where she was, only that she didn’t want to be there. Why was it so tight? Where was Thomas? A final, soft strangled gasp and she knew no more.


Chapter Nineteen
The mages hadn’t been able to open a portal on Juliana’s lawn, claiming there was too much active magic in the area. Thomas didn’t like the sound of that. They stepped from the portal a block from Juliana’s house and ran in that direction. A resounding crash sounded, and Thomas watched in horror as the house collapsed in on itself. She couldn’t be in there. Not his Juliana.
Pain and panic flooded through him as his mate dropped her shields suddenly and completely. The sensation took his breath and he bent forward, clutching at his chest. Then just like that, from one second to the next, she was gone. This went beyond her putting her shields back in place. The sensation of her being completely removed from his awareness tore through him. The blood drained from his face and he staggered to the side. Even when she kept herself shielded against him, there had always been a thread of awareness. A connection. The knowledge that somewhere on the planet she was alive.
Now there was nothing. He fell to his knees, the realization that she was lost to him too much to bear.
“Maybe she wasn’t inside,” Michael said, desperation making his voice shake.
Thomas didn’t respond as he moved closer to the house, moving on pure adrenaline and instinct. He was desperate to confirm with his eyes what he already knew in his heart. Portals began popping up along the length of the street and cars rolled to a stop in front of the yard. The elemental and the wolf came to stand beside him.
The elemental stood in the front yard, staring at the rubble, looking completely lost. The wolf dropped to the ground beside him. A thought flashed that the wolf was supposed to bring her home, protect her. But Thomas shoved it aside. It didn’t matter. Wasn’t important. He should have been the one to bring her here. He should have been the one to protect her. But once again, he had failed. And this time his failure was fatal. Her father had told them once that if she ever crossed over completely, he wouldn’t be able to bring her back. He’d warned Thomas and still he’d failed to protect her as he should have.
“She called for help. Dispatch couldn’t hear anything other than a high-pitched whistle. They traced the call,” the elemental said in explanation of their arrival. He turned the device in his hand so they could see the red dot flashing, indicating the caller’s position. Twenty feet in front of them. Beneath piles of wood and concrete.
Agents around the perimeter had started to sift through the rubble but it would take them hours, if not days, to clear it. To find her. To bring Thomas’s bride home to him.
“Maybe she got out after she made the call,” Michael insisted, unwilling to believe what was right in front of him.
“Don’t you think she’d let us know she’s okay?” the wolf asked. He looked up at them from his perch on the ground, his eyes lined with red.
“Maybe she can’t.”
“She’s come back to us before,” the elemental said, but his tone belied his words.
Thomas closed his eyes. Reached out with that piece of his mind, his heart and his soul that connected to hers. Searched for any sign, any indication that she still lived. There was nothing but the ragged hole where she should be. He opened his eyes to find the others all looking at him, waiting for him to make the pronouncement. “Not this time,” he said, his voice breaking. “She’s gone.”
* * *
Michael pulled up in front of the hotel and parked in the unloading area. Thomas didn’t move, just sat looking out the windshield at the sunrise, wondering how his life could change so much in the course of one day. His door opened and he looked up to see Michael standing there, his hand out. Thomas ignored it and got himself to his feet. He brushed past his friend and into the hotel.
He heard the car door slam, then Michael was at his elbow, steering him, guiding him. They stopped at the front desk. “Get Nicholas,” Michael ordered.
Moments later the man appeared before them in a puff of smoke. “My lord, what has happened to you?”
Thomas tried to find the words but found himself unable to explain. Unwilling to bring misery to anyone else.
“Juliana Norris is dead,” Michael answered for him, his voice heavy with grief. “I’m taking him upstairs, make sure we aren’t disturbed.”
“Of course, Mr. Bishop. I am so sorry, Mr. Kendrick. I liked her.”
Thomas managed to nod his head in acknowledgement. Michael led him over to the elevator. Once they were inside, he released Thomas’s elbow and they both slumped against the back of the car. “You’re almost home,” Michael said, as if being home was a magical cure. As if everything there wouldn’t remind him of her. As if he hadn’t decorated it with her in mind.
The doors slid open revealing the ocean of flowers and balloons. Had it really only been the previous morning that he’d given them to her? That he’d watched her face light up in surprise?
“Shit,” Michael said as he looked around. “Do you want me to get rid of this stuff? I can stick it in one of the rooms.”
“No,” Thomas forced out. It was the first word he’d spoken since he confirmed her death. “Get out.”
Michael’s eyes widened and he shook his head. “I don’t think that’s a good idea. I’ll stay out of your way, but I’m not leaving you here alone.”
“Get out,” he said again, shuffling away from his friend and farther into the room.
“No.”
Thomas spun then and unleashed his rage. His rage at being ignored, at having his word questioned, his rage at the universe for taking his Juliana away from him. “Get out!”
Michael backed up. “Come on, Thomas. Don’t do this.”
Thomas slumped in exhaustion and defeat. “Just go, my friend. I need to be alone.”
Michael set his jaw, a clear sign he didn’t like the situation. But finally, he nodded. “All right. But don’t do anything stupid. She’d hate you for it.”
Thomas just stared at him and waited for him to get in the elevator. As soon as the door shut, Thomas whirled and knocked flowers from the table beside him with a sweep of his arm. Glass shattered. He did it again and again, clearing every surface, littering the carpet with a minefield of glass shards. He grabbed a knife and popped every balloon until he was left standing in a landscape of that mirrored his desolation.
Breathing heavily, he looked around at the destruction he’d wrought. It wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. He put the knife on the counter and stumbled across the living room and into his office. Once there, he opened the gun cabinet and took in the arsenal she’d left him. He wouldn’t use one of her guns for this. No, he had his own.
He grabbed his favorite, the one he kept loaded with special ammunition. The bullets were charmed to keep the wounds open, to let the victim bleed out. And once enough blood had poured from him, he’d be nothing but ash. He dropped into the chair behind his desk and put the gun in his mouth. Just as he was ready to pull the trigger, his eyes fell on the picture he kept on his desk of the two of them. He set the gun on the desk and picked up the photo. Hot tears leaked down his face as he ran a hand down the image of his mate. Happy to be with him. Before he’d let her down over and over again.
He glanced at the gun. He couldn’t fail her again. He had to wait. Once they found her and brought her home to him, he’d see her laid comfortably to rest. Then, and only then, would he allow himself to join her.
* * *
Everything hurt. That’s what brought her to her senses, the sudden awareness of constant pain. She lay with her eyes shut taking inventory. All of her pieces seemed to be present and accounted for but they all ached or throbbed. The weight and pressure of the debris was gone. Maybe they’d dug her out. She cracked her eyes open slowly in case she was wrong and the house was still on top of her.
A pair of green eyes that mirrored her own peered down at her. “Oh good, it worked,” her father said and stepped back.
Aeron Rowantree was the dark fae god of death. He should know what he was doing. It made her nervous when it sounded like he didn’t. She lifted a hand to wipe the grime away from her face, but a quick inspection showed her hands to be filthy, streaked with blood and unlikely to make her face any cleaner. She started to push herself up and her father helped her sit on the edge of the bed. Pain vibrated through her and made her tremble.
“Don’t move,” he said and hurried to the far side of the room.
Where exactly he thought she was going to go, she had no idea. She could barely breathe without whimpering. A jaunt outside wasn’t happening anytime soon. After a moment, he was back, a wet towel in his hand. She took it gratefully and pressed it against her face, breathing through the damp fabric. When she wiped the filth away, it turned the towel black. She scrubbed at her face then both arms and her hands. She handed it back to her father and he went to rinse it out.
