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Chapter 
1

				To bottle magic, it takes more than just a knowledge of alchemy and an understanding of how various ingredients interact. It takes a certain mindset. The alchemist must have the confidence—some say, the arrogance—to do the impossible.

				As a master alchemist, I never lacked confidence. It was a skill that had taken me far in my profession and one that had gotten me into a lot of trouble. I’d done some things I wasn’t proud of. But I was trying to put that behind me. Now I would make up for my wrongs and in the process, help alchemy attain the respect it deserved.

				At least, that was the plan. It seemed the road to redemption wound through some dark neighborhoods.

				I tucked the Ziploc bag in my pocket and started across the cemetery. The December wind had a bite that promised snow, but not today. The clouds had broken, and patchy sunshine peeked through, the soft light illuminating random headstones. The place seemed peaceful, at rest. The last of the fall leaves crunched beneath my feet as I left the road and cut across the graves to the mausoleum.

				The rusted metal door made no sound when I pulled it open and tugged it closed behind me. Decayed leaves and damp earth scented the air. The smell always reminded me of the first night Rowan and I visited this place. The night I saved Rowan from a lich king and his zombie dogs. The same night Rowan told me he cared for me. But that was the past.

				Six weeks ago, I learned that I’d been responsible for Era’s abduction and mental damage. Era was Rowan’s fellow Element, and a daughter to him in every way that mattered. Rowan had given me a stay of execution to heal her. I’d done as he asked, but I hadn’t seen him since

			

			
				I shrugged off the melancholy and crossed to the open sarcophagus in the center of the room. I took out the tiny flashlight I kept inside my jacket pocket and clicked it on. The beam of light fell across the stone lid leaning against the side of the sarcophagus, highlighting the name carved in the surface. Ian Mallory. Rowan and I had missed that detail the night we first entered the mausoleum, but it hadn’t taken us long to figure out who still occupied this tomb.

				I shined my light inside the sarcophagus, illuminating the stairs to the crypt below. It was an ingenious setup. When the sarcophagus lid was closed, no one knew this place was here.

				The first room at the bottom of the stairs was more library than tomb, the walls lined with books—most of them first editions from centuries past. The dark red area rug muffled my footfalls until I reached the corridor that connected this chamber to the next. Stopping just inside the door, I surveyed the ancient alchemy lab that had so impressed me the first night I saw it. The tables now sat empty, my new assistant packing up the last of the equipment. A lit candle in an old-fashioned metal holder sat on the table next to him; the sulfur scent of a recently lit match still hung in the air. He hadn’t been here long.

				“Did you get it?” he asked without looking up.

				I pulled the Ziploc bag from my pocket, displaying the ivy I’d plucked from a weathered headstone. “It was right where you said it would be.”

				“Of course.” He lifted his head. “Did you really doubt me?” His bright blue eyes met mine, and his mouth quirked upward, dimpling his cheeks.

				I released a sigh and slipped the Ziploc into the box containing the rest of the ingredients he’d kept stored in this crypt. I didn’t feel any better about this arrangement than I had six weeks ago when I dared to brave this place again to make Ian Mallory an offer: his lab in exchange for a vial of the Final Formula, the Elixir of Life. I’d been in desperate need of a lab, and Ian had one.

			

			
				Ian tucked a strand of shoulder-length, golden hair behind one ear. “I have learned a few things about the discipline of alchemy over the years.” He flashed me another grin. To look at him now, no one would guess that he’d been dead for decades.

				I turned to the shelves that had contained his alchemy ingredients, making sure we’d taken everything. Well, everything except the jars he’d used to make his liches. A lich was an animated corpse with its consciousness still intact, like Ian, but having been a necromancer in life, he was also something more. Among his kind, Ian was known as a lich king: an undead necromancer with the ability to make other liches. The jars contained beating human hearts. If I had needed an example of Ian’s true power, that covered it.

				Then too, I’d already seen Ian in action that first night Rowan and I entered the sarcophagus. As a rotting corpse in decaying robes, Ian had been a terrifying sight. He’d also been a smartass even then.

				“So, if the road to hell is paved with good intentions,” I said, “then the road to redemption is paved with…smart-mouthed necromancers?”

				“Pondering the deep questions of the universe, I see.”

				“Or is this just my personal penance?”

				“You’re in a mood.”

				“Sorry. We ready?” I turned back to the table and picked up the box of ingredients.

				In answer, he lifted the heavier crate of equipment. A whisper of hot air brushed my skin and a dark portal opened beside him.

				“Come.” He stepped into the opening he’d created and I followed.

			

			
				It had shocked me to learn that Ian could travel to the same dimension James could. At first, I thought it an ability of the dead, but Ian had quickly set me straight, claiming it was a skill belonging to only the most powerful necromancers. Being part hellhound had given James the same ability, but I didn’t talk about James with Ian. I didn’t trust Ian that much.

				The portal winked closed behind us and we stood in darkness, lit by only a dim red glow that came from everywhere and nowhere. I assumed this was the same place James visited. It looked the same. The only thing missing was Gavin, James’s predecessor and fellow grim. Not that I missed Gavin’s presence.

				A howl rose from the darkness and I fumbled the box, almost dropping it. Maybe Gavin would be making an appearance after all. “What’s that?” I whispered.

				“Hellhound. This is no place for the living.”

				A doorway of light opened before us, and I squinted in the brightness. Our new lab lay on the other side. I stepped through and Ian followed. We’d been here almost a month, but I hadn’t wanted to move the rest of the equipment over until I was sure we were staying. Yesterday, I’d signed a six-month lease on the building.

				Ian set the crate on one of the stainless steel counters and began rooting through its contents. The building had once been an Italian restaurant. With lots of counter space and an industrial-sized hood over the gas range, the kitchen made a good lab. Certainly a step up from the little room in Ian’s crypt. Even the faint odor of garlic was an improvement.

				I traded my jacket for a lab coat.

				“Here it is.” Ian lifted a large syringe from the crate. Made of glass and steel, the old-fashioned instrument had a needle thick enough to use as a kabob skewer. I shivered, wondering what applications he’d used it for in the past.

			

			
				“Now we can get to work.” Ian turned to another counter, this one occupied by a medium-sized, mixed-breed dog. Ian had found the animal in a nearby alley, dead.

				Abruptly, the dog rolled to its stomach and rose to its feet.

				I took a step back.

				“Really, Addie.” Ian tsked. “Do you fear I’ll sic him on you or are you squeamish?”

				I tore my attention away from the dog to give my assistant a frown. Eyes that were normally bright blue now resembled the color of faded denim.

				“I don’t like dead things,” I said.

				A pale brow rose over those faded eyes.

				“I haven’t made up my mind about you,” I added.

				“Ah, well, nice of you to keep an open mind.” Those eyes dropped to the syringe, and he took a few moments to tighten the needle.

				I’d told the truth. I still didn’t know what to make of Ian, even after working with him for almost six weeks. Technically, his flesh was as dead as the canine now standing before us, but unlike the dog, Ian’s soul still resided within. When I first met him, he’d been a desiccated cadaver of decaying flesh and yellowed bone, but I had changed that when I gave him the Final Formula.

				The Final Formula had powerful regenerative properties. For the dead, it wouldn’t restore life, but it would return the body to its prime form, if not function. This new body only gave the appearance of life. The organs, though not functional, did regenerate. This was a critical benefit for Ian. The necromancer who’d made Ian a lich had taken his heart, giving him the power to imprison Ian in his tomb. Now, with his body once again whole, Ian was free to leave, though for now, he seemed content to tag along with me.

				“You really found this animal dead in the alley?” I asked.

			

			
				Ian looked up from the syringe to give me a flat stare. “I didn’t kill the dog.”

				I hoped he was telling the truth.

				He returned to the animal. “I think it would bother you less if it were human.”

				“Probably. I like dogs.”

				Ian smiled. With those blue eyes and waves of golden hair, he was a very handsome man. Or he had been. Now his lightly tanned skin was ice cold. Without a beating heart, no blood flowed in his veins, and without his blood, I couldn’t capture the essence of his power. I had to take a different approach.

				“You’re sure this will work?” I asked.

				“Not as well as if you had a living, breathing necromancer whose blood we could use.” Ian sunk the syringe into the side of the dog’s neck. The animal didn’t even flicker a glazed-over eye. “But I have imbued its blood with my power. And my power is no small thing.”

				“Unlike your humility.” I watched the syringe fill with bright red blood. The animal hadn’t been dead long.

				Ian withdrew the syringe and offered it to me. “You’ll find that more than sufficient.”

				The dog slumped to the counter, and Ian’s eyes immediately returned to their former vibrant blue. He’d once told me that a way to gauge a necro’s power was to watch how quickly his eyes returned to their natural color. Of course, that information came from Ian himself. I’d have to ask another necromancer sometime. Unfortunately, the only ones I knew probably wanted to make my corpse their personal plaything.

				I returned to my counter and found a folded newspaper lying beside the assembled equipment. “What’s this? Another alley find?”

				“Yes. It’s yesterday’s edition, but I thought you might find it interesting.”

			

			
				The headline at the top of the page snagged my attention. Magic in Medicine: the Debate Continues. Beneath it, a photo of the University Hospital Burn Center showed a collection of protestors outside the front door. They held up signs that read Keep Witchcraft Out of Medicine, and something about Satan’s Mistress.

				“I could be wrong, but I’m pretty sure I never went out with Satan.”

				Ian grunted. “Maybe that was before your Grand Master wiped your memory.”

				Thanks, Ian. It was hard to move beyond my past when he kept reminding me of it. I frowned at his back as he walked over to the opposite bench and his half-assembled apparatus.

				I turned my attention back to the article. Last week, the media had learned about the alchemically enhanced salve the Burn Center was using. At first, I’d been thrilled. Here was a chance to redeem alchemy—and me. The burn salve was mine, and at the moment, my sole regular source of income. My fledging alchemy shop had yet to draw much attention, but considering the current mindset, perhaps that was a good thing.

				I skimmed the article and found it a rehash of a lot of things I’d read before. Should magical cures be administered without a patient’s consent? Were such cures truly safe? Should alchemists fall under the same regulations as pharmacists? And a new one: should alchemical formulas require FDA approval?

				“That wouldn’t work,” I muttered.

				“What’s that?” Ian didn’t look up from assembling a ring stand.

				“FDA approval. I’m constantly refining my formulas.”

				“FDA?”

				It still amazed me how little Ian knew about the modern world around him. I gave him a quick explanation.

				“You have presented the world with some interesting questions,” he said when I finished.

			

			
				I dropped the paper on the countertop. My eyes caught on another headline further down the page: Third Victim Raises Concerns about Serial Killer. Nice. My story got better page placement than an article about a serial killer.

				I sighed. “This debate about alchemy in medicine; it’s not going to blow over, is it?”

				Ian glanced over his shoulder at me. “If the government can regulate it and make money?”

				He had a point. I picked up the syringe of dog blood. Another sigh escaped before I could help myself. Blood. It seemed I always came back to blood alchemy. I could blame my training. I was an Alchemica alchemist after all, but it felt deeper than that, instinctive.

				I glanced over at Ian. He had his ring stand and burner set up and was currently eyeing a four-ounce jar of liquid. Something solid floated in the liquid. From where I stood, it looked like a finger. Like me, Ian was a blood alchemist. Unlike me, he had no problem with the label.

				I set down the syringe of dog blood. If I was going to change, give up my dark ways, I should do it now.

				I frowned at the thick red liquid. But I really needed some necromancer essence if I was going to design a potion to save James from necromantic possession. Being dead, James was just as open to necro control as the dog Ian had just animated.

				The bell on the front door jingled, and I glanced toward the curtain separating the lab from the store portion of the shop. A customer? My mood swung in the opposite direction. A customer was a rare and wondrous thing, often presenting me with some puzzle to figure out. And even if it was just a rudimentary potion he or she needed, it was still an opportunity to illustrate the usefulness of alchemy.

				I pushed through the curtain and took two steps into the room. The smile died on my lips.

			

			
				Rowan, Lord of Flames, leader of the magical community, and my former lover, stood at the counter.

				I stopped, not sure what to make of his presence here—or how he’d even found me. He’s made no effort to contact me since the day I’d healed Era.

				“Are you busy?” His gray eyes skimmed over me, no doubt taking in my lab coat.

				“Not at the moment.” My level tone surprised me. I swallowed and forced myself to start walking to the counter. I eyed him as I approached. He didn’t look angry; he looked…tired. Was it just my imagination or did he look even more run down than the last time I’d seen him?

				“What’s wrong?” I asked.

				“I need your help with something.” He pulled out his phone and turned his attention to the screen. For a moment, I thought he’d gotten a text, then he offered me the phone.

				Curious, I took the device, rotating it so I could see the picture. I gasped. It was a photo of a man lying face down, a glossy pool of dark red beneath his prone form. “Who—”

				“I doubt you know him. Look at the floor beside his hip.”

				I zoomed the photo and discovered four symbols written in blood. “The alchemical symbols for the four elements.”

				“Go to the next picture.”

				I did as told—with some trepidation. This one showed a woman slumped over in a recliner. I didn’t need Rowan to direct me to the message written in blood. It was smeared across the wall beside her: alchemy kills.

				“What the hell?”

				“There’s one more photo,” Rowan said.

				I scrolled to the next one. Another man lay on a tiled floor, his back to the camera. The only blood I saw had been smeared across the tiles behind him: need a hint?

			

			
				“I don’t understand.” I handed Rowan the phone.

				“Donovan just called. There’s been another shooting.” A muscle ticked in Rowan’s jaw. “It’s the fourth magical death in the last three weeks.”

				“The suspected serial killer,” I said, remembering the article in the paper.

				“He’s targeting my people.”

				I took a breath. “And what do you need from me?”

				Rowan tapped the screen on his phone then turned it to face me. Donovan’s text included a photo. Smeared across what looked to be a coffee table were the words: ask her.

				I stared at Rowan for one long moment, trying to understand why he was showing me this. So some nut was shooting the magical and smearing alchemical symbols in their blood. What did that have to do with me, unless—

				I forced myself to speak. “You think I’m involved?” My stomach rolled over. Like he needed another reason to hate me.

				He frowned and pocketed the phone. “No. I want you to come to the crime scene.”

				“Why? I don’t know what any of this means.” Nor would I do well with a gory murder scene. Hell, I’d probably pass out.

				“You won’t come?” The muscle in his jaw ticked again.

				I couldn’t let him down. “Let me get my jacket.” At his nod, I ducked back through the curtain.

				“Interesting development,” Ian muttered when I stepped into the room.

				“Didn’t your mother teach you not to eavesdrop?” I kept my voice low. “And get rid of that.” I waved a hand at the dead animal. Was it my imagination, or had the room begun to smell of wet dog? I went to get my jacket from the coat rack by the back door.

				“The blood will lose its potency,” he replied. “Shall I purify it for you?”

			

			
				“Sure.” It was handy to have another alchemist around. When I got called away, he could finish whatever we had brewing. And he was more than talented enough to handle it. His technique might differ from mine, but he would’ve made Master if he’d been trained at the Alchemica.

				I picked up the small shoulder bag that held my vials. I hadn’t a clue what I’d need, but something inside might prove useful.

				“And start another batch of burn salve,” I told him. “I’ll need to deliver more tomorrow.”

				“Yes, Mistress.” He gave me an elegant bow, though the mocking twist of his lips made it clear that I wasn’t his master.

				I rolled my eyes and pushed through the curtain.

				“Rowan?”

				The shop was empty.