Something was seriously wrong, something beyond the pain but she couldn’t focus on it. She looked around the room. She knew this place. “I guess I almost died again.” Juliana had “died” three times, well, four now. Previously she’d thought she actually died, but on her last case, her father told she’d only come close. She’d come close and he’d pushed her back to the living. On two of those occasions, her spirit had woken up here in his home while her body remained wherever it rested.
He shook his head. “Not this time. This time I transported you here. It was the only thing I could think of to ensure your survival.”
She blinked. “I’m in Tir Na Nog? Like, actually physically here?” That would explain why she felt all the pain, but he couldn’t have really brought her into faerie.
“I felt you fading and came to you, but your body was in such a place it couldn’t be sustained. I had no choice.” He stretched his hands out to the side in a gesture of innocence.
“Are you crazy? You know the things that happen to people in faerie.”
He smiled. “I know the things that happen to careless humans who end up in faerie. You, my dear, are half fae and my daughter. I think you’re safe.”
“Then why did you act surprised that it had worked?”
He waved a hand through the air in dismissal. “I had never transported anyone back with me before. I wasn’t certain it would work.” He moved over to a nearby table and began fussing with the items on it. She stared at his back in disbelief. Leave it to her father to be completely unconcerned with the fact that he could have killed her trying to transport her. Of course, if he hadn’t, she’d be dead anyway.
“So who is trying to kill you this time, daughter?” he asked as he kept mixing things together.
She shook her head and grimaced at the pain the movement brought with it. “I’m not sure. I’m working a case. I suppose it could be that asshole, but there was no way for him to know where I lived. Or it might be Raoul again.”
“That particular vampire is proving to be a rather large pain in the ass. But if it wasn’t him, it must be someone who knows you, where you live.”
She didn’t want to think about someone she knew trying to kill her. Much better to assume it was Raoul. Then another thought occurred to her. “The ghoul.”
“A ghoul is trying to kill you?”
“It’s possible. He’s a suspect in my case. He could have the Finding.” The Finding was a gift that helped the possessor track objects or people. It was a rare ability but more common among ghouls than any other classification of Altered.
“It doesn’t sound like you’re any closer to your answers than you were when I brought you here. I’m sorry for that.” He turned back to his concoction. Once it he finished it he poured it into a glass and handed it to her. “Drink that.”
She arched a brow. “I don’t think so. Can’t you just zap me better?”
He sighed. “As I find the need to keep telling you, I am a god of death. Restoration is not one of my talents. I cannot heal you, return you to life or even restore your faded memories. You are half fae, half mage. Not human. And you are the daughter of a god. Nothing here will harm you.”
“Famous last words,” she grumbled but she downed the liquid just the same.
A cool fog rolled through her, numbing the pain. She sighed in relief. And as the pained daze flowed from her brain, she realized something else was missing as well. “Thomas,” she breathed.
“What of your mate?”
“I can’t feel him.” She tried not to panic at the numb feeling that had taken up residence in the middle of her chest and the back of her brain.
He sat in a chair across the room. “It wouldn’t surprise me if your bond doesn’t reach between the realms. Some distances are just too far to be bridged.”
She jerked her head up. “So he won’t be able to feel me either?”
“I doubt it. I don’t see why his bond would be stronger than yours.”
Perhaps because he hadn’t been fighting it for the last seven years. “I’ve got to get back.”
“You aren’t healed yet. If someone’s trying to kill you, and it seems someone is always trying to kill you, you need to be recovered before you leave.”
She shook her head. “Don’t you see? He’s going to think I’m dead. I can’t leave him like that. Besides I’ve got some prey to track down.”
Aeron sighed. “Very well, but only because I like your mate and do not wish him to suffer. And I know he will take care of you if I send you back to him.”
Juliana stood, her legs unsteady.
“I’m afraid time passes slower here than in your world,” he said, coming to stand next to her. “While it’s only been minutes here, it’s been hours there.”
“All the more reason I should go now, don’t you think?”
“Where do you want to go?”
She thought briefly about having him just drop her in the suite at the hotel, but decided appearing out of thin air might not be the best way to convince her mate she was alive and well. “Outside of the Roma hotel.”
He raised his hands to cast the spell to send her home. She placed a hand on his arm to stop him. “Thank you for saving me,” she told him. After putting on one of his cloaks, she nodded at him to continue. The last thing she saw before Tir Na Nog faded from sight was her father’s smile.


Chapter Twenty
The wave of grief that crashed over her when she appeared in the alley outside the Roma literally rocked her on her feet. She braced herself against the rough wall behind her and took a deep breath. “Oh, Thomas.” She willed him to feel her through his agony. She pushed herself away from the wall and pulled the hood up on the cloak.
Making her way through the lobby she got a few curious looks, but it likely had more to do with her wearing a velvet and fur cloak in fall than it did anything else. She made her way past them all to the little elevator that would take her to her mate. In an echo of their first meeting, Nicholas stepped in front of her, barring her progress.
“I’m sorry, but Mr. Kendrick is not to be disturbed. By anyone.” The concierge looked defeated, run-down. They all thought she was dead. And perhaps it was better if some continued to think that. A glance around showed no one paying attention to them.
She pushed the hood of the cloak back just far enough that he could see her face. “I think he’ll make an exception for me. Don’t you?”
He gasped. “But, Mr. Bishop said—”
She put a finger to her lips. “I’m beginning to get the idea. Let’s leave it that way for right now. You, me and the boss are the only ones who need to know I’m here.”
“Of course,” he answered and visibly pulled himself together. He stepped out of her way. “It’s very good to see you, Ms. Norris,” he said as she passed.
She punched her code in on the keypad. “It’s good to be seen.”
When the doors opened, she stepped inside. Grief still weighed on her, buried her. “Come on, Thomas. Feel me.” She pushed out mentally, reached for him and finally, through his mire of emotions, he reached back. Tentatively at first, but by the time she reached the suite he had fully invaded her brain. And, for the first time since their Union, she left the wall down and let him do as he wished. He’d earned it.
The doors slid open and Thomas stood there, waiting, standing on a floor of shattered glass. All of her beautiful flowers and balloons had been destroyed. The look on his face, both expectant but disbelieving, made her heart ache for him. She stepped out of the elevator and took off the cloak, throwing it over the back of the couch. For a moment, he only looked at her. All of his questions and hesitations flowed to her over their bond. She sent back waves of reassurance.
He took a step forward, reached out and touched the side of her face. She leaned into his hand. “Hello,” she said.
That was his undoing. Her mate, the one she always thought unbreakable, fell to his knees, wrapped his arms around her waist and trembled. Full-body tremors shook his entire frame while he buried his face in her belly. And in that moment, she knew she’d never be able to resist him again. She was tired of fighting this thing between them, tired of listening to her head instead of her heart.
* * *
She was here. He was still having difficulty processing that. When he’d felt her again, felt the threads of their bond, he’d assumed it was his grief-addled mind trying to keep her alive. But then she’d reached out for him and, gods help him, he’d reached back. He no longer cared if she was only a figment of his imagination. If it was a delusion, it was one he very much wanted to live in for the rest of his life.
Now he was on his knees, burying his face against her side like a schoolboy instead of a centuries-old vampire. He breathed in the scent of her, tried to calm himself. At least the question of what would happen to him if his mate ever died had been well and thoroughly answered. He’d become an utterly broken wretch.
Juliana ran her fingers along his scalp in a repetitive gesture, soothing his agony. He closed his eyes and rubbed his cheek against the rough fabric of her shirt. The motion lifted up the tank and exposed the pale flesh of her stomach. Turning into it, he laid a featherlight kiss upon it. Her stomach hitched as she sucked in her breath, and he smiled against her skin. He grasped her hips in his hands and turned her square with him. He ran his hands up to her waist, taking the shirt with them until a thin strip of tender flesh was exposed.
He started at one side and moved across laying a trail of kisses, soft nips and gentle licks across the expanse of her belly. At the first brush of his teeth, her fingers stilled in his hair. By the time he’d crossed to the other side, both hands fisted in his hair, pressing him against her.
He had to have her, had to prove to himself that she was really there and not just a figment of his imagination. He stood swiftly then, taking her shirt with him. She raised her arms and let him sweep it off over her head without protest. She needed this as much as he did. He tossed the top aside. Her breasts were bared to him and she showed no shame, no embarrassment. Gods, how he loved her. He reached out to cup one and then the other, delighting in the way they filled his hands perfectly. Leaning forward, he ran his tongue around one dusky nipple.
Her fingers found his hair again and she dug in bringing a welcome edge of pain. Her back arched as he continued worshiping her breasts and he marveled again that she was his. His goddess. She tugged him up to meet her lips and he captured them with his own, fed at them and drank her in. Their tongues danced together in an intimate foreplay of the act to come. Her fingers fumbled with the bottom of his shirt. He stepped away from her only long enough to take it off and toss it to the side with hers.
Immediately they grasped at each other—pressed flesh to heated flesh. He swept her up in his arms and headed to the bedroom. “Glass,” he mumbled against her lips when he felt her confusion. When they reached the room, he toed the door shut behind them and set her down. They separated long enough for them both to pull off their boots. Then they were back feeding at each other’s mouths while they fumbled with the buttons at their waistbands. They divested themselves of the constricting denim, all without their hungry mouths ceasing their feasting. He lifted her, cupped his hands under her ass and carried her until her back pressed against the wall. The little sanity he still possessed reminded him to make sure she was prepared for him. He slid two fingers into her core, finding her slick, hot and ready. He groaned.
A whimpering sound escaped the back of her throat and she rocked against him. He lifted her and aligned himself with her opening. Gritting his teeth, he eased her down the length of his shaft, forced himself to take his time. She locked her legs around his waist, arched her back and pressed her head against the wall. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen. And she was tight, so tight.
“More,” she breathed.
“I’ll hurt you.”
She gasped at the intimacy of him communicating without words. With their mental shields down, there was nothing to keep them from knowing each other’s every thought if they so desired. She leaned her forehead against his and looked him in the eyes. “Never.”
She rocked her hips against him again, rejoicing in the way he filled her completely, perfectly. As if they’d been made for one another. It was cheesy, she knew, but she just didn’t care. Her mate growled deep in his throat and pulled back until only the tip of him remained within her. He thrust forward in one swift movement and pleasure rolled through her, making her drop her head back again.
He began moving his hips in a steady rhythm, sliding in and out of her slippery core. Pressed between him and the wall there was nowhere for her to go, not that she wanted to. Every time Thomas buried himself to the hilt, he rocked against her clit and sent a jolt of pure pleasure through her. Again and again, until she couldn’t take it anymore. She dug her nails into his sweat-slicked back.
Twin pinpricks of pain as Thomas bit the tender flesh at her neck barely registered through her lust-fogged brain as she broke apart and shattered. One final thrust and Thomas joined her in her orgasm. He licked the wound his bite made and lifted her off his cock. She kept her legs wrapped around him and nestled her face into his neck. They stayed leaning against the wall while they both panted in an attempt to catch their breath.
Eventually he straightened and staggered away from the wall. “You can put me down now,” she said, putting her hands on his shoulder and leaning back.
“I could,” he agreed, but he kept walking to their bathroom. He sat her on the edge of the counter and went over to the shower to turn the water on.
When he came back, he cupped her face in both hands and tipped it up so he could look in her eyes. “Never do that again. I don’t think I could survive it.”
“The sex?” she asked, innocently.
He sighed and closed his eyes. She could almost hear him counting to ten in his head. Or maybe she actually could. She was still adjusting to this no shields thing. “The dying, Joya. No more dying.”
“You can blame my dad for that one,” she said as he took her hand and unlaced the cuff that was still on her wrist. He set it on the counter, then led her into the stall.
He grabbed a washcloth and soaped it up, motioning for her to turn her back to him. “Explain what happened.”
And so she did, while he carefully scrubbed away every bit of dirt, grime and blood. First from her body, then from her hair.
“You were actually in Tir Na Nog?”
“Not for very long, but Aeron said time moves slower there. How long was it here?” She turned to face him.
“Nine hours.” His voice caught.
She looked up at him in surprise only to find him staring at her breasts. He reached up and cradled them in his hands. “Again already?” she asked.
“Always,” he answered and swept his mouth down to hers. She looped her arms around his neck, pressed against him. He broke away. “Not here. Not this time.”
He reached past her and turned the water off. He snatched a towel off the pile by the shower and dried her thoroughly, taking his time, enjoying the action. Not that she had any complaints.
After he dried himself off as well, he took her by the hand and led her into the bedroom. He turned her, kissed her again as he backed her toward the bed. When the mattress hit the back of her knees, she sat down, then scooted backward across the bed. Thomas followed every move. Once she was sure they were both all the way on the bed, she laid back and still Thomas followed.
“You are mine,” he whispered against her lips.
“Yours,” she answered and she was.
* * *
They lay stretched out in the bed together after their second bout of lovemaking. They’d savored the moment, discovered each other. She rolled to face him and he mirrored the movement.
They just lay there, their fingers playing together, twining around each other. “I have another birthday present for you,” he said suddenly. He loved the way her eyes went wide when he startled her.
“I don’t need anything else, Thomas. You gave me enough.” Her cheeks pinked. She always hated being doted on. She damned well better get used to it.
He rolled out of the bed and walked over to his dresser. Opening the top drawer, he wrapped his hand around the box and turned back to her. Her gaze dropped to his cock and her tongue darted out to run along her lower lip. He hardened instantly in response. Insatiable. And how he loved it. “Eyes up here, love, or I’ll never get through this.”
Her face turned crimson and he chuckled in response. His heart pounded. Despite everything they’d just shared, there was still the possibility that she’d say no, that she’d turn him away. He walked around to her side of the bed and got down on one knee. She bolted upright in the bed, grasping at the sheet when it fell away to expose her breasts. “What are you doing?”
Gods, he hoped that wasn’t panic he heard in her voice. That wasn’t exactly what you wanted your mate to feel when you proposed to her. “Joya, I know I’ve not always been around when I should have been. And I know that I’ve hurt you and that I’ve let you down. And that there are a million reasons that you could regret being my mate and even more that could make you say no to being my wife.” He took a breath. “And the truth is you drive me crazy. You’re always taking insane risks to save those around you with no thought to yourself. You yell at me, stand up to me and generally do the exact opposite of anything I tell you to. And I love you for it. A thousand times a day I wonder what I possibly have done in my life to have earned you for a mate and then realize I don’t care as long as you’re mine.”
He opened the box and she gasped when she saw the ring. “I waited centuries for you, Juliana, and I know we’re United, but I’m asking you to be my wife.”


Chapter Twenty-One
Juliana studied her mate. She was already his. They were United. Mates for an eternity. There was no reason for them to get married as well, unless they just wanted to. And evidently, he wanted to. The thought made her strangely sentimental. He wanted her in every way possible. And despite his earlier words, she couldn’t think of even one reason to say no. The only reason she would have had he’d eliminated when he’d told everyone they were United. As secrecy was no longer an issue, she could do as she pleased. “Yes, Thomas. I’ll marry you.”
He breathed a sigh of relief and she laughed as he slipped the ring on her finger. A gorgeous solitaire diamond with a white-gold filigreed band. “Were you actually nervous?” she teased.