				I snatched up the keys from behind the counter and hurried to the front door. Flicking off the lights, I turned the sign to closed and stepped outside. I could have left Ian in charge of the shop, but I’d rather Rowan not know about him. He wouldn’t be thrilled to learn that I was working with a necromancer—much less the one that had tried to kill him.

				Rowan’s black Camaro—complete with the flames on the hood and front fenders—sat at the curb. The man himself leaned against the rear quarter panel, arms crossed.

				I locked the door and hurried over to where he waited. “Here.” I offered him my bag as I drew even with him.

				Dark brows rose in question.

				“My vials,” I explained. When we first met, he’d refused to return my vials until he trusted me. I figured the events of last fall had negated that trust.

				“Keep it.” He stepped off the curb and circled the back of the car to the driver’s side.

				I didn’t know what to make of that. Did he trust me to keep my vials or…what?

			

			
				“Get in,” he said over the roof, then followed his own advice.

				I realized I was standing in the middle of the sidewalk staring at him. I gave myself a mental shake and hurried to climb in the front passenger seat. He started the engine and the stereo came on. It was one of the CDs I’d discovered in his console the first time I’d ridden in this car.

				“Seat belt,” he said without looking at me.

				Overcome with nostalgia, I complied. The faint scent of his cologne flavored the small space, reminding me of more than my first ride in this car. I gripped the bag in my lap as he pulled away from the curb.

				 

				I expected Rowan to take me to some seedy apartment in a rough part of town, but after a twenty-minute ride in awkward silence, he parked at the curb in a nice-looking suburb. The driveway held several cars, and I recognized Donovan’s big green Suburban among them.

				Rowan got out of the car and started for the well-lit house without waiting for me. I was half tempted to just sit still and see if he noticed, but that wouldn’t answer my questions. I gritted my teeth and climbed out. Lengthening my stride, I was only a few paces behind him by the time we entered the house.

				My anger evaporated when I got a good look at the living room. A man lay on the threshold to the kitchen, a smear of blood marring the wall to the right of the doorway. By the angle of the smear, I suspected the victim had fallen against the wall before sliding to the floor.

				Several people milled around, but they immediately joined Rowan as soon as he entered the room. Donovan wasn’t one of them. Was he in another part of the house? And where were the police? Then, too, if this was a magical matter, maybe Rowan was enough.

			

			
				I glanced at the coffee table and the bloody message smeared across the top. It was the same one Donovan had photographed, but seeing it in person made it more…real.

				I hung back, not sure what Rowan expected me to do. Nobody had much to offer him. One lady was a concerned neighbor who heard the gun shot. Another, a retired police officer with a few observations on point of entry and position of the body. The third, a lady who possessed a minor psychic ability.

				“Maybe you should call Marian,” she told Rowan after admitting that she couldn’t find anything.

				“I’m not subjecting a child to this,” Rowan said.

				Marian might be a powerful seeress, but she was also a precocious eight-year-old in pigtails. I had to agree with Rowan on this one, but I held my tongue and just listened. The conversation drifted to the other murders, and I realized that all the people in the room were magical—even the neighbor. Unfortunately, none of them had any idea why this man had been killed.

				I noticed something on the floor near the couch and moved closer to investigate. It turned out to be the TV remote. I leaned closer, noting that the battery compartment had popped open, but hadn’t spilled its contents. The remote hadn’t fallen far.

				“Addie, don’t touch anything,” Rowan called.

				Did he think me an idiot? “I know,” I answered without looking up. My attention moved to the couch, noting the splatter of red on the beige fabric.

				“Really, Rowan,” a female voice said. “If you thought that little of her intellect, she wouldn’t be here.”

				I turned to discover a familiar woman standing at Rowan’s side. She gave me a smile, or tried to. I still didn’t know if it had been an injury or birth defect that had given her features an uneven look.

			

			
				“Hey, Lydia.” I returned her smile, not yet certain if she approved of my presence here. I hadn’t learned to read her expression, and her words could have been sarcasm.

				She crossed the distance between us. “Addie. It’s so good to see you.” She pulled me into a hug. Not sarcasm then.

				“Yes. Same to you.” I returned the hug, the gesture awkward. I wasn’t the sort to hug unless I knew a person well, but Lydia didn’t seem to mind.

				She released me and continued to smile. “I’m glad Rowan called you in. We’ve really been up against it on this one.”

				I glanced at Rowan, but he’d already returned to his conversation with the others. Hadn’t he told Lydia what I’d done to Era?

				“Has Rowan brought you up to speed about the messages?”

				“He showed me some photos.” I didn’t mention that he’d just dropped them in my hand with no warning. “Then this.” I gestured at the coffee table.

				“Ask her,” Lydia read the words aloud.

				“You think it refers to me?”

				“Perhaps the killer knows that Rowan claimed you.”

				“But I refused to sign the PIA’s forms.”

				Rowan had wanted to register me with the Paranormal Investigation Agency. I would have been declared magical, at least as far as the PIA was concerned, and I would have fallen under New Magic’s jurisdiction. Rowan’s.

				“PIA registration is for the suits in Washington. I’m talking about the magical world. Rowan claimed you.”

				“How? Did he send out a memo?”

				Her uneven smile made another appearance, but she didn’t answer my question. Instead, she turned toward the kitchen and the body in the doorway, her expression sobering. “Let’s see what we can learn before he has to call the PIA.”

				Of course. If it was a magical matter, the PIA would be called, not the police. I followed Lydia to the body. A smear of blood marred the linoleum near his right arm, but I saw no evidence of a greater injury.

			

			
				“What are we looking for?” I asked.

				“Clues to how he died.” Lydia pulled on a set of latex gloves from her pocket and snapped them on. “All the other victims have been shot.” She squatted beside the body.

				“I assume you have the bullets.”

				“Ballistic forensics suggest three different weapons, but all the same caliber.” Lydia lifted the victim’s arm, revealing a small bloodstain beneath. She pushed up his sleeve to the meaty part of his forearm and the bullet hole a few inches below the elbow joint.

				I glanced at Rowan, but he didn’t seem to care that she was disturbing the crime scene—or maybe that was why she was here. I really had no clue how this type of situation played out in the magical world.

				“Entry wound,” she said, then rotated the arm to reveal a larger hole. “Exit wound.”

				“How would that kill him?”

				“None of the wounds on the other victims should have been fatal.” She gently returned the arm to the floor.

				“Something magical?”

				“It’s a strong possibility.” She continued to examine the body. “I wondered if they’d been poisoned, then shot to confuse the investigators, but we’ve found no indicators in the blood samples.”

				“We?”

				“My colleagues at the Institute of Magical Research.” She looked up. “You still haven’t come for a visit. I meant what I said before: you really could teach us so much.”

				“I’m not magical.”

				She gave me another of those lopsided, mysterious smiles and returned to her examination.

			

			
				With nothing helpful to offer, I looked around the living room. My attention settled on the remote and the bloodstained couch. The victim had been sitting when shot and must have run for the kitchen and perhaps a back door in an effort to escape. I backed away, trying to imagine the events. Considering the angle of the spray of blood on the couch, the gunman had stood near the front door or perhaps the landing on the stairs. That realization gave me an uneasy feeling. Had he been hiding on the second floor, waiting for the victim to come home?

				Considering the possibilities, I climbed the four steps to the landing and surveyed the room. A large potted plant stood in the corner just past the end of the couch.

				“Addie?” Rowan turned toward me. “What is it?”

				I didn’t answer. Instead, I hurried back down the steps and walked straight across the room to the potted plant. Pulling the leafy branches aside, I found what I expected: a bullet hole in the sheet rock.

				“It was premeditated,” I said. “The shooter was upstairs, waiting for the victim to arrive home.”

				Lydia joined me. “Why do you think that?”

				“Judging by the bloodstain on the couch and the dropped remote, the victim was on the couch, watching TV when he was shot. From the landing—” I turned to point and froze. Donovan and James stood just inside the front door. James wore only a pair of sweatpants. His lack of clothing and tousled black hair suggested that he’d shape-shifted recently.

				“Have you checked upstairs?” Rowan asked them.

				James frowned. “No.” He took the stairs two at a time and disappeared into the darkness of the second floor.

				Donovan chuckled, crossing the room to stand beside us. He gave me a smile—a flash of strong white teeth through his beard. “Hello, little alchemist.” At six-eight, Donovan could call a lot of people little.

			

			
				“Hey.” I wasn’t sure what to make of him. He knew what I had done, what I had been, and yet he smiled at me. He should loathe me, like James and Rowan did, yet he looked so pleased to see me.

				“Hello, Donovan,” Lydia greeted him. “Any luck tracking the perpetrator?”

				“I’m afraid not.” Donovan glanced toward the stairs. He lowered his voice before continuing. “He’d need a sample of the shooter’s blood or a glimpse of his soul to track him.”

				Lydia sighed. “I was afraid of that. Still, nice of him to try.”

				“He’s a good kid.”

				I warmed at their praise of my former sidekick. Out of everything, losing James’s friendship had been the hardest blow. I might have slept with Rowan and even believed myself in love with him, but the truth was, I barely knew him. James had been my confidant, my partner in crime, my best friend. It hurt.

				A thump from the stairs and James vaulted the rail, landing lightly a few feet away. A faint glow lit his green eyes. “Addie’s right,” he said. “He waited in a spare bedroom upstairs. The window’s open, and the tree just outside would be easy to climb.”

				Donovan shook his head. “You see,” he said to Rowan. “I told you she’d find the answer.”

				My cheeks heated and I turned away, pretending to watch what Lydia was doing. She’d pulled aside the plant to study the bullet hole.

				“Huh.” She leaned closer to peer in the hole.

				“What is it?” Rowan asked.

				“There’s something here. It might be…magic.”

				“On the bullet? Could it be his blood?”

				“My sensitivity to magic is a minor skill, but…” She straightened and looked at me. “It reminds me of the soil sample you sent. The one from the Alchemica.”

			

			
				I stared back at her. She referred to the soil sample Rowan had taken when we were trying to figure out what had happened to the Alchemica. Before we found out I had happened to the Alchemica.

				Then it hit me what she was saying. The bullet was alchemical. My heart skipped a beat, and I looked over at James. He met my eyes then began to frown, coming to the same conclusion I had—or so I suspected. I opened my bag and dug out a set of rubber gloves and a pair of tweezers.

				“Addie?” Rowan prompted when I snapped on the gloves.

				“Let me check something?”

				He studied me a moment and then nodded.

				I stepped up to the wall and carefully dug out the bullet. I dropped it in my gloved palm, turning so that the overhead light illuminated it. An iridescent glaze coated the outer surface and though the end had flattened where it had hit the stud, I could see that it had a Nosler tip.

				“Oh God,” I breathed, understanding the victim’s mysterious death. It shouldn’t have been possible and yet—

				“Addie, what is it?” Rowan asked.

				I looked up, but it was James’s eyes I met.

				“It’s one of mine.” I turned to face Rowan. “I designed it.”

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
2

				Rowan’s gray eyes probed mine. “What do you mean, designed it? Designed it to do what?”

				“It’s what I did at the gun shop.” I waved a hand in James’s direction, reminding Rowan that I’d worked at James’s gun shop before we’d teamed up last fall. Suddenly, the crime scene messages made sense. The shooter knew that I would recognize the bullets. “They’re alchemically enhanced to kill animals in under ten seconds.”

				“What?”

				“Animals,” I repeated. “Human blood can’t trigger the alchemy. The magic remains inert, though the bullet itself could still kill you.”

				“Jason was shot in the arm.” Rowan gestured at the dead man. God, he knew him by name?

				“She said human blood, Rowan.” Lydia joined us. “We’re not human.”

				I stared at her. Lydia was a geneticist. If anyone knew, she would. “Are you saying the magical are different? Genetically?”

				“I guess you missed Lydia’s article in Genetics.” Donovan gave Lydia a smile.

				“So, the bullet’s alchemical.” Rowan pinched the bridge of his nose. He often did that in frustration, but he also did it when one of his headaches was coming on. Fire Elements walked a fine line. If they didn’t maintain constant control of their element, it could kill them. Headaches were the first symptom.

				“Rowan—” I began.

				He dropped his hand. “It always comes back to you.”

				Not a headache then.

			

			
				“That’s not fair,” James spoke up. I couldn’t believe he would defend me. “She did design them for game. I helped fill quite a few of them myself.”

				I forced myself to speak and not give in to the wailing despair inside of me. “We need to find out who bought the bullets.” I turned to James. “George would have records.”

				James frowned. “You want to call him?”

				“No, but I will.”

				Rowan pulled out his phone, and I thought he wanted me to call right then. Instead, he turned and walked over to the others. He dismissed them, thanking them for their time and asking them to stay safe. Someone was killing the magical—with my bullets.

				The other people left and Rowan returned to us, dialing his phone. He brought it to his ear. “Waylon? It’s Rowan. I have another one.” He listened for a moment and then gave an address. He’d called the director of the PIA.

				“Take Addie home,” Rowan said to Donovan after ending the call. “I’ll wait for Waylon. James—”

				“I’ll stay with you,” James said, then continued when Rowan frowned. “Some nut is shooting the magical with Addie’s bullets. It’s not safe until we catch him.”

				Rowan arched a brow. “I believe you qualify as magical.”

				“I’m already dead.” He matched Rowan stare for stare. I suddenly felt like I didn’t know James at all. He wasn’t my timid sidekick anymore.

				“Fine.” Rowan didn’t look annoyed. He almost looked…amused. I puzzled over this new dynamic between them. I’d caught a glimpse of it last fall, when I met them at the Elemental Offices to heal Era. They seemed more like…brothers.

				“Shall we?” Donovan turned to me.

				“Yeah. Sure.” I glanced at Rowan. “If you need me—”

				“I know where to find you.” He turned and walked away. I’d been dismissed.

			

			
				I glanced at James, but he wouldn’t meet my eyes. Time to go.

				 

				“Why don’t you hate me?” I asked Donovan once we were on the freeway.

				“Life’s too short—or maybe in our case, too long—to hate.”

				“Still.…”

				“We all have regrets. Some of us even have to remember them.”

				I shook my head. “I can’t imagine you’ve done anything all that bad.”

				“I went down a dark path. Lost myself.” His voice grew softer. He fell silent, and I was just about to speak when he continued. “Rowan showed me the way back.”

				I decided not to pry. Instead I gripped his arm where it lay on the armrest between us. “I’m glad you found your way.”

				Donovan gave me a smile, and for a little while, we rode in silence.

				“How is Rowan?” I asked. “He looks…tired.”

				“He has a lot going on right now.”

				“His antidote?”

				“He has a vial left.”

				I’d given him two vials a month ago. “I once swore to find a way to cure him—but I got distracted.”

				It was Donovan’s turn to pat my arm. There was so much I wanted to ask him, but I didn’t have the courage. I slumped in my seat, and we lapsed into silence again. It wasn’t the stiff, awkward silence I’d shared with Rowan, but I could feel the undercurrent of things unsaid.

				I let my mind drift to the alchemical puzzles facing me. Refining my burn salve, helping Rowan, and now, countering my own bullets. I’d have to look up that article Lydia had written. God, if I’d only known that the magical were genetically different, I would have designed the bullets another way. Once again, I’d taken a short cut and used blood alchemy, and it had come back to haunt me.

			

			
				But I couldn’t change the past. I needed to design an antidote. Something that would work quickly to neutralize the alchemy in the bullets. I’d named them Heart Seekers because the magic was designed to react with the blood, then seek out the heart. If I could—

				“Addie?”

				I straightened in my seat. We’d arrived at the shop.

				“You okay?” Donovan asked.

				“Yeah. Just…puzzling things out.”

				He pressed his lips together, considering me a moment. “You need to take better care of yourself. You’re looking a little worn down.”

				“It’s been a rough couple of months.” I gripped the door handle and hesitated. “Thanks, Donovan.”

				“Stay out of trouble, little alchemist.”

				I snorted. “Like that’s going to happen.”

				Donovan just winked. I hopped out of his SUV and closed the door. He remained at the curb until I got inside. I relocked the door and watched his taillights fade through the front glass. I hadn’t realized how much I missed Donovan.

				“I began to despair of your return,” Ian said from beside me.

				I jumped and whirled to face him, banging my knee against the table by the door. “Damn it, Ian. Would you please stop doing that?”

				“Forgive me. I was concerned.”

				“Since when?” I headed for the lab.

				“You are my guide in this world.” He followed me through the curtain divider. “What did His Grace want?”

			

			
				“A solution to a puzzle.” I never knew how much to tell Ian. He was the enemy of an enemy, but I didn’t know if that made him my friend. “I have a few formulas to try,” I said. “You up for an all-nighter?”

				“And miss my beauty sleep?”

				“Ha ha.” Ian didn’t sleep—or eat, or even need to breathe for that matter. Sometimes I wondered what he did with all that time.

				“But I’m not so sure about you.” He stopped across the counter from me.

				I remembered Donovan’s comments. “Do I look that bad?”

				“Not if dark circles and pallid skin are fashionable in your world.”

				I rolled my eyes and opened the cabinet below the bench. I’d need a—

				“Before we begin, I have a phone call to relay,” Ian said, interrupting my search.

				The only calls I received were crank calls amused by the name of my shop. Perhaps I shouldn’t have named it The Addled Alchemist, but at the time, it seemed apt.

				“Dr. Albright would like to see you at your earliest convenience.”

				I looked up, alarmed. “Did he say why?”

				“No. Such details aren’t divulged to the secretarial staff. His or yours.”

				“Damn, you’re on tonight.”

				“I try.”

				I frowned. Why would the head of the Burn Center call me? Did he want more of the burn salve or had the recent attention it had drawn become a problem?

				“He probably wants to increase his order,” Ian said. “I can add it to the other potions you wish me to work on while you get a good night’s sleep.”

			

			
				“Ian.”

				“You will make a poor impression for our sole client if you cannot stay awake for this appointment.”

				I studied the man who stood before me. “Why are you still here? I don’t buy that I’m your guide. The world hasn’t changed that much in the last….”

				“Two centuries,” he finished. “And actually it has.”

				My mouth dropped open. “That long?” I frowned. “But you said the Deacon imprisoned you. Xander’s only in his fifties.” Among the necromancers, Deacon was the title given to their leader, the most powerful among them. In the Cincinnati area, that was Xander Nelson.

				“I referred to the man who originally bore the title, not his descendant.” Ian snorted. “Xander. He doesn’t possess a fraction of his ancestor’s power.”

				I stared at the impossibly old man in front of me. “The original Deacon Made you?”

				“How else could he imprison me in that tomb?”

				He turned to his workbench, busying himself arranging his test tubes and beakers.

				I stepped around to the end of his counter, studying his profile. What had he done to warrant such a fate? Ian was intelligent, but he was also witty, not to mention, pleasing to the eye. What had he been like in life? A ladies’ man?

				“How old were you?” I asked. “When he made you a lich.”

				He uncapped a bottle of sage oil and added a few drops to a test tube. “Thirty-four.”

				A man in his prime. That fit. “Did you deserve such a fate?” I asked.

				“I was a necromancer. A practicing necromancer.”

				“So was he, apparently. I meant, what did you do to him? Steal his girl?”

				Ian looked up, his glare as cold as his skin. “The only girl involved was my daughter.”

			

			
				I blinked. “You had a daughter?”

				“And four sons.”

				I hadn’t expected that. “So, what happened?”

				“He took my daughter. And three children later, Made her as well.”

				“Oh.” My voice sounded small in the sudden silence.

				“He’d bring the babies to my tomb, taunting me with my own grandchildren. They were all girls. That’s why he Made her. He claimed I’d cursed her—or that she was a witch.” He turned away. “He has her still.”

				“He entombed her? Like he did you? You think they’re both still,” I stopped myself from saying alive, “around?”

				“Yes.” His voice dropped to a whisper, then he turned back to his bench.

				I suspected there was a lot to the story he wasn’t telling me. Also, he could be lying. “And his descendants, like Neil, continued to use you. This is about vengeance.”

				He stopped fumbling with his beakers and turned to face me. “This isn’t petty vengeance. It’s not about a couple of necromancers pissing in each other’s graves.”

				Interesting analogy.

				“He took my little girl, violated her, stole her life and her death. Even if I could kill him, it wouldn’t be enough.” A manic light danced in his eyes, and I resisted the urge to step back. “I want to take down his family. Everything he’s built.”

				“But isn’t his family yours?”

				“No.”

				An abrupt answer. The clock on the wall struck the hour. Ten o’clock.

				“Write down what you want me to work on, then get to bed.”

				“Ian.” I gripped his arm, aware of the coolness of the fabric, not warmed from within.

			

			
				“Don’t.” He held my gaze. “You don’t know me.”

				I pulled my hand from his arm. “What—”

				“Write down those formulas, then you can get some sleep. What time shall I wake you?”

				I sighed. “Six.”

				“This Albright doesn’t come in until—”

				“Six, Ian.” I walked over to get my notebook. It had been a long day. I didn’t think I’d sleep, but I could certainly use the quiet to think.

				 

				I spent more time than I normally did in front of the mirror the next morning. Dressed in the only thing I owned that wasn’t jeans and a long sleeve T-shirt, I gave the lapels of my jacket a tug, straightening the dark blue fabric along my shoulders. The pantsuit was sadly outdated, but it still had the tags when I bought it. Shopping in second-hand clothing stores rarely netted a fashionable wardrobe—just a cheap one.

				I found Ian in the lab, his work area much more cluttered, and a collection of newly completed formulas arranged in my area. The smell of freshly dried thyme hung heavy in the air, mixed with lesser scents I couldn’t identify. It seemed he had indeed pulled an all-nighter.

				“You’ve been busy,” I said.

				A mortar and pestle sat at one end of his bench. A crucible of charred ivy leaves sat nearby, and a fine powder coated the bottom of the mortar. It was a testament to Ian’s strength that he could create such a powder as fine as flour with such crude instruments.

				“What are you making with the ivy?”

				“Prep work. Should you need it in ground form.”

				“Okay. Thanks.” I suspected he did things like this out of boredom rather than consideration. He had to do something with all that free time. His lab had been incredibly well organized.

			

			
				“Just trying to earn my keep.” He gathered a handful of vials and headed for the front room.

				I followed, trying to decide if that was a quip about him selling some of his old books to pay the first month’s rent.

				“You know I’m going to pay you back for those books.”

				“It matters little.” He set the vials along the shelves offering our meager wares.

				I remembered the potions that Emil, my former Grand Master, had been selling, and the thriving business he’d done. Of course, Emil had been tinkering with brain chemistry to make the untalented believe they were magical. The weird thing was, that potion had actually been effective on those that already possessed magic. I’d been forced to use it on Rowan, after Ian had nearly killed him.

				Ian turned toward me, his eyes sweeping over my attire before settling on my face. “How much sleep did you get?”

				“A few hours.”

				“When you perish from exhaustion, shall I Make you?”

				“Kind of you to offer, but no thanks.”

				Movement outside the front door drew my attention, and I turned to see a familiar silver limo stop beside the curb. Sunlight glinted off the polished exterior and I squinted against the glare.

				“This looks promising,” Ian said, following my gaze.

				A moment later, the back door opened. My heart rolled over in my chest as Era climbed out.

				“You need to go,” I said to Ian.

				“Friend of yours?”

				“Friend of the Flame Lord.”

				“Interesting.” A dark portal appeared behind him. He took a single step back and it winked closed.

				“Interesting, indeed,” I muttered.

			

			
				At the sound of the bell jingling, I turned to watch Era walk inside. Her short blonde hair was a little wind-tossed, and a hint of color bloomed in her cheeks. Dressed in jeans, a hoodie, and a long wool coat, she didn’t look like an Element.

				“Addie!” Era cried as soon as she saw me. A couple of long strides and she pulled me into an embrace. The floral scent of her shampoo brought back our first meeting. She’d huddled against me in fear of Rowan’s reaction when he caught her going against his wishes and using an oven.

				“Hey.” I tried to return the hug, hoping she wouldn’t notice my hesitation. What was with people hugging me lately? But my social awkwardness wasn’t the only factor at play here. I hadn’t seen Era since I’d repaired her mind. Apparently, no one had told her that I’d been responsible for the damage. But that didn’t make this situation any less uncomfortable for me.

				“Roe just told me that you opened a shop.” She released me and glanced around the room. “I’m pissed he didn’t tell me sooner. I would have come by and helped you…decorate.”

				Aside from a few mismatched bookshelves laden with a sorry collection of vials, there wasn’t a whole lot to my shop.

				She continued her survey of the small space, turning to look back at the front door where the name of the shop was stenciled on the half-pane of glass. “The Addled Alchemist?”

				“If the shoe fits….”

				“Right, the amnesia.”

				Rowan must have filled her in. “Right,” I agreed.

				“You’re the furthest thing from addled.”

				“You might be surprised.” I made a final adjustment to a sample on the shelf. “Not to be rude, but I’ve got an appointment this morning, and to be honest, I need to get moving.” It wasn’t a set time thing, but I didn’t like to keep Dr. Albright waiting—nor could I bear the suspense.

				“Let me give you a ride,” she offered.

			

			
				“That’s okay. I was going to call a cab.”

				“I show up, you rush off, and won’t even let me give you a ride.” Era crossed her arms. “You’re going to give me a complex.”

				“I don’t want to put you out.”

				“Would I have offered if it put me out?”

				I considered the cab fare. Money was tight right now. Besides, if I was getting drawn back into the Elements’ world, I had to get used to being around her. “Okay, but won’t folks be suspicious when the Elements’ limo drops me off at the curb.”

				Era laughed. “Clearly, you haven’t seen Marlowe in action.”

				“Marlowe?”

				“Our driver.”

				 

				Five minutes later, I stood outside my shop, my mouth hanging open.

				“See?” Era gave me a wink.

				I stared at the Volkswagen Beetle sitting at the curb. “That’s amazing.”

				The driver’s door opened and Marlowe stepped out. He looked so ordinary in his dark suit that I would have never guessed him to be magical. He closed the door and it even sounded like the rattling echo of a decades-old car. But when he took his hand from the rusted surface, a sleek silver limo once more sat at the curb. It didn’t fade or morph into existence. It just was.

				“Damn.” I watched Marlowe circle the car and open the back door for us. “That’s impressive,” I told him.

				“Thank you, ma’am.” He said nothing else, holding the door until we’d climbed inside.

				“Humble, too,” I said once we were alone. “Is he doing that all the time?”

				“It’s not as necessary as you’d think.” Era picked up a coffee cup from the nearest cup holder. “Cincinnati is a big city, and this isn’t the only silver limo.”

			

			
				Marlowe got in and eased the car away from the curb.

				“So, you’re making some kind of alchemical salve for the burn patients?” Era asked once we were on the road. She blew into the cardboard cup she held. The scent of freshly brewed coffee filled the air, making me almost wish I liked the stuff. “What does it do?”

				I explained how my salve accelerated healing, at least for first- and second-degree burns. There wasn’t much my salve could do when there was no skin left to heal. But I was working on that.

				“Amazing,” she said when I finished. “I had no idea alchemy could be used that way.”

				Inwardly, I cringed. I’d used my burn salve on Era when she’d burned herself on that oven Rowan had forbidden her to use. Maybe it was a good thing that she remembered little from the time she was mentally damaged. Though it did surprise me that she remembered me as well as she did.

				“That’s because alchemy has rarely been used that way,” I said. “The discipline seems to attract the self-absorbed megalomaniacal types.”

				She laughed, leaning back against the white leather seats across from me. “Are you speaking from experience?”

				“Yes.”

				Her smile faded to confusion. “I thought you had amnesia.”

				“I do, but I’ve met my colleagues. They weren’t nice people.” I watched the city beyond the dark tinted windows. “I was one of them.”

				“And you know that how?”

				“They told me.” And gave me one of my old journals.

				“You believed them?”

				I didn’t want to talk about it—and certainly not with her. “It’s the past.” I shrugged. “I get to try again.”

			

			
				“You say that like you did wrong.”

				“I can’t remember what I did.” That was as close as I wanted to take her. I took my eyes from the scene outside the window and faced her once more. “I want to take alchemy in a new direction. Make it available to others. Help instead of hoard.”

				“Like this burn salve?”

				“Exactly.”

				“I bet Rowan approves. He’s got some major empathy for burn victims. Not surprising, considering what happened to his family.”

				“What do you mean?”

				“You know, when he came into his power. How it slipped his control.”

				Actually, I didn’t. Cora had once implied that something had happened, but she hadn’t given me the details.

				“Oh, right,” I said. “I know his family suffered…”

				“Not really. I doubt they felt anything.” Era looked down at the coffee cup she held. “Except his niece. He incinerated the house and everyone and everything in it. I suspect he recognized her at the last moment and tried to pull out.” She shook her head. “I guess she lingered in a burn clinic for months.”

				I swallowed. Oh, Rowan. “Who all was in the house again?”

				“His parents, younger brother, and his sister, her husband, and daughter. I guess they got together every Christmas.”

				I remembered again when Era had burned her arm and Rowan had nearly freaked out. He was the one who told me to take my burn salve to the medical profession. I was trying.

				“It’s always amazed me how he could lose control like that, then go on to become what he is.” Era looked up, meeting my gaze once more.

				“I suspect that is what made him what he is,” I said. A control freak without peer. “He knows what happens when he loses it.”

			

			
				The limo had reached the hospital and pulled up near the curb. It had begun to rain on our way over, but that didn’t deter the protesters. Near the far door, a small cluster of rain-soaked folks stood holding their smeared and drooping signs. I had to admire their persistence.

				The limo door opened, and I glanced up to find Marlowe shielding the opening with an umbrella. “Thanks.” I gave him a smile and started to climb out.

				“Let me walk you in,” Era said. “I don’t like the look of that mob.”

				I stopped and glanced back at her. “It’s hardly a mob and what would you do?”

				She arched a brow and her amber eyes took on a metallic sheen.

				“That won’t be necessary. Besides, they don’t let nuts like them inside. Thanks for the ride.”

				“I’ll give you a ride back.”

				“Era—”

				“I insist.”

				I decided not to argue.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
3

				It took the entire elevator ride and the long walk through the sparsely populated hospital hallways to get my mind around what Era had told me. My heart ached for Rowan, but it also made me even more determined to see my burn salve accepted by the medical profession. It wouldn’t help his family, but maybe it would give him some comfort to know that burn victims would no longer have to suffer the way his niece had. I could do that much for him.

				Ian’s concerns on the earliness of my visit proved to be unfounded. I caught Dr. Albright just fifteen minutes before he needed to be elsewhere.

				“Thank you for stopping by,” he said once we’d exchanged greetings and a handshake. “This won’t take long.”

				I sat in the chair across from his desk, an uneasy flutter in my stomach. Why did I suddenly feel like I’d been called to the principal’s office?

				Dr. Albright settled into his chair with an ease that belied his apparent years. He folded his weathered hands atop a manila folder, and his intelligent blue eyes bored into my own.

				“I’ll come right to the point. The last batch of salve you sent us failed to have any positive effect as a burn treatment.”