“You have no idea.” He kissed her, pushing her back until she was lying on the bed. “I suppose,” he said between kisses, “that as much as I would like to keep you to myself, we should inform everyone else that you are alive as well.”
She froze. “I’m not sure that’s a great idea.”
He pulled back and looked at her. “What do you mean?”
“I’ve been thinking about this. Whoever attacked my house thinks I’m dead. If they were trying to kill me, wouldn’t it make sense to let them continue to think that so they don’t try again? At least until we know for sure who it was.”
Thomas sat up on the bed next to her. “You don’t think it was Raoul?”
“It could have been, but it just as easily could have been the ghoul. Or someone else entirely.”
“Shit.”
“My sentiments exactly.”
He sat there a moment more and then nodded. “You’re right. There’s no telling who we can trust.” He stood and held a hand out to her. “Get dressed. We’ve got work to do.”
Michael’s home sat smack-dab in the middle of the end. Why he’d chosen that particular location she’d never know but his presence had certainly scared off some of the seedier element. No one wanted to mess with a master vampire. And they guarded their territory well.
A nondescript door in an alley led to his abode. The only indicator that it was different was the double-armed cross emblazoned above it, Michael’s personal symbol. Thomas wrapped her hand in his and knocked a rapid staccato on the door with the other. The Neanderthal-looking vampire Juliana had seen last time she was here opened the door again. His unibrow arched and he took a step back to let them in. “Boss. Dead lady.”
Juliana coughed a laugh.
“Her name is Juliana,” Thomas corrected. “Where is Michael?”
The vampire grunted. “Upstairs. Angry. Reckon he’ll be better now she ain’t dead.”
Thomas started up the stairs, but she tugged on his hand to pull him back. He gestured for the Neanderthal to go ahead. “What is it?” he asked.
She glanced up the stairs to make sure the other vampire was out of earshot. “There’s something you should know. I should have told you before.”
He tilted his head, waiting.
“Michael and I never slept together.”
“Juliana, you don’t need to—”
“No. Listen. He paid Eric to tell you that.”
“Yes, I know. He already told me.”
He couldn’t stop the smile as her jaw dropped open. He felt her disbelief that he’d known and hadn’t told her. “Calm down, Joya.
He only told me last night.
And I’ve been occupied in other ways since you reappeared.
It didn’t occur to me to mention it.”
Her face flared red, and he chuckled before leaning over and giving her a kiss.
Their moment was interrupted by a bellow from the top of the stairs. “Hey Boss, the big boss and the dead lady are here to see you, but they won’t come up.”
Juliana’s lips twitched and Thomas resisted the urge to roll his eyes. Barely. He pulled her up the stairs. Michael appeared at the top before they were halfway up. “By all the gods, it is her.”
“Who is here?” Thomas asked.
Michael just continued to stare at Juliana. Thomas sympathized but they had things they needed to do, plans to put into motion. “Michael?” He waited for the man to look at him. “Who is present?”
“See for yourself,” he said with a shrug and indicated the room at the top of the stairs.
Thomas led his mate the rest of the way up, releasing her only when his second ensnared her in a crushing embrace. A look around them showed eight foot soldiers awaiting orders. None of those present was particularly talented in any way, but they were all loyal as far as he knew. He met Michael’s eye over Juliana’s shoulder. The man had been planning something.
His friend smiled. “Didn’t think I was just going to let her get killed and do nothing about it did you?”
Thomas scowled, annoyed the man hadn’t contacted him.
Michael stepped back. “I was going to call. I was giving you time. And you’ll both have to explain to me how it is that she’s not dead. For now though, why are you here other than to deliver the news?”
“Juliana thinks it’s better if she remain dead for the time being,” Thomas said.
Juliana moved over and dropped into one of the chairs in front of Michael’s desk. “At least until we have a better idea of who it was. Did you two see anything when you got there?”
“Nothing.” Michael scratched his chin. “Which, now that you mention it, is rather odd. We got there just before the house collapsed. Whoever it was couldn’t have gone that far.”
She shrugged. “Well, I guess we can try to narrow down the suspect pool and see what happens.”
They should have looked for the perpetrator but Thomas had been too lost in grief at the time. It was a failure they couldn’t fix now. Now he just needed to see to her safety. “I’ve publically announced our Union and she has consented to be my wife,” Thomas said and took the seat next to her. Michael perched on the edge of his desk. “She’s my mate in every sense of the word.”
There were murmurings from some of the others in the room but he ignored them. What they thought was of no consequence. “I will not allow harm to come to her. The coven is to protect her with their lives.”
She sat up straight at that. “Now, hold on just a minute here.” She looked over her shoulder at the others. “You do not have to sacrifice yourselves for me. In fact, I’d very much prefer that you didn’t.”
Thomas sighed. “Yes, they do.”
She blinked at him. “Why would you think that?”
“Why would you think otherwise?”
She didn’t answer, just continued to look at him with wide eyes.
“Firstly, they will because I command it so. Secondly, you are my mate. That means you are also their ruler. They die to protect their rulers. It is the way it has always been.” Not that he expected those beneath him to sacrifice themselves for him, but there had been others who left a bloody path in their wake, littered with their loyal retainers.
* * *
She looked at Michael. “Is there someplace I could talk to him for a minute?”
“My room.”
Standing, she grabbed Thomas by the hand and pulled him down the hallway to Michael’s bedroom. He stopped in the doorway and leaned against the frame when she turned to look at him. “What?” she asked.
He crossed his arms over his chest. “I just find it interesting that you came straight here with no hesitation and no direction.”
“Seriously?” The man couldn’t be serious. She shook her head and chose to ignore him. “Listen, you can’t just command people to die for me.”
“Yes, I can.”
“No. You can’t.” She gestured toward the other room. “I don’t even know those people. I am not okay with them putting their lives on the line for me. You and Michael I get. You know me. You both love me in different ways.”
He sauntered forward until he was close enough that she had to look up at him. “This is part of being my mate, Joya. They will die to protect you because I will kill them if they don’t. Your desires have no part in it.”
They both turned at the sound of footsteps hurrying down the hallway. Michael appeared in the open doorway. “We just picked up a call on the scanner. It’s your sister’s address.”
Her heart stuttered. Not Sara. Not Rachel. They needed to get there now. She headed for the door. Thomas put a hand on her shoulder stopping her. “You should stay here.”
“Are you crazy? I’m not staying here when something’s happened to my best friend or my niece.”
“We don’t know that yet,” Thomas argued, but his worry came across the bond betraying the calm confidence of his words. “And if you show up there, everyone is going to know you’re alive. Including whoever tried to kill you the first time.”
“Then they’re just going to have to know, Thomas. I’m going with you.”
* * *
They took a portal to Sara’s house, emerging just outside the crime-scene tape. Thomas had tried several more times to dissuade her from coming, but it was an impossible task. Michael and Thomas kept her hidden between them until they crossed under the tape and into Clayton’s spell. Thomas had called ahead to make sure he was on the scene with the spell at the ready. The man himself met them just inside the perimeter. He smiled down at her. “Walker. Glad you aren’t dead.”
Juliana blinked at his bluntness. Not knowing what to say to that, she chose to ignore it. “Warden. Do you know what’s going on?”
He shook his head. “Got here right in front of you. Barely had time to set the spell before you walked through it.”
She didn’t even give him time to finish the sentence before she started toward the house. She had to know what happened to her family. Jeremiah stepped in front of her long before she got to the open door. He just stared down at her at without saying anything for a long moment and then wrapped her in his arms. “Thank the gods. Thank all the gods.”
She returned the embrace then took a step back. He released her but kept one arm looped around her shoulders. “How is this even possible?” he asked.
“I promise I’ll explain it all to you very soon. Right now I need you to tell me what’s going on.”
He looked down at her in surprise and then over her head at Thomas. “You mean you don’t know? Then why are you here?”