				“What?” I sat up straighter in my chair. I’d been expecting a request to increase his order, or maybe some repercussions on the questions the protest had raised. This wasn’t anything I’d even considered.

				“The salve failed. We need to—”

				“No,” I cut in. “That’s not possible. My formulas don’t fail.”

				“Miss Daulton, I’m not saying it’s a personal failing, but these things happen.”

			

			
				“No, they don’t. I’m a master alchemist; my formulas never fail. That’s what makes me what I am.”

				Dr. Albright frowned. He didn’t look like he bought it, or he thought me the most arrogant person on the planet. Clearly, he hadn’t spent much time around the magical.

				“Something’s happened,” I continued. “The salve was not used according to the directions I gave or—”

				“The same nurses who’ve used it in the past were the ones administering it.”

				“Might the patient be magical? Sometimes inborn magic can react in odd ways with alchemy.”

				“There were three different patients and none of them admitted to being magical.”

				I frowned. That didn’t mean they hadn’t lied, but it would be a striking coincidence if all three were magical. The greater Cincinnati area did have a higher concentration of magical folks, but the percentage of the population was still small.

				“Contamination?” I offered, grasping at straws.

				“Possible.” Albright sighed. “In light of the problems inherent with a handmade salve and the pressure we’ve been feeling from the public, I think—”

				“Let me try again.”

				“Miss Daulton.”

				“Please. You said yourself that you’ve never seen people heal the way they have with my salve. Recovery time has been shortened by months. Scars are nonexistent. Can you just throw all that away because a handful of magic haters start waving signs?”

				Dr. Albright bowed his head and pinched the bridge of his nose just above his glasses. The gesture reminded me of Rowan. Or maybe it was becoming everyone’s reaction to me.

				“I’m also working on a formula to accelerate healing after a skin graft.” In truth, I wanted to develop a formula to regrow skin where there was none. But when dealing with the nonmagical, it was best to start small. Ease them into what I could do.

			

			
				“That’s possible?” He looked up, interest erasing the frown from his features. When you get right down to it, Dr. Albright genuinely cared. He was willing to take chances—even on a controversial magical cure—if it meant helping people. I suspected that was why Rowan had sent me to him.

				“Anything is possible with alchemy.”

				A faint smile twisted his wrinkled face. “The hubris of an alchemist.” He leaned back in his chair. “Dr. Brant did warn me.”

				I opened my mouth, about to ask who, when I remembered. Dr. William Rowan Brant. Once a well-respected volcanologist, now better known for his philanthropic endeavors—specifically those that benefitted burn victims. At least, that’s what you learned if you did a web search on him. Very few people knew that he was also the Lord of Flames.

				It sounded like Rowan had warned him about me.

				Dr. Albright sighed. “Very well, Miss Daulton. I’ll give you one more chance.”

				I started to thank him, but he raised a hand to stop me.

				“Our work here is coming under a lot of scrutiny, both from the hospital board and at the national level.”

				“I’ll personally prepare the next batch.”

				He came to his feet and I did the same. “Then I shall expect perfection.” He offered his hand and I took it.

				Perfection. That shouldn’t be a problem.

				 

				The hospital halls passed in a blur once again as I walked back toward the elevators. What had gone wrong? I knew it wasn’t anything I’d done, but we’d made so many batches lately that I wasn’t certain if it had been me or Ian who’d prepared the last one. Still, I stuck by my assumption that someone had done something to contaminate it. Ian was far too talented to screw up a basic burn salve.

			

			
				I arrived at the elevators and hit the down button. A newspaper machine sat to one side, my own face looking back at me through the glass.

				“Oh shit,” I muttered, moving closer.

				Flame Lord Supports Magic in Medicine. The picture was the same one that had made a run in the paper almost two months ago. It showed James and me leaving the PIA offices in the presence of two hooded Elements: Earth and Fire. My upper arms were bare and my tattoos clearly visible. The black bands were a symbol of rank at the Alchemica. Was the photo just to show Rowan’s association with alchemy? Or had I been named?

				I reached in my pocket, but I didn’t have any change. Maybe Ian could find another copy.

				A hand gripped my arm and I jumped in surprise.

				“Looks like you made the front page.”

				I looked up into Henry Huntsman’s sneering face. A scruff of blond beard covered his chin, hiding any resemblance he had to his brother James.

				“You’re famous, Amelia.”

				I guess that answered whether the article had named me. I’d gone by the name of Amelia Daulton while at the Alchemica—though I remembered none of it.

				Henry used his grip on my arm to pull me against him, poking something in my ribs.

				“A gun?” I whispered. “You brought a gun into a hospital?”

				“Don’t do anything stupid.”

				“No problem. You’ve got that covered.”

				The elevator dinged and the doors slid open. With something close to a growl, Henry shoved me forward—right into another camo-swathed chest.

			

			
				I stumbled away and thumped my back against the wall of the elevator.

				George, the eldest of the Huntsman brothers, watched me through narrowed eyes. The collision hadn’t budged him.

				I pushed off the wall and tugged my jacket straight. “To what do I owe the pleasure of your charming company?”

				“You can tell us where our brother is.” George leaned close, trying to intimidate me with his size. He spent more time with his weights than anything else, and he had the body to prove it. Not overly tall, he made up for what he lacked vertically in bulk. That might cower some people, but muscle intimidated me far less than a quick mind.

				Henry stepped into the elevator with us and the door slid closed.

				“What’s wrong?” I asked. “Did your necro buddy renege on the deal?” The last I’d seen of the Huntsman boys, they’d been working with Neil, a necromancer and former colleague from my Alchemica days. “Let me guess, he offered you the Final Formula in exchange for James.”

				“The final what?” Henry demanded.

				“The Elixir of Life.” George caught both my shoulders and pushed me back against the wall. Like Henry, his face hadn’t seen a razor in a few weeks. “What do you know of that?”

				I frowned at George’s question. Come to think of it, he hadn’t been in the room when Neil forced me to recite the Formula.

				“It just seemed like something he would offer.” I considered the potion vial I had tucked in my pocket. It would work well in this small space. Unfortunately, it would work just as well on me. I’d bide my time. Meanwhile, maybe I could figure out what these idiots were up to.

				“What do you want from me?” I asked.

				“Why is our brother always with that Element?” George’s hazel eyes narrowed. “Did you give James to him?”

			

			
				“James doesn’t belong to me. He doesn’t belong to anyone.”

				Henry snorted, and George glanced over at him, a faint curl to his lips.

				“That includes you guys,” I added.

				They didn’t get a chance to respond as the elevator slowed to a stop and the doors slid open, revealing the busy first-floor lobby.

				George captured my upper arm in his too tight grip. “Come on.”

				“You don’t have to manhandle me. I’m coming.”

				He didn’t release my arm, but I didn’t protest. This wasn’t a good place to make a scene. Of course, being dragged around by two good-sized guys in camo didn’t make for a discreet departure. Every head in the lobby turned to stare at us. It didn’t help that my image currently graced the front page of the Cincinnati Enquirer.

				We hit the exterior door and a wet wind slapped me in the face. The storm had picked up strength while I was inside. I threw up an arm to shield my eyes, stumbling against George before I righted myself.

				“Knock it off, alchemist.” His growl wasn’t a bad imitation of James’s.

				“Hey, there she is!”

				I followed the sound and discovered the remnants of the rain-soaked protesters staring at us.

				“It’s the alchemist!” another shouted.

				A handful of people arriving and leaving the hospital stopped to stare.

				“Thanks a lot,” I muttered to George.

				“Keep moving.” He jerked my arm again. The bastard was going to leave a bruise.

				The protesters started toward us, muttering words of encouragement to one another. I caught “witch” and a similar sounding word. Wow, these people were really pissed off. Maybe I should offer a public apology for relieving pain and saving lives.

			

			
				The rumble of an engine preceded a squeal of tires, and George’s big 4X4 stopped at the curb, Brian behind the wheel. He kicked open the door and jumped out. To my utter astonishment, he held a crossbow in hand.

				The protesters skidded to a halt, and when he turned the bow in their direction, half their number fled screaming. So much for not causing a scene.

				“You guys are utter morons,” I said. “I mean, I always suspected, but wow…”

				“Get in.” George shoved me toward the open truck door.

				“Hey, let her go!” Era ran toward us.

				Brian whirled around, bow coming up.

				“No!” I screamed.

				The quarrel released with a twang, but Era must have seen it coming and tried to dodge. The quarrel took her through the shoulder. The impact knocked her back and she dropped to a knee.

				“Don’t waste the special quarrels,” George said as Brian reloaded the bow.

				Era pushed to her feet. Her hand drifted to her shoulder, and the muscles in her jaw tensed, but she showed no other evidence of pain. “I said, let her go.”

				George reached behind his back and pulled out a handgun. My blood ran cold. That gun was the same caliber as my bullets.

				I gripped George’s wrist. “What are you loaded with?”

				“What does it matter?” He caught my wrist with his free hand and squeezed until I released him. “Unless…” His hazel eyes shifted to Era, narrowing. She had doubled over, muttering something I didn’t catch.

			

			
				I shoved a hand into my pocket, fumbling for the vial.

				“Unless she’s magical,” George said.

				I looked up, understanding. “You know what my bullets can do.”

				“Yeah, I know.” He cast me a glance and sneered.

				He knew? I found the vial. Sucking in a breath, I smashed it to the ground at George’s feet. A greenish-brown cloud billowed up. It wasn’t much: a weak, alchemical variation of mustard gas. A cloud to obscure the user and confuse the target while noxious fumes burned the sensitive tissues in the nose and throat. The Huntsman boys began to cough immediately.

				Era looked up, her eyes going wide as I ran toward her.

				“Run!” I grabbed her arm and pulled her around. My eyes began to water as the cloud enveloped us.

				Era coughed, but managed to run beside me. The limo was closer than the hospital entrance, so I steered her toward it.

				Tires squealed behind us, and I looked back to see George’s 4X4 swerving away from the curb. The cloud of brown-green gas dispersed in its wake. The truck did a U-turn and barreled back toward us.

				“Hurry!” I pushed Era into the limo.

				“Marlowe!” I called to the driver, climbing in after Era. “We’ve got company!”

				“I see. Hold on!”

				I closed the door then fell on the floor as he jerked the limo to the left, leaping away from the curb.

				Era gripped the edge of the seat, her complexion pale. I wanted to go to her, but it was pointless to try while Marlowe was driving like a bat out of hell.

				He drove through the side streets, seeming to choose direction at random. I wondered what the people outside the car saw. A banged up Volkswagen or something else. Illusions aside, there was no denying that Marlowe was a damn good driver. It might look like he was driving a compact car through these narrow streets, but the limo was anything but compact.

			

			
				We took an onramp to the nearest interstate, and the swerving lessened. I was able to climb up on the seat beside Era. She sat with her eyes squeezed shut, a sheen of sweat already coating her face. The shoulder of her coat was bloodstained around the quarrel shaft, but not excessively. Or so I told myself. I had no clue, but figured she’d be bleeding a lot more if it had hit an artery or something.

				“Era?” I squeezed her wrist, just above her clasped hands. “Hey, you with me?”

				“I can’t…feel anything.”

				My stomach clenched. “In your hand?” Was it nerve damage or—

				“No. I mean, the air. I can’t feel it.” She opened her eyes and her gaze locked with mine. “It’s like before, when everything was so…hazy.”

				I swallowed.

				“I lost them,” Marlowe called back over the seat. “Where to?”

				I didn’t want to take Era back to the hospital. “The clinic. Would you call the manor? Let them know what’s going on?”

				Marlowe agreed and I turned back to Era.

				“Is that okay with you?”

				“Oh God,” she whispered. “What if it comes back? I lost three months!”

				“You’ve been shot with an alchemically treated quarrel. It’s just Extinguishing Dust. It knocks out your magic, but it’ll wear off in—”

				“Addie, you’ve got to help me.” She caught my hands, her grip so tight it hurt. “You cured me before.” She leaned toward me and the fletched end of the quarrel bumped my shoulder. She gasped.

			

			
				“Just stay still,” I said. “We’ll be there in—”

				A buzzing noise drew my attention to the armrest. Era’s phone. Apprehensive, I brought it to my ear. “Hello?”

				“What have you done?” Rowan.

				“I didn’t do anything.” Maybe I did deserve his condemnation, but not for this. “James’s idiot brothers showed up at the hospital. They shot Era.”

				“What the hell was she doing there? With you?”

				“Addie, it’s getting worse.” Era’s voice cut out on a whimper.

				“Can we do this later?” I asked Rowan. “Era’s having a bad reaction to the Extinguishing Dust.”

				“Shit. Where are you?” Rowan demanded.

				I leaned to the side and saw a passing road sign. We were only a few miles from my shop. “Meet me at my place. I have an idea.”

				“Addie.” There was a warning note in his tone.

				“She’s freaking out. She thinks the loss of her magic indicates that she’s…relapsing.” I pulled in a breath. “I can do this, Rowan.”

				A pause. “Fine. I’ll be there in ten minutes.” He hung up without saying goodbye.

				I frowned at the phone. “The man really needs to work on his phone skills.”

				Era didn’t react to the quip. She squeezed her eyes closed and rolled her head from side to side against the seat back. I took her hand and turned to give Marlowe our new destination. I hoped this worked.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
4

				I had Marlowe drop me at the front door and directed him to park in the tiny lot behind the shop. That way, he didn’t have to maintain an illusion. A limo wasn’t a common sight in this neighborhood, and at the moment, I preferred to keep a low profile. So far, I’d been failing.

				I told Era to stay in the car. The less she moved, the better. I was just here for a formula. I couldn’t do anything about the quarrel, and I didn’t dare try. Elements might heal a lot faster than the average person, but it wasn’t something I was willing to experiment with. I’d leave that to the medical professionals.

				I found Ian in the lab, sleeves rolled up and intently watching an old-fashioned copper retort. He might be a necromancer, but he had an outstanding work ethic.

				“Ran into a problem,” I said, hurrying to the rack where I kept my finished formulas—the ones I didn’t offer for sale. I gave him a quick recap. He knew about my stint at the gun shop, he just didn’t know that James was a grim.

				I selected a vial of amber liquid and returned to my workbench. It was Emil’s formula, the one he’d been selling to mundane humans, claiming it enabled them to temporarily wield magic. I didn’t know if that was true, but I knew it had a powerful effect on the magical—pun intended. But I’d need to dilute it.

				A knock on the back door startled me. I tucked Emil’s vial in my pocket before going to answer it.

				Marlowe waited on the stoop. The driver’s door and back door stood open on the limo. The rain had slacked off, though a light mist still fell.

			

			
				“She’s not doing well, Miss.” Marlowe rung his hands, glancing from me to where Era paced behind the limo. Even from the distance, I could see the bloodstain around the quarrel had grown. That concerned me. Shouldn’t her rapid healing slow the bleeding? Or did she keep aggravating the wound? I needed to quiet her to give me a chance to dilute Emil’s potion for her.

				“What happened to her before,” Marlowe said, his voice a whisper, “is it happening again?”

				“No. She’s just freaking out. I’ll take care of it.”

				I rushed back inside, returning to my rack of formulas. I selected a vial of Knockout Powder and a second vial of lime-green liquid—the antidote for the Knockout Powder. I removed the cap and downed the liquid.

				“Rowan’s on his way over,” I called, heading for the back door. “Stay alert.”

				“I can’t leave this.” Intent on his work, Ian didn’t look up. “Keep him outside.”

				I huffed out a breath and headed for the back door. Anything to complicate my life.

				No one had moved in my brief absence. Marlowe still waited on the stoop, his expression anxious as he watched Era pace. I didn’t stop to reassure him.

				I hurried down the steps and popped off the vial cap with my thumb. With the way she was acting, I might have to move fast.

				“Era?” I stepped into her path. “You’re making the bleeding worse. Let’s get back in the car.”

				She skidded to a stop, her wide amber eyes on the vial in my hand. “An alchemist. It was an alchemist.”

				My blood ran cold. Did she remember?

				Abruptly, she turned and ran.

				“Era!” I sprang after her. Once she got moving, I’d never catch her. She had at least seven inches on me. Those long legs would outdistance me in no time.

			

			
				Era glanced back over her shoulder just as her foot hit a patch of oil and slipped out from under her. She slammed into the back of the limo and cried out when the impact drove the quarrel deeper.

				I gripped her arm, intent on pulling her around to face me so I could throw the powder in her face.

				“No!” She grabbed me by the upper arms, and before I could react, slammed me against the alley wall a few feet from the car. Her fingers dug into my biceps. “I’m not going back.”

				Her eyes darted to either side and her grip loosened. She was about to run.

				Freed of her grip, I flicked the vial upward and the powder hit her in the face.

				Tires squealed behind me, and I spun to face the sound. Rowan’s Camaro slid to a stop beside the limo. The driver’s door flew open.

				“Stay back!” I shouted at him. “It’s Knockout Powder!”

				Era gasped, jerking my attention back to her. She doubled over, her grip so tight I had to bite my lip to keep from crying out. She started to fall, but I caught her. My back groaned as I struggled to keep her from landing face down on the quarrel.

				Fire ignited the world around us, burning away the powder. Suddenly, Rowan was there, catching her around the waist and keeping her upright.

				“Era,” he whispered.

				She lifted her chin to stare up at him, then her eyes rolled back and she went limp in his arms.

				Rowan’s attention shifted to me. “You hit her with Knockout Powder?” Fire still burned in his eyes.

				“She was losing it. I was afraid she’d hurt herself.”

				Rowan grunted and lifted Era in his arms. “Marlowe!” His sudden shout caused me to jump. “Help me get her in the car,” Rowan said when Marlowe joined him. “We’ll take her to the clinic and get the quarrel removed.”

			

			
				“Yes, sir.”

				The two men gently loaded Era into the back seat, careful not to jostle the quarrel.

				Rowan straightened and pulled out his cellphone. “Go ahead,” he told Marlowe. “I’ll have Donovan meet you there.”

				Marlowe nodded and hurried to climb in the car. I retreated to the steps while he backed out.

				Rowan spent a few minutes making calls before he finally hung up and turned a frown on me. “What happened?”

				“I told you what happened. James’s crazy brothers showed up and tried to take me. Era intervened.”

				“Why was Era there?”

				“She came to see me this morning.” I released a sigh. “She’d heard about my shop and wanted to check it out. I had an appointment at the hospital that I had to get to. She got upset when I refused her offer of a ride, so I let her drive me. Once there, she wouldn’t leave, insisting she’d wait and take me back.”

				“You should have called me.”

				I started to speak, but stopped myself. Fire still encircled his pupils. I didn’t fear him—even after everything—but I knew the fire was evidence that he still didn’t have himself completely under control. He wouldn’t listen to reason. Not now. And certainly not where Era was concerned.

				“Okay,” I said.

				He’d been studying the back of the shop, but his gaze drifted back to me. “Why stop here for Knockout Powder? They could have sedated her at the clinic.”

				“That’s not why I stopped here. I intended to counter the X Dust.”

				“You have such a potion?” His eyes narrowed in what looked like suspicion.

				“I still have a vial of that formula Emil was selling. Remember how it returned your power?”

			

			
				“I nearly burned myself up. You’re not giving that to her.”

				“I was going to dilute it.”

				“No.” He continued to study me. “Why didn’t the Knockout Powder knock you out?”

				“I took the antidote before I used it.”

				“I want some.”

				I hesitated. “Do you think I’d use Knockout Powder on you?”

				“It does seem to be a favorite among you Alchemica alchemists.” Rowan gestured at my back door, inviting me to go get it.

				I turned toward the door, unable to voice a protest. Did he really think I’d use a potion against him? I walked up the back steps, my mind a jumble of hurt and confusion. It wasn’t until my hand gripped the knob that I remembered Ian. Crap.

				“Wait here,” I said. “I’ll get it.”

				“Wait here?”

				Leave it to him to pick up on that. “Yes. I won’t take a moment.” I turned the knob.

				“Don’t want to introduce me to your assistant?”

				I turned to stare at him. “Have you been spying on me?”

				“Not personally, but word gets back.”

				Hurt shifted to resentment from one breath to the next. “If you’re so damn worried about me, then why not send in your PIA buddies for a full shake down? As a matter of fact, I keep a record of every formula I’ve brewed. You can have that, too.”

				“That won’t be necessary.”

				“Why? Because you already have a list?”

				“No.” He joined me on the stoop, towering over me. That was probably by design.

				I opened my mouth and closed it. I was too close to breaking down to keep screaming at him, but my hurt and anger still needed an outlet. I turned back to the door and pushed it open. “Come in, Your Grace. Let me give you the tour.”

			

			
				He didn’t respond, but I heard his footsteps behind me. The bastard. I couldn’t believe he’d resort to something as underhanded as spying on me. And contrary to what he said, he’d clearly been doing just that.

				I marched down the back hall, fuming, but came to a dead stop just inside the lab. Ian’s eyes flicked in my direction before returning to the vial he was filling.

				Oh God. I couldn’t tell Rowan who my assistant really was. He’d refuse my help entirely. My bullets would go on killing. The Huntsman boys would keep trying to take James. My burn salve would lose its magical support, and Rowan would never let me brew him more of his remedy.

				“I told you this wasn’t finished,” Ian said.

				“That’s okay,” I said. “My friend wanted an introduction.”

				“Then let me wash up.” Ian capped the vial and tucked it in his coat pocket before walking to the sink to wash his hands.

				Rowan stepped up beside me as Ian shut off the water and picked up a towel. I used the pause to scour my brain for a plausible lie.

				“This is my colleague, Dmitri Rey.” I gestured at Ian as he walked over to us, still drying his hands.

				“The other founder of the Alchemica?” Rowan asked, his dark brows climbing his forehead.

				Ian didn’t even bat an eye. “Nice to meet you.” He offered Rowan a hand.

				My breath caught as Rowan took his hand. What if he noticed Ian’s icy skin?

				“William Brant.” Rowan left out his middle name. He released Ian’s hand, but didn’t comment if he noticed the chill. “I didn’t realize you’d survived the Alchemica’s destruction.”

				“He was away at the time,” I answered for Ian. Had the hot water from the sink warmed Ian’s skin enough to fool Rowan? “Let me get what you came for.” I walked to the bookshelf and selected another vial of Knockout Powder antidote.

			

			
				When I turned back, I found Rowan still studying Ian. I held out the vial. “Anything else?”

				Rowan took the vial. “No.”

				I leaned against my bench and crossed my arms. “You’ll let me know if Era needs anything?”

				“Yes.” Rowan continued to study Ian. Did he suspect? “How did you find her?”

				“The newspaper,” Ian answered. He leaned against the bench beside me and to my total surprise, slipped an arm around my shoulders. “Amelia does nothing by half-measures.”

				A muscle ticked in Rowan’s jaw.

				I jabbed Ian with my elbow. “Addie,” I corrected.

				Ian laughed and took his arm from my shoulders, but he didn’t move away. “Addie,” he amended. The smooth way he embraced our little subterfuge shocked me—and reminded me how little I truly knew this man.

				Rowan frowned at us, and I wondered what he was thinking. Would he insist Ian be registered with the PIA, too?

				I took a breath, hoping to steer the conversation away from that and noticed a faint sulfurous smell. “Did you leave on the gas?” I asked Ian.

				“No.” He gestured at the stove. He was right. The burner was out and the dial was clearly turned to the off.

				“I smell it, too,” Rowan said.

				“Check the—” I didn’t get to finish the statement as breaking glass from the front of the shop cut me off.

				“Move!” Rowan caught my arm and jerked me into the back hall before I could even think of responding.

				I regained my balance as we hit the back door and just managed not to tumble down the steps.

				“What—” I turned to look back in time to watch the building go up in an explosion Rowan would have been hard pressed to rival.

			

			
				The concussion sent us flying, but my flight was cut short by the wall Era had pressed me against not fifteen minutes earlier. I hit with my back—and head—and then smacked my face. It took me a moment to realize that my face had hit the ground.

				I rolled over just before something heavy landed on top of me. I grunted on impact, imagining myself buried in bricks and rubble. My dazed mind gradually realized that what lay on top of me was considerably warmer and more pliable than broken brick. I cracked open my eyes and got a double image of Rowan that slowly converged into one. His eyes were squeezed shut and his forehead wrinkled. I was suddenly back in another alley—the one behind the Huntsman Gun Shop—and Rowan was protecting me from bullet fire.

				I reached up and my hand found his warm cheek. His too warm cheek.

				“Rowan,” I whispered, trying to remember if I had a vial of his antidote. I used to carry one in my bra.

				His eyes opened, the orange stretching from his pupil to the charcoal perimeter of his iris. Gold danced through the orange like actual flame. Scary, but beautiful.

				I forgot what it was I wanted to ask and his image doubled again.

				“Addie?” He rose up on an elbow and pulled away from me, but didn’t get up. Instead, he cupped my cheek. “Hey, you with me?”

				“Where else would I be?” I didn’t think that came out the way I intended, but my head was starting to pound, so I gave up trying to think.

				“She needs medical attention,” Ian said, standing over us. His white shirt was splattered with dirty alley water, but like Rowan, he seemed to have avoided injury—not that Ian could be injured.

			

			
				“My car,” Rowan answered. Had it been damaged? He didn’t sound as devastated as I would have imagined. “Addie, can you sit up?” he asked me.

				Water had wicked through my clothes from the wet pavement, so I should probably get up.

				“Sure, I—” I pushed off the ground and the world swam around me in a dizzying array of light and color. Darkness encroached on my flashing vision, and I squeezed my eyes closed, praying I wouldn’t throw up.

				Hands gripped my shoulders just as the darkness won out.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
5

				I blinked my eyes open and discovered a tiled ceiling above me. The plastic cover over the fluorescent light was dark. The soft illumination in the room came from a source on the wall behind me. With the way my head thumped, I was glad the lights were on a dim setting.

				“And she returns to us,” Ian said from close by.

				I started to turn my head and regretted the action. It felt like my brains were leaking out the back of my skull.

				“Lie still.” Ian gripped my shoulder.

				“Sounds like good advice.” I had to stop and clear my throat. “What happened?”

				“Our lab was destroyed.”

				I remembered the parking area behind our lab and the explosion. I also remembered Rowan throwing himself on top of me.

				“You smacked the wall hard enough to crack your skull. Literally. Anyone else would probably be looking at brain damage.”

				My rapid healing was a by-product of the Final Formula. I healed almost as fast as an Element—because it was the blood of an Element I’d designed my formula around.

				A door opened nearby, and Ian turned his head toward the sound.

				I recognized his tread even before Rowan came into view.

				“You’re awake,” he said, gray eyes meeting mine.

				“How observant, Your—” I just managed to stop myself from using his honorific. Ian wasn’t supposed to know who Rowan was. Not Ian, Dmitri. God, my head hurt.

			

			
				“You’re here,” I said instead. Embarrassed to be caught in such a position of weakness, I tried to sit up, but a hand on each shoulder stopped me: Rowan on my left, Ian on my right.

				“Don’t,” Rowan said.

				“Why not?”

				“You have a concussion.”

				“So?” Why I felt the need to argue the point, I couldn’t say.

				“Don’t be difficult.” Rowan released my shoulder, apparently thinking the command enough.

				Ian on the other hand, didn’t release me. Even at my best, I couldn’t defeat the strength of the dead. I collapsed against the pillow with a sigh.

				“How’s Era?” I asked.

				“Fine.” Rowan turned to Ian. “Would you excuse us?”

				Ian gave him a frown that shifted to me. “She needs to lie still.”

				“She will.”

				The men studied each other a moment longer before Ian turned and left the room.

				“He’s protective of you,” Rowan said.

				“He’s my business partner and…” I thought of our business. “The lab’s gone, isn’t it?” I whispered.

				“Yes.”

				“I lost another one.” I covered my face with my hands. Not again. I was back to square one.

				“Addie.” Rowan moved closer.

				I didn’t want him to see me wallowing in self-pity, though I wanted nothing more than to lie here and cry. Instead, I rolled onto my side and sat up.

				“What do you think you’re doing?” he demanded.

				I gripped the bedrail and squeezed my eyes closed. Bad idea. I prayed I wouldn’t puke.

				“Addie?” Rowan moved around to my side.

			

			
				I knew he’d try to stop me, so I hurried to drop my feet to the floor and tried to stand. My legs didn’t want to hold me, and my arms quivered as I clung to the bedrail.

				Rowan caught me by the shoulders. “Sit. Or better yet, lie down.”

				“Are you going to command me to roll over next?”

				“No, but I am considering withholding your biscuit.”

				He was joking with me?

				“I have a potion to brew,” I whispered. “Several actually. Do you think Ginny will let me use her lab? Again?” My voice broke on the last syllable, and I hated myself for it. But I couldn’t seem to hold the despair inside. How would I rebuild? It had felt like I’d sold my soul when I traded the Final Formula for Ian’s lab. What would I have to do this time?

				“I’m sure Ginny won’t mind,” Rowan said, “but that can wait. Sit.”

				When I didn’t comply, his hands left my shoulders for my waist and lifted me onto the bed.

				“No fair.” I kept my head bowed, hoping he wouldn’t notice the tears rolling down my cheeks. Damn it. Damn it. Damn it.

				He released me and turned away with a sigh. Maybe he hadn’t noticed. If I could just get control and rub a hand across my cheeks when he wasn’t looking—

				“Here.” He’d returned and pressed a tissue into my hand.

				Humiliated, I scrubbed my cheeks.

				“I’ll find you another lab.”

				I shook my head—carefully, in respect to my pounding headache. “I can’t let you do that for me.”

				“The Burn Center needs you.”

				Yeah, of course. I should have remembered that. He wasn’t doing this for me. “You’re right.” Get a grip, Ad.

				“Did Era reveal herself when she came to your defense?”

				“She never got a chance. Brian was a little trigger happy.”

			

			
				Rowan frowned. “Then why the Extinguishing Dust on the quarrel?”

				“I got the feeling that Brian wasn’t supposed to be using it.”

				Rowan rubbed a hand over his face and turned away. Was he wondering how close Era had come to being abducted again? She would have made a good bargaining chip for the Huntsman brothers to get James back.

				Rowan dropped his hand and faced me. “Tell me about James’s brothers. What were they doing that inspired Era to come to your defense?”

				“They tried to take me with them.”

				“What did they want with you?”

				“They…” I stopped to think about it. “They didn’t actually say, but they were asking about James.”

				“They intended to use you as bait to draw James out.”

				“There’s more. George’s gun was loaded with my bullets, and he knew what they would do…to the magical.”

				“What?” Rowan took a step toward me, his eyes locked with mine. “You think they’re behind the shootings?”

				“They’re supernaturally gifted hunters. They don’t need magic bullets to kill.”

				“Yet they knew what the bullets would do.”

				“Precisely.” I didn’t look away.

				“They know who’s behind the killings.”

				“It’s possible. They’re idiots, but you need to take them seriously.”

				“I take every threat seriously.”