“We intercepted the call over the radio.”
His eyes moved between her and Thomas. “Rachel’s missing.”
Air vacated Juliana’s lungs. Not her little girl. Not Rachel. She closed her eyes and forced herself to breathe.
Thomas grasped her hand to tug her out from under Jeremiah’s arm and against his side.
Jeremiah kept talking. “Whatever happened, Sara evidently interrupted the abduction.” Juliana jerked her head up. “I’m sorry,” Jeremiah said.
No. Juliana shoved away from Thomas and took off at a run across the lawn. She ignored the people who called her name, Thomas and Jeremiah included. It couldn’t be true. She had to see for herself. She paused inside the door, listening for the sound of the techs working. Nothing but silence. Seeing nothing on the main level, she took the stairs two at a time.
Sara lay facedown in the hallway in front of Rachel’s room. A sob escaped Juliana’s throat. She dropped to her knees next to her dearest friend, her sister in all but blood. Why had they left her here alone? She heard a footstep behind her and reached out with her mind. Thomas. As devastated as she was, he’d be doubly so. Sara was his only sibling. She kept her face turned from him, embarrassed to show him her tears.
A warm hand rested on her back and he crouched beside her. “She hasn’t aged.”
Juliana flipped on her gift, relieved when it came without effort. Either enough time had passed that she’d healed on her own or her father’s concoction had seen to that as well. The familiar brown signature of the wild magic lay atop her sister-in-law in a stasis spell. Her hands clenched. She didn’t want his foulness anywhere near Sara, but Juliana also didn’t want to remove the magic until she was sure the body was no longer needed.
“Why did they just leave her here?” she asked.
“The wards are still active,” Jeremiah said from the top of the stairs and she looked back at him in surprise. That meant only people who had been in the house before could get in. It also left the question of how the hell the Thief had gotten in without setting the wards off.
“Where’s James?” Thomas asked the obvious question. If James was here, he could remove the warding and let the techs in to do their work. He also wouldn’t have left Sara lying alone in the middle of the hallway.
Jeremiah ran a hand down his face. “He wasn’t here when it happened. He’d run to the Apocryphan for just a minute, he said. When we got here he was covered in blood and performing a tracking spell. We let him do it in the hopes we could find Rachel. That’s when things went bad.”
“Went bad how?”
“James insisted that the tracking spell said Rachel was still within fifty yards of the house, but she wasn’t inside. It was easy to see she wasn’t anywhere around there. When we told him as much, he started yelling that one of us was involved, that we were keeping her from him. We subdued him and took him in before he could start shooting spells.”
She exchanged a look with Thomas. Granted, James could be overwrought with grief, but she was beginning to wonder if he wasn’t on to something. Whoever tried to kill her knew where she lived and knew she was home. If it wasn’t Raoul, it made sense that it might be someone connected to the case. Then there was the matter of the wards. How had the bastard gotten past them? James was the director of the Gathering. You didn’t just break into his house. “Go get him, bring him back.”
“You should come with me.”
She shook her head. “I want to figure out how the son of a bitch got past the wards. Maybe his wild magic punched a hole in them. I’ll be all right. Just hurry back.”
He dropped a kiss on her head and hurried to retrieve his brother-in-law. “Watch her,” he said to Jeremiah as he jogged past.
“What’s going on?” Jeremiah asked.
“What do you mean?” She stood, gave one last look at Sara and stepped into Rachel’s room. A top spun by itself in the middle of the floor as if she’d just set it into motion. She shook off the chill that ran up her spine. The sheen of the wards still covered both windows. Jeremiah was waiting for her when she stepped out of the room.
“You two didn’t seem surprised that James blamed one of us.”
She walked down the hall, leaving him to follow behind. “It’s not that I believe that to be the case, I just can’t rule it out. If it wasn’t Raoul who tried to kill me, and I’m seriously starting to doubt it was, it had to be someone who knew where I lived or had a way to discover that. They also had to know when I would be home. The only people with access to that information right now are people directly involved with the case.”
“Why are you doubting Raoul’s involvement?”
“Because he wanted something from me—something he thinks I took from him. He’s unlikely to try to kill me before he gets his hands on whatever it is.”
“So what’s the plan?” he asked as he followed her down the stairs.
“Catch the son of a bitch.” They stepped out of the house and into the sun. “Can you get me the log of everyone on scene? Get me one of everyone on scene at the alley, too. I’m going to do a perimeter check of the house. See if I can figure out how he got in. James always has this place locked down tighter than a dragon horde.”
“All right. Watch your ass. I’ll be right back.”
She paced the length of the house searching for any breach in her brother-in-law’s defenses. Every inch of the house was bathed in a sheen of vibrant crimson. At one point she reached out to touch the wards and they parted around her hand. Of course they did, they were coded for her. She sighed and fisted her hands on her waist.
“Juliana? Is that you?”
She turned to find Taft’s familiar signature standing a short distance away. “It is you. But how? I thought you were dead.”
“I get that a lot.”
He shook his head. “I’m sorry about Sara. That shouldn’t have happened. Rachel, too.”
“Thank you.”
He leaned on the building next to him before she had time to warn him. The wards usually only activated at entrances but one could never be sure. Instead, she watched as the wards parted around him. Because she’d brought him to dinner. The witch in cop’s clothing. It would be easy enough for him to find out where she lived and he knew she’d gone home from the alley instead of back to the hotel. He’d been with her when she questioned Oliver and the ghoul had been nervous the entire time. Maybe because he recognized the kidnapper?
“Uh, oh. I know that look.” His signature flared and mixed with that muddy brown she’d grown to loathe, confirming her sudden suspicion that Taft was the Thief. Before she could yell for help or even draw her weapon, she found herself unable to move, unable to speak. Son of a bitch.
She shut down her gift. Taft tugged at his bottom lip as he walked toward her. Suddenly he broke into a beaming grin. “I knew you’d figure it out eventually. All you needed was a little time and the proper motivation. We’ve got a lot in common, you and I. We can see the ones who are different. Well, come along. Rachel’s waiting.
As terrified as she was, hope bloomed in her chest that she might be able to save Rachel. Taft started walking and motioned for her to follow. Her legs moved after him of their own accord. There had to be a way out of this. A way to beat him. Even as she had the thought, she followed him like an automaton. She couldn’t even look around to make eye contact with anyone.
And then she remembered she had the best line of communication there was. “It’s Taft.
He’s the Thief.
He killed Sara and took Rachel.” Taft opened the passenger side door of his car for her and told her to get in. Naturally, she complied.
“Where is he?
Where are you?”
“In his car.”
“That was only one answer to two questions, Joya.” His annoyance and fear traveled to her over their bond. She knew just how he felt.
Clayton and Jeremiah stood at opposite ends of the far side of the yard. Clayton pulled his phone out and put it to his ear as Taft slid behind the wheel. The Warden’s head jerked up and he scanned the area until he caught sight of them. He started moving across the yard. Jeremiah watched him with a frown, and then he answered his own phone and started to follow the same path.
“And how did they know about us, I wonder?” Taft singsonged as he put the car into gear and reversed down the street until he reached a path wide enough he could turn around.
He picked her hand up from the seat and rolled her new engagement ring between his fingers. “Hmm...I forgot about your vampire.” He tossed her hand into her lap. “That won’t do. That won’t do at all.”
“We’re heading south.”
“Good girl.
I’m on my way.
I’ll find you.”
“And that’s enough of that,” her captor said. Then she felt a pinch at her neck. Moments later her eyelids grew heavy and her head swam. She struggled to stay awake. To stay focused. She had to tell Thomas where they were going. “Go to sleep, Juliana. We’ll be home soon,” Taft said. And so she slept.


Chapter Twenty-Two
Juliana came to slowly. Her head felt fuzzy and unclear. She kept her eyes closed and her head bent forward, unwilling to let Taft know she was awake yet. Thomas? She reached out with her mind but there was no response. She could feel him, knew he was there, but other than a vague idea of his presence, she couldn’t get any more specific. There was no way for her to know if he was still on his way to rescue her or if he’d lost track of them.
Her hands were secured above her head and she flexed them, testing the strength of the bonds. Without looking, it felt like plastic zip ties. An attempt to move her legs revealed that they were also tied down. Shit.
“I know you’re awake,” Taft said. “You might as well open your eyes and look around.”
As much as she didn’t want to do what he told her, she wanted to see where they were being held even more. She also wanted to see if she could spot Rachel. It occurred to her that she had a choice, however, so his earlier spell must have worn off. Thank the gods for that.
She eased her eyes open, blinking in the light. It appeared they were in some kind of barn or large outbuilding. Taft sat on a long table running down the middle of the room and smiled at her. The sleeves on his dress shirt were rolled up. Hay littered the floor, but she thought she saw blood staining the ground beneath. And there against a far wall sat Rachel, knees drawn up to her chest, arms locked around her legs, hair falling around her in a curtain. Soft sobs filled the air. The pure blind panic she’d been feeling since she arrived at Sara’s house eased some at seeing her niece alive. Her goal now was to keep Rachel alive and get her back to James.
“So, are you surprised that it was me all along?”
Juliana just looked at him for a long moment without saying anything. The truth was she was disgusted and disappointed with herself for not realizing it was him from the beginning. In fact, she’d trusted his judgment. Relied on him to provide insight into the department. She was a fool. Finally, she asked the question she’d wanted an answer to from the beginning. “Why?”
His eyebrows shot up. “Why what? Why did I do it?”
She nodded.
“To save them of course.” He stood from his perch at the edge of the table and began to pace the floor. “I’ve always been able to spot them, you know. The ones like me.”
“The ones like you?”
“The ones who are mixed and impure. I’ve purified them.”
There was one problem with Taft’s theory—he was human. There was nothing mixed about him. “And what good does it do them if they’re dead?”
“So shortsighted. I didn’t expect that from you. There’s more to life than just this existence. I’m making sure they are pure when they move on.”
“And they’re impure because they’re half Altered and half human? That’s your theory?” She twisted her position as best she could, trying to get more feeling in her arms and legs.
He frowned at her. “It’s not a theory. The blending causes our impurities. The flaw must be removed.”
There were several parts of him she’d be more than happy to remove. “And who fed you that line?”
“It’s not a line. It is the truth. My mother always told me my father had tainted me, made me impure. I tried but couldn’t fix myself, so I will fix them.”
Why was it serial killers always had mommy or daddy issues? In this case, both. “I hate to tell you this, Taft, but witches are human. There’s nothing mixed about you.”
“You’re lying.” He all but spat the words.
She shook her head. “Witches are nothing but Altered wannabes. Humans with some magical talent. That’s it. Your daddy was human and so are you.”
He slapped her hard across her left cheek. Her head jerked to the side. Pain blossomed across her cheekbone and radiated up around her eye. “Liar.” This time he did spit, the spittle decorating her face with his rage. All right, pissing off the serial killer maybe wasn’t the best idea. Perhaps she should change the line of conversation.
“Okay, so the kids, you take them and bring them here? Hide them here?”
He smiled, back to his charming self. “You’re standing on them,” he said and stomped twice on the floor.
She strained but heard nothing but Rachel’s soft cries. Either the children were very quiet or he was using a dampening spell. Or he’d already killed them all. She couldn’t let herself think that way. Not if she was going to get through this.
“And what about Oliver, what happened to him?”
“He was so nervous when we questioned him. I thought he’d seen me that day with the girl and he’d recognized me. When I went back to the cemetery, though, he let me right in. He said he tried to call you, that he felt bad about lying. His cameras did cover part of the school, but he’d gotten in trouble for it before and didn’t want anyone to know. I had to kill him then, of course. But there was no point in leaving him there for anyone to find. When I made him disappear, he became a target for your suspicions instead of a witness. All it took was me calling in an anonymous sighting to keep him alive and hunting.”
He paced the floor. “Imagine my surprise to find he was telling the truth about his data being erased. There was no record of it anywhere on the hard drive. I didn’t realize my spell was quite that powerful.”
Her stomach turned at the casual way he mentioned how he’d manipulated her and twisted her to his whim. “It wasn’t. The tech guys recovered lots of data. I wouldn’t be surprised if they eventually salvaged that day too. Not that it matters. Everyone knows what you are now.”
He shook his head. “It doesn’t matter if they know who I am. I can still complete what I set out to do. They won’t find us for hours yet. This property’s not in my name. By the time they get here, everyone will be purified.”
“Is that why you tried to kill me at my house? To purify me?” If she could keep him talking, she might be able to keep herself and Rachel alive until Thomas got there. At least, that was her hope. She couldn’t think about the children beneath her feet right now. That was too big of a target to focus on. Besides, she didn’t think Taft had near as long as he thought he did. There was no way Thomas was going to let hours pass before he found her. She still hoped he could find her through their bond even if she couldn’t do the same.
“It wasn’t me who attacked your house. Though, lucky for you, I’d been keeping an eye on you. Your wards really did not like that guy.”
“What guy?”
“The vampire with the melted face. The one from the fairgrounds.” He gestured with his head and she craned her neck to the side. Raoul lay hog-tied in one of the stalls, tape over his mouth and fury in his eyes. Seven years tracking him and the child killer caught the bastard before she did.
“Why is he here? Why didn’t you just kill him?” Taft eliminating Raoul would take care of at least one major problem in her life. Undoubtedly, the Fates knew that and that was the precise reason the vampire still lived.
“I wanted some answers from him first. For instance, why was he at your house? At the fairgrounds? What did he want? He’s proving remarkably uncooperative.”
“People tend to be that way when they know you’re just going to kill them after you get the information you want.”
Taft shrugged. “Who says I’m going to kill him? I don’t see how he’s a threat to me. And he’s already pure.”
She wanted to protest, but figured it would be a smarter idea to pretend she didn’t care one way or another.
“He tried to break through your wards, though I don’t understand how he thought to accomplish it with no magic. When the wards started becoming more aggressive with him, I cast a stunning spell. It worked, but my magic intertwined with yours. I’d never seen anything like it. I kept pushing just to see what happened, because I knew that eventually my power would prove stronger. It always had before. And I guess in a way it did this time, as well, but I didn’t intend to destroy your house. The magic just took on a life of its own.”
“That’s what wild magic does, Taft. You think you’re using it, but really it’s the other way around, it’s using you.”
He looked at her, confused. “Wild magic?”
“It’s magic that exists in the world around us. It’s not your own. I take it you were never trained in the craft?” She rotated her hands in the ties again, desperate to keep some feeling in them.
“Since I never met my father and my mother abhorred what I was because of him, you are correct. What does that have to do with anything?”
“If you’d been trained, you could have used your own magic. It would have been safer.” He still looked confused. He didn’t get it and probably never would because he didn’t understand the fundamentals of magic. Of how the power flowed.
“You know I left you a message in that alley. With the posters.” He paced the floor in front of her. “But then you wouldn’t use your gift and see what I’d made for you. If you had, you would have seen I’d wrote ‘you’ over ‘them.’ I will purify you. Clever, wasn’t it?”
Yes, very clever. Also psychotic, but that was an opinion she should probably keep to herself.
“I thought you’d understand what I was trying to do. You must realize what we’re meant to do,” he continued as if she hadn’t spoken at all.