				I nodded, and cringed as a bolt of pain shot across my crown. “Any news on what happened to my lab?”

				“A gas leak is all they can say for certain.”

				“But we heard glass break.”

				“Yes. I’ve got the PIA looking into it as well.”

				“Okay.” It was silly, but losing my lab felt like losing a friend. I slid off the bed, testing my legs again.

			

			
				“Damn it, would you stop?” He caught my waist again.

				“I got it this time,” I said, aware of his warm palms through my thin hospital gown.

				“Rowan.” Cora stood just inside the door, hands on her hips.

				I made an effort not to groan. Cora and I did not get along.

				“What are you doing?” She crossed the room with long, graceful strides, her heels striking the tile with a determined beat.

				I realized how this must look. Was she afraid Rowan was taking an interest in me again?

				“Sit,” Rowan said to me.

				“Really, I have it now.”

				He frowned, but took his hands away.

				“What’s happened?” Cora demanded. “I’ve heard bits and pieces. First Era is shot, then I learn that she was with,” she stopped to give me a glare, “her.”

				“Addie’s shop was attacked,” Rowan explained. “We were—”

				“We?” Cora crossed her arms.

				My head ached. I didn’t want to stand here and listen to this. I pushed off the bed and started toward the wardrobe in hopes of finding some clothes.

				“Where are you going?” Cora moved fast enough to step in my path—or maybe I was that slow.

				“I have work to do. Rowan can explain.” I tried to step past her, but she caught my elbow, her grip tight enough to grind the bones together.

				“Rowan is not a good source of information where you’re concerned.”

				“Cora.” Rowan moved closer.

				Busy watching me, she didn’t immediately respond. Eyes of multi-hued blue narrowed. “I can feel Era in you,” Cora whispered to me. “You feel like an Element.”

			

			
				I frowned, more than a little disturbed.

				“How can you ignore this?” she demanded of Rowan. She gave my arm a jerk, causing me to stumble and almost fall into her. I could stand, but my balance wasn’t up to this.

				“Let her go,” Ian said from the doorway. He walked toward us while I tried to puzzle out his odd protectiveness.

				“Who is this?” Cora asked.

				“Dmitri Rey, her colleague,” Ian answered. “And now that you have my name, I would appreciate it if you accede to my demands.”

				“Your demands?” The sneer in her tone matched the one on her face.

				I gritted my teeth as her grip tightened, but I refused to give her the satisfaction of knowing how much it hurt—or how the adrenaline pumping through my system made my head swim.

				“She has just sustained a head injury that would incapacitate, perhaps kill, a mortal.”

				“A mortal is precisely what she should be.” Cora released me with a shove.

				I stumbled, but Ian caught me, and before I could adjust my balance, lifted me in his arms.

				“What are you doing?” I asked.

				“You will remain in bed until the doctor clears you.” He set me on the mattress.

				“But the formulas—”

				“I will take care of that.”

				“Her colleague?” Cora asked. “What does that mean?”

				“He’s an Alchemica alchemist,” Rowan answered.

				“Shit. Another one?”

				“We can use Ginny’s lab,” I told Ian.

				“Who’s—”

				“I have burn salve to make, an antidote for the bullets, and—”

			

			
				“Bullets?” Cora asked.

				“You have an antidote?” Rowan asked.

				“I would have had it in the vial this afternoon, but…” I let the sentence hang. So much lost. Maybe I should have left the lab in Ian’s crypt.

				Rowan turned to Cora. “Walk with me. Addie needs her rest.”

				“She’s charming,” Ian said as soon as we were alone.

				“She doesn’t like me much.”

				“I gathered that.” He walked to the darkened window. “A former lover of his?”

				“His sister.”

				“Ah.” He turned to face me. “Water.”

				I sighed. “You don’t miss much.”

				He returned to my bedside. “Dmitri?”

				“Thanks for playing along.”

				“Beats incineration, but you surprise me.”

				I leaned back against the pillow, suddenly exhausted. “There is so much I have to put right, and if he found out who you are…” The words trailed off as Ian pulled the blankets over me.

				“Why are you taking care of me?” I asked.

				“I told you: you’re my guide in this world.”

				“That may not be a good thing. We have a lot of work to do.”

				“I gathered that, too.”

				 

				I sat on the side of my hospital bed, dressed in my crumpled pantsuit and waited for the nurse to return with my release forms. If she didn’t return soon, I was going to walk out without them. The door opened and I rose to my feet. Finally.

				It wasn’t the nurse.

				“Addie.” Era gave me a big grin from the doorway. “You’re up.”

			

			
				“Yeah,” I managed. She looked well, but with her rapid healing, I hadn’t been too worried. I’d been more worried about what she might have remembered in the alley.

				“Roe just told me what happened.” She walked into the room. “I’m pissed he didn’t tell me sooner.”

				“Oh, no. Don’t be. It wasn’t anything. Just a bump on the head. They wanted to keep me overnight for observation.”

				“According to the attending physician, it was a cranial fracture,” a familiar voice said from behind Era.

				James stepped into the room. Thank goodness I’d sent Ian back to the lab to see what could be salvaged.

				“Ah, so no harm done then.” Era gave me a big grin.

				“True.” I offered a half-hearted smile at the quip and then hurried on before the silence grew awkward. “I’m just waiting for the release forms.”

				“It’s been taken care of,” James said. “And now Era says we’re going shopping.”

				“Shopping?” I asked.

				“You lived in your lab, right?” Era walked over to me. “You have nothing to wear other than…that.” She eyed my pantsuit.

				“You don’t have to—”

				“Yes, I have to.” She took my arm.

				“Does Rowan know you’re here…with me?”

				“Why do you think I have the bodyguard?” She waved a hand toward James. “Lord forbid I go out on my own. Unsupervised.”

				“Hey,” James said.

				“I’m not saying I don’t want to hang out with you, but I know the real reason you’re here.”

				“To scope out the ladies’ dressing rooms?”

				Era snorted. “Nice cover.”

				I watched the exchange, wondering at the relationship between the two of them. Era had had a big crush on James…before. He’d been kind to her, making nothing of the schoolgirl’s adoration she’d laved on him. But she was cured now, a young woman only a few years his senior.

			

			
				She turned back to me. “Shall we?”

				I didn’t know how to get out of this and turned to look at James. Certainly he didn’t want to spend the day shopping—with me.

				“You might as well come along,” he said. “She won’t leave you alone until you do.”

				I could only stare at him.

				“He’s right.” Era looped her arm through mine. “You might as well come willingly.”

				Unable to come up with a response, I let her lead me toward the door.

				 

				Shopping with Era wasn’t as bad as I feared. Once past the initial awkwardness, I began to enjoy myself. Well, I didn’t enjoy the shopping, but Era made it fun, even if I did spend a lot of time talking her out of short skirts and baby-doll T-shirts. I needed sensible clothes like jeans and shirts that hid my tattoos.

				I felt I was making good progress when she showed up at my changing room door with a black dress.

				“That’s not what I’d call appropriate lab attire.”

				Era laughed. “No, but it would be appropriate for my premiere.”

				“Your what?”

				“Next week the Cincinnati Art Museum opens their Young Artists of Cincinnati exhibit. Ten local artists will be featured, and my photos made the cut.”

				“Are you serious? That’s incredible.”

				“Yeah. It’s cool.” Her cheeks flushed. “Anyway. Cora pulled some strings, and they’re doing a sneak peek the night before. Everyone who means anything to me will be there, so you have to be, too.”

			

			
				It took a moment to make my voice work. “I’m touched that you want me there, and thrilled for you at this honor, but I don’t think I belong.”

				“Don’t belong? Addie, if it weren’t for you this wouldn’t be happening. The pictures I took when I was damaged…” She shook her head. “It was sad.”

				I rubbed my forehead. Yes, it was.

				Era pushed the dress into my hands. “Please. You’re the true guest of honor. I wish I could tell everyone what you did for me, but Roe insists I not tell anyone. He thinks it’ll draw the wrong kind of attention to you.”

				“Era—”

				“Please?”

				I released a breath, unable to refuse her. “I want you to clear it with Rowan first, but I’ll try on the dress.”

				“What’s going on with you and him?” she asked.

				I turned to hang the dress on the back of the door. “What do you mean?”

				“You won’t do anything without his permission, and he, well…”

				“Doesn’t want you spending much time with me?”

				“What? No. He spent most of this morning complaining about some assistant of yours.”

				“They didn’t get off to the best of starts.” I shrugged.

				“I thought it had something to do with his looks. Rowan kept referring to him as the pretty boy.” She flashed me a big grin. “I thought he might be jealous.”

				“I’m sure that’s not it.” I reached for the door. “Let me try on this dress, and we can get out of here.”

				“Addie.” Era caught the door. She glanced back over her shoulder, then to my surprise, stepped into the dressing room with me and pulled the door closed.

			

			
				“I don’t know if I should say anything, but…” She bit her lip. A pause and then she plunged on. “When I’m near another Element, say within a few feet, I can feel what they are.”

				Unease fluttered in my stomach. “Okay?”

				“Addie, you feel like an Element to me.”

				I remembered Cora’s words at the hospital. How she could sense Era in me because of the Formula.

				“Hey.” Era took my hands. “Do you need to sit down? All the color just drained from your face.”

				“No. I’m fine.” Should I tell her the truth? Tell her how I used her blood to brew the Final Formula and damaged her in the process?

				Era’s grip tightened. Concern still creased her forehead, but a hint of a smile teased the corner of her mouth. Then it hit me. If Era wasn’t aware that her blood had helped make me immortal, then she thought this…Element-ness came from somewhere else. I had a strong suspicion where.

				“Era, what are you saying?”

				“Being an Element is all about balance. Our magic, the four of us together. But we’re not just magic, we’re also human, and humans seek out a mate.”

				“And…”

				“It’s Rowan. It’s his magic I feel in you.”

				I resisted the urge to shake my head. “How is that even possible?”

				“Why not? Everyone knows that necromancers form soul bonds. Why should it be limited to Old Magic? You’re bound to Rowan.”

				Why did that sound familiar? Oh, Lydia. She’d said something about Rowan claiming me—then smirked. And like Era, she didn’t know how I’d made myself immortal either. Heat climbed my cheeks.

			

			
				Era grinned. “You get it now.”

				“You’re saying that anyone with any sensitivity to magic will think—”

				“That you and Roe…” She winked. “Yes.”

				“So, any Sensitive I meet will assume, and ask him about it?” Dear God. And on top of everything, he could no doubt sense Era’s essence in me, but to protect her, he let people think it was him.

				“Well, most people are intimidated by him.” Era shrugged.

				I rubbed my temples with both hands.

				“Addie?”

				“What a mess.”

				“What do you mean?”

				I knew I should tell her what really happened, but I didn’t have the courage. I stopped rubbing my head and looked her in the eye. “He’s an Element; I’m an alchemist. That sums it up.”

				“He said that?”

				“No, I did.” I gripped her shoulders. “Let it go.” The last thing I needed was her playing matchmaker.

				She gave me a frown. “This isn’t a common thing.”

				“Please, Era.”

				She studied me a moment longer. “Fine, I won’t nag you, but…think about it, okay?”

				I suspected that nothing short of agreement would make her leave me alone. “All right.” I waved her toward the door. “Now let me see how this dress fits.”

				She smiled over her shoulder as she walked away. “Then we’ll go for lunch.” She opened the door. “Rowan’s meeting us.”

				I released a breath and watched the door close behind her.

				 

				Era took us to a restaurant downtown. With the dark wood trim and the old world pictures on the walls, it had the feel of a British pub, though on an up-scale side. Rowan stood just inside the front door, his dark wool coat draped over one arm. He wore all black today, his slacks and mock turtleneck sweater the same dark shade. I made an effort not to notice how close the sweater fit.

			

			
				“You’re late,” he said in greeting.

				“Love you, too, Roe.” Era rolled up on her toes and kissed his cheek.

				“I’ll just accept the chastisement,” James said. “I’m not kissing you.”

				Rowan gave him a look that was supposed to be annoyance, but I caught the flicker of amusement in his eyes.

				“Did you get us a table?” Era asked.

				“Of course.” Rowan raised a hand and a waitress hurried over. Had she been standing around waiting for his signal?

				Rowan fell in beside me on the way to our table. “How’s the head?” he asked.

				I refrained from a flippant comment. “Better.”

				“No headache?”

				“It was gone when I woke.”

				He nodded, but said nothing else.

				The restaurant wasn’t overly crowded, so it surprised me when the waitress led us to an empty room and a table near the window. No doubt Rowan had requested a private meal. We ordered drinks and an appetizer before turning to the menus.

				Rowan’s phone rang, and he glanced at the screen before bringing it to his ear.

				“You ought to turn that thing off for meals,” Era grumbled.

				“We just sat down to lunch,” Rowan said after listening for a moment.

				“Or we were trying to,” Era added.

				“It’s no problem,” James spoke up. “I can go.” He dropped his napkin on the table and rose to his feet. He had no trouble hearing the other side of the conversation—from across the table.

			

			
				“He’ll be right there,” Rowan said into the phone. He ended the call and got to his feet as well. “Donovan will have a change of clothing for you,” he said to James.

				Apparently it had been Donovan on the phone. “What’s going on?” I asked.

				“Three men in camo rented a cabin just east of Cincinnati,” James said. “Donovan’s already there, but he didn’t want to go in alone.”

				“Does he think your brothers rented the place?”

				“It’s a possibility.”

				“How did Donovan find out?” I asked.

				“The local police,” Rowan answered. “I gave them their names. The security footage at the hospital provided the rest.”

				I looked at James, but if it bothered him, he didn’t show it. “They want you back. Do you think it wise—”

				“They surprised me at the clinic last October. They won’t get the jump on me this time.” He turned back to Rowan. “I’ll change in the restroom. You mind getting my clothes?”

				Rowan raised an arm, gesturing for James to lead the way.

				I watched them go. I didn’t expect James to have much love for his brothers, but I did expect him to make excuses for their behavior. In the past, I was sure he would have. Now he seemed to accept Rowan’s judgment.

				“I thought it was just girls who went to the restroom together,” Era called after them.

				I bit my lip to keep from laughing.

				James made a face at her before leading Rowan from the room.

				“Good one,” I told Era.

				“It’s even funnier knowing they’re going to the john so James can get naked.”

			

			
				“True.”

				“Though, I have to admit,” Era continued, “that wouldn’t be a bad sight. I think James will have fun at college.”

				“What? James is going to college?”

				“Rowan wasn’t comfortable with me going off alone.” She rolled her eyes. “James volunteered to be my bodyguard, and I insisted he enroll.”

				“That’s great!” I smiled, so pleased with this news. “What will he study?”

				“He’s undecided, but I think he’s leaning toward chemistry.”

				“Really?” My smile grew—if that were possible. “That would be a good choice. He’s got great potential as an alchemist.”

				“A shame you two weren’t around when I had to take chemistry.”

				Our drinks arrived, giving me a moment to think about what else Era had said. “You want to see James naked?” I asked once we were alone again.

				“Well, what red-blooded girl wouldn’t?” She laughed. “But it’s not what you’re thinking.”

				“Because he’s dead?”

				“To be honest, I don’t even think of him as date material. I don’t think it’s the dead thing, but I’d be lying to say it wasn’t in the back of my mind.”

				I wanted to come to his defense, but stopped myself.

				“He’d be a good one-night-stand guy,” she said, her tone considering.

				“James isn’t a one-night-stand guy.”

				“I know.” Era sighed. “It’s sad. He’s the kind of guy you marry, but what girl would marry a dead man?”

				“It is sad.” I opened my straw and sank it into my iced tea. “But I’m so happy he gets to go to college. His brothers wouldn’t have let him.”

				“I don’t understand how they had any power over him. He’s in a league of his own, you know?”

			

			
				“They’re family. Both of James’s parents were gone before he was three. His brothers raised him.”

				“They’re jerks.” She took a drink from her glass.

				“Wait until you get to know them better. You’ll want a stronger adjective.”

				Era laughed.

				Rowan returned, a bundle of clothing tucked under his arm.

				“How was the show?” Era asked.

				“Behave.” Rowan took the chair beside mine. He picked up his straw and tapped it on the table to expose one end.

				“So, naked guys don’t do it for you?” Era asked.

				Rowan put the straw to his mouth and shot the paper toward her. It traveled half the distance before a puff of wind whipped it back in his direction. Era’s brows rose over her metallic amber eyes.

				Rowan snatched the paper out of the air, his reflexes honed by years of studying martial arts. He claimed to do it to improve his mental control, but it clearly benefited him in other ways. The way the fitted turtleneck covered his chest for one.

				“Era.” The twinkle in his eye betrayed the sternness of his tone.

				“I’m scared.” Era grinned at him.

				I watched them. Their relationship was so different from what it had been before I’d cured Era. Then, Rowan had only looked at her with sadness in his eyes.

				Movement by the door drew my attention, and I looked up, expecting the waitress with an appetizer. I didn’t expect Ian.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
6

				“Ah. Here you are.” Ian’s blue eyes locked on me. “You know, it’s considered polite to let your business partner know that you’ve been dismissed from the hospital.”

				“Whoa,” Era muttered.

				“Sorry.” I hadn’t considered that he’d come looking for me.

				“How did you find her?” Rowan asked.

				“I am an alchemist.” Ian walked to the table, stopping behind James’s empty chair.

				I released a breath, glad James was no longer here. I was pretty sure I could trust Ian, but a grim might be too much of a temptation.

				“Did you use a compass?” Rowan asked.

				“A compass?” Ian’s eyes met mine.

				“I once adapted a scrying potion to a compass in order to find someone.”

				“Ah.” Ian looked amused.

				“So, who’s your friend?” Era asked.

				I opened my mouth, but Rowan beat me to the introductions, introducing Ian as Dmitri. I tried to hide my cringe, hating that I had to keep telling this lie.

				“Won’t you join us?” Rowan asked.

				“Or I can get mine to go, if you need to get back,” I spoke up. Ian didn’t eat.

				“That won’t be necessary,” Ian said to me before turning to Rowan. “Thank you for offering, but I’ve already eaten.”

				“Then perhaps a cup of coffee,” Era said. “You could tell tales about Addie and her Alchemica days.”

			

			
				I wanted to kick Era under the table.

				“I could.” Ian pulled out James’s empty chair, and to my surprise, sat down. “But she’d feel obligated to return the favor.”

				“What about the shop?” I cut in. “Anything salvageable?”

				“More of the equipment survived than I expected. But all our notes were lost to the fire—or the efforts to put it out.”

				“Oh.” I couldn’t think of anything else to say.

				“Do you have a place to stay?” Era asked Ian.

				“He has a place separate from the shop,” I said. I didn’t want her making arrangements to have him in a place where he might bump into James.

				“What about you?” Era asked me.

				“I can bunk with, um, Dmitri.” I almost slipped up on the name. I actually had spent a few weeks in the crypt before I found the shop.

				“That won’t be necessary,” Rowan said. “I’ve already had the clothing you purchased sent to the manor.”

				“Excuse me?” I turned to stare at him.

				Rowan ignored my protest and turned back to Ian. “I’ve also located a suitable storefront. It was once a bakery, so you have access to gas and some hoods, though those will have to be converted to suit your purposes.”

				“If you’ve found us a lab,” I said, “I can move my stuff into a back room.”

				“And what, sleep on the floor?” Era asked. “Don’t be silly.”

				The waitress arrived with our appetizer, cutting off any further protest on my part. Ian surprised me again by taking Era’s suggestion and ordering a cup of coffee. What the hell was he up to?

				Rowan’s phone rang again.

				Era growled under her breath. “Seriously. You need to turn that thing off once in a while.”

				Rowan ignored her protest and rose to his feet. “Excuse me. I need to take this.” He started for the hall without waiting for a response.

			

			
				Had James found something? Had his brothers found him? I wanted to go after Rowan and find out.

				“So, you’re an alchemist,” Era said to Ian.

				“Among other things.” Ian gave her one of those cheek-dimpling smiles. Now I wanted to kick him under the table.

				“What other things?” Era asked.

				“I wouldn’t want to give it away on our first meeting,” he said. “That would destroy the mystery.”

				Era laughed, putting more effort into the response than his quip warranted. “So, are you a lot older than you look? Like Addie?”

				“Yes.” He leaned back in his chair, still smiling. He was all charm and confidence—clearly aware of the affect he had on women.

				“Very much older?” Era asked.

				“A bit.” Ian glanced in my direction.

				“At least tell me where you’re from,” Era said. “I’m trying to puzzle out your accent.”

				Late eighteenth century America, I thought, but said nothing. Ian did have a touch of an accent.

				“I spent my formative years in England.”

				I wondered if that was true. Era didn’t get to question him on it as Rowan returned, his lips pressed in a thin line and a frown shadowing his eyes.

				I pushed up to my feet, gathering frowns from the others. “What happened?” I asked Rowan.

				“I need to go. There’s been another…incident.”

				“I’m coming with you,” I said.

				“I was going to ask you to,” Rowan said, stunning me to silence. He turned to Era. “Cora is on her way over. She’ll be here in five minutes.”

			

			
				Era crossed her arms. “I don’t need a babysitter.”

				“Don’t start.” Rowan stared her down when she opened her mouth to argue.

				Era was the first to look away. “Fine.”

				I turned to Ian. “I’ll catch up with you later at…your place.” I didn’t like going back to the crypt—Neil knew its location—but the shop was no longer safe either.

				“If Dr. Brant would give me the address,” Ian gave Rowan a respectful nod, “I could begin getting our new lab in order.”

				“I’ll drop you there.” Rowan started for the door. “It’s on the way.”

				I gave Ian a frown behind Rowan’s back, but he just twitched his fair brows. He was enjoying this ruse far more than I liked.

				“A pleasure meeting you,” Ian said to Era. He followed the statement with a graceful bow then offered me an arm.

				I ignored Ian’s arm and hastily bid Era goodbye before hurrying after Rowan. He was already halfway across the restaurant, heading for the front door.

				“What the hell was that all about?” I whispered to Ian once we were alone.

				“Should I not have bid her farewell?”

				“That’s not what I mean and you know it. What are you doing here?”

				“I told you: searching for you.” A hint of anger entered his tone. “Had you left some word—”

				“You could have waited until I was alone.”

				“You have given me a plausible cover. Why should I continue to hide?”

				We’d almost reached the front door where Rowan waited. “It’s just a matter of time before he figures it out. He’s no idiot,” I whispered.

				“I’d expect nothing less from the man you’re in love with.”

				“What?” I came to a stop. “Did you—”

			

			
				“Addie? You coming?” Rowan called.

				Ian smirked at me, a twinkle in his blue eyes.

				“Considering your age,” I whispered to him, “I expected more maturity.”

				“Expectations are a dangerous thing, Miss Daulton. You’ll be taken by surprise at every turn.” He walked past me to join Rowan at the door.

				I huffed out a breath and frowned after him—until I noticed Rowan watching. Exasperating men, both of them.

				 

				“So, you’ve known Addie for over a decade,” Rowan said to Ian once we were on the road.

				I’d opted to sit in the Camaro’s small back seat while the two men sat up front. I now regretted that decision.

				“Addie, no,” Ian answered. “She is new to me.”

				“Ha ha,” I said, trying to insert myself in the conversation. “Why don’t you—”

				“Amelia then,” Rowan cut in. “Has she changed so much?”

				I slumped in my seat, surprised yet not surprised that he would ask. No, I was surprised that he’d have this conversation in front of me.

				“Memory is the core of our identity,” Ian said. “It makes us who we are. Environment, life experiences, everything you interact with colors your perceptions, your beliefs.”

				Great, now he was going to share the wisdom of age. Maybe I could ram my knee in the back of his seat.

				“So, she’s not the person you knew?” Rowan asked.

				“You must realize that her memories weren’t taken from her in their entirety. Who she is now, is who she’s always been.”

				Forget the knee in the back; a boot in the ass was more appropriate. I wanted Rowan to forget that I was the blood alchemist who’d had Era abducted. I didn’t need Ian telling him that I hadn’t changed.

			

			
				“She’s always been confident, driven,” Ian continued, “and much too conscientious for her own good.”

				Rowan glanced over on that one. “Go on.”

				“Take Neil for example. The little leech exploited that side of her nature for all it’s worth. He used her.”

				I leaned forward. “He told you that?” After all, Ian really had known Neil.

				Ian shifted in his seat to look back at me, his expression serious. “Yes. Gloated on it, as a matter of fact.”

				Regaining my memories was no longer a dream I sought to obtain; it was a nightmare I tried to avoid. Had I been too overzealous in avoiding any return of my memories? I hadn’t considered questioning Ian about Neil. Perhaps I should.

				“And what of you?” Rowan asked Ian. “Did you use her?”

				“I’m using her now.” Ian gave me a big smile before straightening in his seat. “But she knows that.”

				“Using her how?” Rowan kept his eyes on the road, but it was clear his attention was focused on the man beside him.

				“We’re using each other,” I said, attempting to join the conversation.

				“Mmm, true,” Ian amended.

				I cleared my throat, afraid he might give away too much.

				“I’d be an idiot not to use the most brilliant alchemical mind of our time,” Ian added.

				Rowan spared him a glance—and a frown. “You’re not like the other Alchemica alchemists I’ve met.”

				“I’d imagine not,” Ian agreed.

				“Before you begin extolling your virtues,” I cut in, “tell me what equipment was salvageable and what I need to obtain.”

				Ian glanced back, the corner of his mouth curling. He knew what I was doing, but to my relief, played along. The rest of the drive I managed to keep him on the topic of the lab rather than me.

			

			
				We arrived at the new building Rowan had selected ten minutes later. It was indeed a storefront with two plate-glass windows to either side of the full-glass door. Across one window, faded white letters declared it to be Curie’s Bakery. Could that be removed, or would the glass need to be replaced? I knew nothing about such things, though I could design a formula to—

				“The keys,” Rowan said, passing a ring with two keys to Ian.

				“Thank you,” Ian said, his tone sincere. “We really appreciate this.”

				“Put it to good use,” Rowan said.

				Ian opened his door. “You can believe Addie will.”

				“Just Addie?”

				“Most of the formulas I brew are hers.” Ian stepped out of the car.

				I pushed the seat up and followed him. We stood on the sidewalk, staring up at the much nicer building. I really wanted to go inside and look around, but someone else had been killed with my bullets. That came first.

				“Move our things in?” I asked Ian.

				“Do what you have to; I’ll get the lab set up.” He leaned down, his breath cool against my ear when he spoke. “You’re welcome.”

				I took a hasty step back. “For what? The ulcer?”

				A flash of dimples and he turned and started for the front door.

				I shook my head. God, the man was an enigma.

				Rowan revved the engine, jerking my attention to my newest problem. I climbed into the car and pulled the door closed, noting that the seat beneath me retained no warmth from its previous occupant. I reached for my seatbelt before Rowan could remind me.

				“The two of you seem close,” Rowan said.

			

			
				“Appearances can be deceiving.” I snapped my seatbelt. “I take it there’s been another murder.”

				“Yes.”

				“My bullets?”

				“So it would seem.” He put the car in first, the tires squealing faintly as he pulled away. “The call was from Xander. His grandson was shot.”

				I glanced over, shocked. “A necromancer?”

				“It appears your bullets are effective against Old Magic as well.”

				 

				Rowan parked the car at the curb and shut off the engine. A light rain had started to fall, but not enough to cloud my view through the windshield. My heart thumped against my breastbone as I eyed the familiar edifice of the Nelson Funeral Parlor. I wasn’t too fond of entering the lair of the city’s most powerful necromancer—well, living necromancer—but that wasn’t what set my heart racing. The last time I’d been here, Rowan had learned the truth about what I’d done to Era and given me a stay of execution.

				Then there was the little detail that Clarissa, the Deacon’s sister, had died during our last visit. This couldn’t end well.

				“Did the shooting happen here?” I asked.

				“No.” Rowan pulled the keys from the ignition, but didn’t move to get out. “Xander wants you to identify the bullet.”

				So, that was the reason Rowan wanted me along. “Why didn’t he just send it to the PIA?” They were capable of making that determination. They’d gotten enough samples from Rowan.

				“They’re necromancers. They do things differently.”

				I released a breath, staring through the windshield at the building.

				“You don’t have to do this,” Rowan said.

			

			
				I frowned, but didn’t look at him. He’d let me off the hook?

				“No, you gave him your word,” I said. “We’ll do this.” That was true, but I also didn’t want to look weak in front of him. I opened my door and climbed out. Rowan joined me, and without further comment, we walked up the steps to the funeral home.

				On this visit, they weren’t preparing for a funeral though the smell of fresh flowers still perfumed the air. We were greeted just inside the door by the same surly young man we’d met last time.

				“He’s waiting downstairs,” the young man said before Rowan could ask. “This way.” He turned and led the way into a waiting room to our right.

				“Thank you,” Rowan said to his back.

				A door labeled Employees Only stood open, revealing the wide hallway behind the viewing parlor, along with the freight elevator and stairwell. Our guide pushed open the door to the stairs and jogged down, leaving us behind.

				“Congenial fellow,” I said.

				“True.” Rowan pushed open the door to the stairs and held it for me.

				I wanted to ask him why he was being so nice, but didn’t get a chance as our guide was waiting at the bottom of the stairs. The unadorned hall stretched out in both directions, the cement floor unpainted and the cinder block walls an unimaginative white. The faint scent of formaldehyde reminded me of my first visit here.

				To my surprise, our guide didn’t direct us to the body preparation room Xander had met us in last time. “Last door on the right.” The kid pointed up the hall in the opposite direction. He didn’t wait for a response, just turned and disappeared into the stairwell.

				I stared at the door he’d indicated. “Neil’s lab.”

				“So it would seem.”

				Why Neil’s lab? If they weren’t going to gross us out with a necromantic autopsy—a sight I never wanted to witness again—why not meet in Xander’s posh office upstairs? I didn’t particularly want to visit that locale either, but it made more sense than here.

			

			
				Rowan took a step in that direction.

				I caught Rowan’s arm, but couldn’t voice my concerns when his gray eyes met mine.

				“What is it?” Rowan asked.

				“I lost almost everything when my shop blew. I’m not well-armed.” I didn’t like to admit that. It wasn’t my failing, but it was a failing all the same.

				“No chicory extract?”

				I snorted, remembering the time I’d held him at bay with a vial of chicory root extract. “Rowan. I’m serious.”

				He held my gaze for one long moment. “I’ve met with the man for over a decade. He’s not going to start anything now.”

				“I’m not worried about Xander.”

				Rowan’s brows lowered. “Neil.”

				“I don’t think his goals are in line with the rest of his necro brethren.” I took a breath. “And he’s an Alchemica alchemist.”

				“Your Grand Master could never get the better of me—and neither could Neil.”

				“He knocked out your power,” I whispered.

				“With an alchemically treated quarrel.” Rowan started walking. “If he pulls out a quarrel, I’ll ash it.”