“We?” Where in the hell had the “we” come from?
“You can see them too, Juliana. You were meant to help me. Your gift fascinates me, you fascinate me.”
Fan-freaking-tastic, the murderer found her fascinating. Just what every girl wanted to hear. “So if you just want to purify the children, why take Rachel? She’s not mixed. What purpose can she possibly serve?”
“I told you at the house I was sorry about that. About her and Sara both, but you left me no choice.” He started to pace the floor again. “When I thought you were dead, I was distraught. I really was. So I went after the people closest to you.” He said it so matter-of-factly, as if he hadn’t just ripped her apart with those words. Sara was dead because of her. Rachel was here, motherless and terrified because of her. Son of a bitch.
“Well, now you’ve got me. So why don’t you let Rachel go?”
He turned around to examine Rachel as if he’d almost forgotten she existed. “You’re quite right. With you here, I no longer need her.”
A snap of his fingers and Rachel went rigid, began clawing at her throat. No, no, no. Juliana turned on her gift. A bubble of a spell surrounded Rachel’s head. This was how he suffocated the children without leaving any marks. A spell that sucked the air right out of them. Juliana had to kill him and she had to do it now. She shut down her gift so she could see her surroundings without any interference.
Loud thuds came from her left. Raoul rocked against the side of the stall. “What do you want?” Taft asked and headed in that direction. Raoul looked pointedly over their captor’s shoulder at her. Her nemesis was distracting the serial killer for her. She sat that aside to mull over later.
With Taft’s attention no longer on her, she struggled against the restraints but it was to no avail. Then she reached desperately for the small bit of magic at her disposal. She flicked her fingers and lit the hay at his feet on fire. Taft glanced over his shoulder and gave her a crooked grin before stamping out the flame. Her fire spell had never been capable of much damage. Raoul rocked again, reclaiming his attention and Taft bent forward to peel the tape from his mouth.
Juliana racked her brain. What else did she know? What else could she use? She could open locks, but since he’d used ties on her instead of handcuffs that did her no good at all. She could also do a trick with a tablecloth and dishes. Useless magic. All of it. Rachel continued to claw at her throat and gasp for breath.
Juliana stared at Taft, she had one more desperate play and she prayed to every god she could think of, whether she believed in them or not, that it would work. What was skin really but a covering? She flicked her fingers at Taft, willed the magic to do as she wished. He jerked and frowned down at his chest, rubbing a hand against it. He turned back to her, eyes wide and took a step in her direction.
Juliana shut out Rachel’s dying breaths and concentrated all her focus on the man before her. She dug deep and found every ounce of will, every speck of power. Both hands arched in his direction. “Topsy-turvy, you son of a bitch.”
Taft jerked again, took another step and exploded. His death was instantaneous. She knew this because when he died, his magic died with him. Rachel could breathe again, and the dampening spell he’d evidently cast on the property faded away. Thomas was on his way and approaching fast. She could hear noises from below the floorboards and guessed that’s where they’d find the other children.
“Rachel, baby, it’s okay. The bad man’s gone. Daddy’s on his way,” she called. Rachel stayed curled up on her side, back turned to Juliana and the carnage on the floor. Perhaps that was for the best. Her soft cries carried to Juliana, and while it broke her heart that the girl was crying, at least it meant she was alive.
“You owe me, Norris. Don’t forget that,” Raoul said. Juliana searched within herself looking for enough power to do to him what she’d done to Taft. There it was, that vein of magic she needed. But as she lifted her eyes to look at him, she found she was unable to follow through. As much as she loathed the man, he was tied up. To kill him now would make her no better than Taft.


Chapter Twenty-Three
Less than ten minutes later, an army of law enforcement invaded the property. Thomas, James and Michael were the first ones in the building. Thomas stopped for a moment when he saw her and then made his way to her, stepping past Taft’s remains and Raoul without seeing them. He pulled a knife from his pocket and cut her down. He grasped her hands, rubbing her wrists where the ties had dug into the tender flesh. Then he turned her head and examined her face where Taft had struck her. He ran a thumb over the sensitive flesh.
She wrapped her arms around him and buried her face in his neck, letting him hold her.
“Michael needs to get out of here with him, or you’re going to lose your chance,” she said against his skin. He turned them both and went still when he saw Raoul.
He moved her away from him and turned to Michael. “You know where to take him. Call for a portal. If the Council wants to argue about me taking him, I’ll deal with it.”
Michael nodded once and pulled out his phone. A moment later a portal opened and he grabbed Raoul and dragged him through. It closed behind them, erasing all evidence they were ever there.
“What, by all the gods, did you do to him?” James asked.
Thomas grasped her hand in his as she stepped around him to look at the mess that used to be Taft. He was just a bloody pile of flesh on the floor. His blood staining the wood like his victims’ had. By that time, Jeremiah and Clayton had joined them. Whether they had seen Michael leave with Raoul, she didn’t know, but neither of them said a word about it if they had. James held Rachel wrapped in his arms, keeping her face tucked against his chest. Juliana squeezed Thomas’s hand and stared down at the remains. She was still shocked that she’d accomplished it. “I topsy-turvied him.”
James’s eyebrows shot up to his hairline.
“What does that mean exactly?” Clayton asked.
“That means, that in all likelihood, you’ll find his internal organs resting outside his skin,” James answered. He looked at her. “It also means you and I will be spending a lot of time together.”
She nodded once. She’d killed someone with magic. Justified or not, the training was mandatory now. Thomas rested a heavy hand on her back.
“You do magic?” Clayton asked.
“Parlor tricks. Just parlor tricks,” she answered.
“That’s a hell of a parlor trick.”
She ignored him and looked at Jeremiah. “I heard sounds coming from under the floor. I’m guessing that’s where the other children are.”
He pressed on his earpiece and the barn flooded with people who all began looking for a way under the floor. A shout from one corner indicated the discovery of a trap door. Agents and officers flooded into the area below.
“There’s an ambulance outside. Let’s get them checked out,” Thomas said and steered her toward the door with the hand on her back.
There were actually several ambulances. James took Rachel to one and Thomas directed her to another. She sat in the opening and let the medic examine her. “How did you find me?” she asked.
“We were following you through the bond for some time. Then it was as if I knew you were still there, but I could no longer tell where or even in what direction. Since you’d told me it was Taft, they went through the records and found this land his mom owned. She left it to him when she died. Only thing on it is a trailer and that barn. He also owns an apartment in the city. It seemed like a safe bet he was taking you here.”
“And if you were wrong?”
He blinked at her. “That wasn’t an option.”
The corner of her mouth curled into a smile. He probably did expect reality to bend to his will just because he said so. She grew tired of the medic poking around at her and got up to go check on Rachel. James sat in the back of the ambulance with her on his lap. She was sucking on her thumb. It was a habit she’d outgrown a couple of years ago.
“How is she?” Juliana asked.
James gave her a sad smile. “She’ll be all right. Thanks to you.”
That reminded her of Taft’s earlier words. She shook her head. “He came after them because he couldn’t get to me.” Her voice broke. “What happened is my fault.”
Thomas’s hand fell on her hip and he gave her a gentle squeeze. No, Joya.
“Don’t you dare,” James said. “This isn’t your fault. This is his fault. He did this. Not you. You got me?”
She nodded because he would keep persisting until she did, not because she believed it.
A wave of noise rose behind them and she turned to see several officers emerge from the building with children in their arms, or walking beside them holding their hands. Jeremiah led the group and made his way to them.
“They’re all here. Two more are dead, but the rest are fine. He appears to have taken decent care of them. We’re setting up a staging area to process the children, then we’ll start calling the parents. The ghoul was down there, too. Well part of him was. We haven’t found his head yet.”
“Only two?” There had been four in the alley that had been crossed out whose bodies hadn’t been found.
“Yes, apparently Taft was getting ahead of himself with the posters.”
She closed her eyes and said a quick prayer of thanks. For once, something had gone their way.
“I’ll be back,” Jeremiah said and went to see to the children.
Thomas looped his hand with hers, fiddled with her engagement ring. “Will you be moving in with me since your home is gone or looking for your own?”
She frowned at him. “I
hadn’t thought about it, to be honest.”
“And will you be staying in my bed?”
“If I move in with you, yes, but this really isn’t the time to be having this discussion.”
He turned them to face James. “You’re welcome to stay with us. We can have a roll away put in the guest room for Rachel. It’s not much, but it’s yours if you want it.”
Her cheeks heated. He’d been making sure he had a room to offer. Stupid Walker.
Tears shone in James’s eyes. “Thank you, brother. I don’t think I can go back to that house. Not right now, anyway. I’d rather be with you two than alone in a hotel somewhere.”
She chose not to mention that he was probably wasn’t allowed back in the house yet. It would be several days before he would be, even if they had caught the killer. “Well, the hotel part we can’t help with. We’re living at the Roma right now,” she said instead.
“We still won’t be alone though. She’s going to need you,” he said looking at Rachel.
Jeremiah came back over, leading one of the children. She had blond hair and was missing her two front teeth. Cassie Richards. He handed Juliana his cell phone. “I thought you might want to make this call yourself.”
Juliana dialed the number Jeremiah gave her and waited for someone to answer.
“Hello, Mrs. Richards? This is Walker Norris. I have someone here who would like to speak with you.”
* * *
Thomas stood beside Juliana while she gave her statement. He waited in the shadows while parent after parent thanked her for saving their children. His eyes never left her as the medics at the Agency examined her again at her boss’s insistence, as they gave her a sedative to calm her racing mind and pulse. Then he took her home and put her to bed, sitting beside her until she slipped into a deep slumber. Stepping into the living room, he instructed James, who’d spelled all remnants of Thomas’s rage away, to keep an eye on his bride. Then he went to his former home.
Michael sat in chair at the desk in the library waiting for him. His hands trembled.
Rarely had Thomas seen his second so shaken. “What is it?” he asked.
“I almost broke my vow. The only thing that stopped me was the knowledge you would never forgive me if I started without you.” Michael had long ago sworn to never torture another being for any reason.
Thomas could tell there was more for his friend to say, so he remained silent.
“You didn’t see her after. Thank the gods you didn’t see her. She was a pale shadow of what she is now. Of what she used to be. He did that to her.”
“I know what he did to her. I’ve thought about it every moment of every day since I discovered the truth.”
Michael shook his head. “You may think you know, but you didn’t see.” He looked up with pained eyes.
A muscle ticked in Thomas’s jaw as he clenched his teeth. “Well, let’s go see our guest.”
Raoul lay in the dark corner of a cell off the long hallway that connected to the dungeon. He was still hog-tied. Thomas studied him for a long moment before stepping into the room and brandishing the thin blade he’d picked up on his way through the outer room. Raoul watched him with dark eyes, flinching when he drew near. Thomas leaned down and cut through the rope binding his arms and legs.
The vampire leaned against the wall, rubbing at the spots where the rope had rubbed against his skin. Thomas crouched in front of him. “It’s time you and I had a talk.”
* * *
Thomas woke to an empty bed. He rolled over and looked at the clock—3:00 a.m. It was the third night in a row he’d woken up and she’d been gone. Running a hand down his face to wake himself up, he got out of bed and pulled on a pair of pajama pants. She’d undoubtedly be in the living room curled up in the chair, watching the TV with no sound. That’s how he’d found her the last two nights.
When he opened the bedroom door, he found the TV flickering in the darkness but no sign of his mate. He reached out through their bond and felt her in the office. He walked toward the partially open door with bare feet. James’s magic had been quick and powerful and not one speck of glass remained for them to step on. Thomas was glad, not so much for himself, but for Rachel. She and James were staying with them indefinitely and Thomas was okay with that. As much as he wanted to be alone with his mate, they all needed each other in order to heal.
Tomorrow was the memorial service for Sara. Maybe once they got past that, it would be a little easier. He pushed the door open farther and found his bride sitting in his office chair looking at the gun that still lay on it next to the picture of them. Her eyes lifted to meet his when he stepped into the room. “What were you thinking?” she asked. She sounded disappointed.
“I wasn’t doing much thinking,” he answered honestly. “I just knew I didn’t want to be in a world without you in it.”
* * *
Juliana had been ready to yell and scream. To berate him for even thinking of taking his life over her. But his words stopped her. He’d meant them; she could feel that through the bond, and it humbled her. To most of the world, she was nobody, a Walker who was good at her job and usually got the bad guy. But she wasn’t someone they thought about beyond that.
But Thomas had just told her that she defined his world.
He shook his head. “No, I told you that you are my world.” He stepped further into the room, stopping just on the other side of the desk from her. “Never doubt that, Juliana. Should you cease to exist, so would I.”
“I’m not worth it,” she said before she could stop herself. He was so much more than her. Couldn’t he see that?
His brow furrowed as he looked down at her. “You’re worth everything. Can’t you see that?”
And at that, she was lost. The tears she’d been swallowing for days welled up in her eyes and spilled down her face. He moved around the desk and lifted her from the chair so he could take her spot. He pulled her down and settled her in his lap. She curled up and buried her face against his chest. “Shh, Joya. It’s all right.”
He ran his hand over her back in a comforting gesture as she cried. She wept for Sara’s death, for Rachel losing her mother and her innocence in one moment. She wept because she killed Taft. As much as the man deserved it, it had been a horrible way to go, and she’d done it. And she supposed a part of her cried in relief. Relief that it was over, that most of the children had made it home alive. That she’d made it back to Thomas before he’d used the gun.
A long time later, she sat up and wiped the tears from her eyes. “I’m sorry,” she said.
He rubbed the back of her neck with one hand. The other lay curled around her waist. “Don’t be. I’ve been waiting for you to do this for days. I was growing concerned.”
She didn’t know what to say to that, so she changed the subject. “I talked to Ben today, while you guys had Rachel at the park.” She twitched at the reminder of her niece. James had suggested the outing to the park, and Rachel had been thrilled until she found out Juliana was going. Even if no one else blamed Juliana for Sara’s death, it was apparent the little girl did. Or at least connected her to the memory. Juliana had begged off with her heart breaking, claiming she had other work to do and the girl had perked right up.
Thomas squeezed her neck gently. “She’ll come around, honey. Just give her time. Tell me about Ben.”
“He said he can’t fire me because I’m a hero, but I’ve got a written reprimand in my file. It’s my second. One more and I’m gone. He really wasn’t happy that he couldn’t just get rid of me.” She leaned against Thomas’s chest. “He also let it slip that it wasn’t Jeremiah who turned me in. It was one of the other agents in the alley.”
He tightened his arms around her. “And how do you feel about all that?”
As if he didn’t know, couldn’t feel it through their bond. She was relieved she still had her job, and more so that her friend hadn’t betrayed her. “Actually, I’m kind of disappointed. I was kind of hoping to join the Wardens.”
Thomas growled and she laughed. He pushed a hand through her hair and tipped her head back. Then he proceeded to kiss the laughter right off her lips. He shifted her, sat her on the edge of the desk. “Stay,” he ordered. He went over, shut the door and locked it.
When he came back, he stepped between her legs and resumed the kissing. After they christened his desk, he carried her back to the bedroom.
She lay awake long after he drifted to sleep, his arms wrapped around her. Despite everything that had happened, she realized she was happy, being here with him. Maybe, just maybe he was her world, too.
* * * * *
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