				“I wish you’d take this seriously.”

				“I do. And I doubt he has the balls to face me.” He stopped before the door and gripped the knob. “He’s not half the alchemist you are.”

				How was I supposed to interpret that? Was Rowan complimenting my skills or my cojones for having the nerve to face him? I didn’t have time to ask as Rowan pushed the door open and walked inside.

			

			
				I followed and discovered that Rowan was right. Only Xander and his son Doug waited for us. But that wasn’t what surprised me. The room was no longer a lab. The counters and cabinets still remained, but all the equipment was gone. Had Neil moved out or had Xander thrown him out? Xander might be his uncle, but I’d gotten the sense that Xander didn’t think much of Neil.

				“Rowan.” Xander stepped forward and offered a hand. “Thank you for coming.”

				“It wasn’t a problem.” Rowan took his hand.

				The civility between these two men always surprised me. Especially after the events of last October. I hadn’t asked, but I would have thought the death of Xander’s sister—a death I could have been blamed for—would have made this meeting awkward. Or did Xander not know what truly happened here?

				Xander raked a hand through his blond hair. Knowing Ian was an ancestor, I studied the man a little closer. Aside from the blond hair and blue eyes, I didn’t see much of a resemblance. Xander was built like a linebacker with broad shoulders and a thick neck, where Ian was more the quarterback in my sports analogy.

				Xander must have noticed my interest. Eyes the color of faded denim shifted in my direction. “And the one responsible.”

				“Excuse me?”

				“I’m told the bullet was yours.”

				“A few months ago, I worked at a gun shop that produced alchemically enhanced bullets designed for game.” I crossed my arms. “I didn’t pull the trigger.”

				“And I didn’t bring her over here for you to accuse,” Rowan said.

				Xander frowned, but didn’t comment. Instead he waved a hand at his son, who’d sat quietly on a stool through the whole exchange.

				Doug frowned in turn, but got up and went to the big walk-in cooler that had once served as a temporary prison for James. I had a moment’s unease that history would repeat itself and stepped to the side to see inside the cooler better. The space wasn’t as big as I expected. Shelves lined all three walls and appeared to be used for storage. I noticed a few chemical bottles—from Neil’s time here?—and an assortment of boxes and jars. My eyes caught on the old-looking clay jars on the right. Weird things to keep in a cooler. Curling lines embellished each. I couldn’t tell if it was a W or an M, or maybe just a decorative doodle.

			

			
				Doug retrieved a Ziploc bag from a shelf in the back. A dull lump occupied one corner. My bullet.

				He brought the Ziploc to me. “Don’t remove it from the bag,” Doug said.

				The bullet and the corner it rested in were liberally smeared with blood that had yet to congeal or lose all of its redness.

				“How recent was the shooting?” I asked more out of curiosity than anything else.

				“A few hours ago,” Xander answered.

				“Well, are you going to take it?” Doug asked, still offering the bag.

				“I don’t need to. The caliber is the same as my bullets and the iridescent sheen suggests alchemical enhancement.”

				Doug dropped his arm but continued to glare at me.

				I ignored him and turned back to Xander. “And the one killed was a necromancer?”

				“Yes.” A muscle flexed in Xander’s jaw. “My grandson.”

				I glanced at Doug. I estimated him to be in his late twenties, old enough to be a father, but—

				“My older brother’s boy,” Doug said.

				“My condolences,” I said.

				“And mine as well,” Rowan added. “But if you don’t mind, could you tell me if the wound would have been fatal without the magic?”

			

			
				“No,” Doug answered for his father, his tone cold. “He was shot in the ass and nowhere near any of the gluteal arteries.”

				It might have been funny if not for Doug’s seething anger. He seemed…offended.

				“You think the location intentional?” I asked.

				Doug glared at me.

				“All of my people were shot in innocuous locations,” Rowan said. “Limbs, shoulder, hand. All were alone at the time, and at home or at their business.” His attention shifted to me. “The gunman was hiding in the home of the last victim, waiting for his arrival.”

				“That wasn’t the case here,” Doug said. “We were at…the park.”

				“You were present?” I asked. “Can you tell me more?”

				Doug dropped the bag and its gruesome contents on the counter, the bullet hitting with a muffled thunk. “No, I can’t.” He turned on his heel and left the room.

				“I apologize,” Xander said, breaking the awkward silence. “He’s taking this hard.”

				I made a sound of understanding and eyed the doorway.

				“Any information you could provide could prove helpful,” Rowan said. “I’d also recommend you turn the bullet over to the PIA for ballistic testing.”

				“Perhaps,” Xander said. “But after the memorial.”

				Memorial, not a funeral. “You intend to cremate him?” I asked.

				Xander regarded me with cool blue eyes. “We are necromancers, Miss Daulton, and there are rival families. I will not let him lie in some city morgue. Do you understand?”

				“I think I do.” I suppressed a shiver. Nothing like a rival necromancer to take your deceased family member for a walk.

				“You need to warn your people,” Rowan said to Xander. “Your family.”

			

			
				“I will.”

				“I’m concerned that the PIA database has been compromised,” Rowan said.

				“We should never have let them come into power,” Xander said with heat.

				“Doesn’t your nephew work for them?” I asked. Back in the fall, Neil had been working as an alchemist for the PIA.

				“I wouldn’t know. After what happened upstairs, I disowned him. I would have done it years ago, but his mother always talked me out of it. Damn alchemists.” Xander glared at me before turning to Rowan. “You’d better watch your back around them.”

				“What happened?” Rowan asked.

				“Clarissa was murdered.”

				“You never mentioned this. I attended her memorial and—”

				“I was too pissed at the time. It was her Grand Master.” Xander jabbed a finger at me. “Then my moron nephew kills him and denies me vengeance. I could have made him a lich, entombed him, and had him tormented for centuries.”

				That sounded familiar. I guess the Nelson family hadn’t changed much over the years.

				“I’m sorry.” Neither Rowan’s tone nor his expression gave anything away. Like me, he knew that Neil had lied to Xander about what really happened.

				Xander waved away his sympathy.

				“Keep your people safe, Xander,” Rowan said. “And keep me apprised of any further developments.”

				“That street runs both ways.” Xander offered his hand and Rowan took it.

				I eyed the bullet lying on the counter while the men shook hands. It surprised me that Old Magic was susceptible to it as well. Were they like New Magic and genetically different from the rest of humanity? That smear of blood held the answer. It also held the essence of a necromancer’s power. Trying to capture Ian’s essence in the dead dog’s blood hadn’t worked.

			

			
				Xander had his back to me and didn’t see me lift the blood-smeared bag from the benchtop, but Rowan’s eyes flicked in my direction.

				“I also want to know if there’s been a security breech with the PIA database,” Xander continued.

				I gestured at Rowan, encouraging him to keep talking. Meanwhile, I plucked a clean bag from the box on the counter. Fortunately, it appeared to be the same brand as the one holding the bullet.

				“I will,” Rowan answered, “but I need to ask, was your grandson ever registered?”

				Xander fell silent and I froze. He’d hear the Ziploc if I opened it now.

				Abruptly Xander expelled a breath. “I’ve never agreed with forced registration. We can animate a corpse, not incinerate entire city blocks. What is the point in keeping tabs on us?”

				I pulled open the clean bag then the other, timing it to Xander’s impassioned words.

				“What were you just saying about lich-making and centuries of torture?” Rowan continued, a hint of amusement in his tone. I didn’t look up to verify.

				Glancing at the open door, I shifted the slippery bullet toward the open end of the bag, while trying to get the clean bag beneath it. If Doug should return or Xander turn around…

				“How about the portals to another dimension?” Rowan added.

				“The portals are the stuff of legend, and lich-making is incredibly rare as well as dangerous.”

				I glanced up, interested in the conversation, and the bullet fell to the edge of the bag. A gasp escaped before I could help it. Then the bullet tumbled free.

			

			
				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
7

				Xander started to turn, but I only caught the motion out of my peripheral vision. The bullet struck the lip of the clean bag and miraculously, dropped inside. I let go of the original bag and it fell to the floor at my feet, the end of the counter hiding it from Xander’s line of sight.

				“Dangerous how?” I asked, pretending to examine the bullet within its new bag. I scooted it around, smearing the inside of the new bag with the blood that still remained on the bullet and praying that Xander wouldn’t notice that the bag wasn’t zipped.

				“Dangerous to the practitioner.” Xander frowned watching me handle the bullet. “What are you doing?”

				“I was wondering, if you don’t mind me asking, how quickly did the magic take effect?”

				A muscle ticked in Xander’s jaw. “Are you congratulating yourself on its efficiency?”

				“I’m designing an antidote, and I’m wondering if I need to make any adjustments for Old Magic.”

				“An antidote?” Xander turned toward Rowan, and I quickly sealed the bag. “Were you going to mention that?”

				“I said designing.” I returned the bullet to the counter and stuffed my shaking hands into my pockets. “It doesn’t exist yet.”

				Movement pulled my attention from Xander’s scowl. Doug walked back into the room, and I took a hasty step to the side, covering the soiled bag with my feet.

				“Still here?” Doug demanded.

				“The Flame Lord’s alchemist was just telling me about the antidote she’s designing.”

				“An antidote?” Doug asked. “For the bullets?”

			

			
				“Yes.” I forced a smile as he stopped beside me. “I know it’s painful, but could you estimate how long it took the magic to take effect?”

				The scowl that hadn’t left his face deepened, so it surprised me when he answered. “I didn’t put a watch on it, but I’d say under a minute.”

				“A minute? Not seconds? You’re sure?”

				“I know death when it calls me.”

				Disturbing. “It was designed to stop the heart in under ten seconds.”

				Doug stepped closer, so close that if I leaned forward, we’d be touching. “It doesn’t stop the heart, it explodes it. And it takes time to build up the pressure.”

				Coolness replaced the heat in my cheeks as the blood drained away.

				“Back off,” Rowan said in that cold tone that always gave me shivers.

				“It was designed for animals,” I said for what felt like the fiftieth time. “A humane end when hit by some dumbass hunter who can’t shoot straight. Those animals can linger for weeks while the wound festers and eventually kills them.”

				“Hell’s blood, she’s one of those bleeding heart animal lovers.” Doug rolled his eyes, but he did move away.

				“Why the bullets exist does not change the fact that they do,” Rowan said. “Nor does this argument help locate the one pulling the trigger.”

				Doug and Xander were both focused on Rowan. I used the distraction to knock the box of Ziploc bags to the floor. The box landed on its side, spilling half its contents—on top of the soiled bag.

				“Shit,” I muttered. I squatted beside the mess and quickly began stuffing the loose bags back into the box. My heart thumped a little harder as I considered the possibility of losing the soiled bag.

			

			
				“Just leave it,” Doug said from above me.

				“I’ve got it,” I said. A glimpse of red caught my eye through the layers of clear plastic. I slid the bags aside and reached for the one I sought. My hand curled around the bag on the bottom, and I struggled to ball it in my fist without being too obvious.

				“Allow me,” Rowan said. The scattered bags went up in a flash of blue-white flame—right in my face. I gasped, sucking in the odor of burnt plastic, and fell on my butt. Fortunately, I kept the bag fisted in my hand. I just hoped it was the right one.

				Rowan stopped beside me and wordlessly offered a hand. I took it and let him pull me to my feet.

				“I’ll call if I learn anything,” Rowan told them. He didn’t wait for a response before he started toward the door.

				I lengthened my stride to keep pace with him, stuffing my hands into my pockets.

				“See that you do,” Xander called after him.

				He didn’t sound as forceful as earlier, and if not for his recent loss, I’d be tempted to give him a grin. As it was, I was lucky he hadn’t attacked me on sight. My bullet had killed his grandson.

				 

				Rowan and I didn’t speak until we were once more seated in his car.

				“You do have a way of making my visits with the Deacon interesting.” Rowan slid the keys in the ignition.

				“It’s not intentional.” I pulled the bag from my pocket and released a breath. It was the right one.

				“I knew you had it.”

				I looked up, surprised he’d understood my reaction.

				“I waited until it was in your hand before I acted,” he continued.

				When close enough, Rowan could actually see inside the things he ignited. I didn’t fully understand how that worked, but it enabled some scary-ass precision.

			

			
				“Thanks for not burning my face off,” I said.

				His gray eyes glinted. “You’re welcome.” He started the car. “Why did you want the dead kid’s blood?”

				“Necromancer blood. I want to know why my bullet worked on him. I’d like Lydia to take a look. How different are necros from the rest of us?”

				“Genetically, I don’t know. Otherwise, they’re very different.” He put the car in first and I reached for my seatbelt. “We’ll go see Lydia now.”

				“Thank you.” I took a breath. “And thank you for letting—helping me take this.”

				“If it gets me closer to stopping the murders, I’ll let the ethics slide.” He pulled away from the curb.

				Right. It wasn’t that he trusted me, he just wanted the killings to stop.

				“That’s my opinion as well,” I said.

				He glanced over, but if he had a comment, he didn’t voice it.

				 

				Lydia’s lab was stunning. Pristine white workbenches with computerized instrumentation and several microscopes. Refrigerators with glass doors displayed neatly arranged petri dishes or racks of tiny PCR tubes.

				“Wow,” I whispered.

				Rowan chuckled beside me.

				I didn’t have a full understanding of what went on in a genetics lab, but the topic intrigued me, so I did know a little.

				“Addie.” Lydia laid aside her clipboard and walked over to greet us. “I’m so glad you finally came to visit.”

				“I even brought a gift.” I held up the soiled baggie.

				“Rowan said you had something for me.” Rowan had called ahead to make sure she was in. She took the bag. “Blood?”

			

			
				I went on to explain how I’d procured it while she took the bag to the nearest counter.

				“I’d hoped you could tell me how the necros varied genetically from the rest of the magical populace,” I concluded.

				“I can tell you how this individual varies, but I won’t be able to make a broad statement without more data points.”

				“More blood samples.”

				“Don’t get any ideas,” Rowan said to me before turning to Lydia. “I don’t need to tell you that this is confidential.”

				“I got that.” Lydia grimaced, but I suspected it was really a smirk. Until I knew her better, she would be tough to read.

				“Take what you need,” I said, “but leave me some.”

				Her brows rose. “For your potions?”

				I hesitated, aware of Rowan standing beside us. “Yes.”

				She stepped closer and lowered her voice. “Like what?” She seemed genuinely interested, and that surprised me. Wasn’t she concerned about what an Alchemica alchemist might do with a blood sample? Then, too, it was necromancer blood.

				“There are a few things I’d like to try.”

				“A few? But there’s not much sample.”

				“I don’t need much. Once I isolate the essence of his power—”

				“You can do that?”

				Rowan cleared his throat. “I have a few errands to run. You mind if I leave Addie with you?”

				I frowned. He wasn’t going to stay and supervise my work? Then, too, he was leaving me under Lydia’s more knowledgeable eye.

				“That would be lovely,” Lydia said, sparing him a glance before turning back to me. “Would you show me? I’m sure I can locate any equipment you need. This is just the genetics lab. We also have…”

				“Peas in a pod,” Rowan muttered as he turned and walked away.

			

			
				I smiled to myself before launching into a refreshingly technical explanation for Lydia. Rowan was probably right. Within minutes, I forgot my concerns about blood alchemy—or the fact that Rowan and I were getting along.

				 

				A short time later, Lydia was well on her way to extracting some DNA while I had a culture tube of powdered necromancer essence.

				“And this will become a quintessent ingredient in other formulas?” Lydia asked. She’d picked up on the alchemy terminology quickly and now spoke as if she’d been studying the discipline for years. To say I was impressed with her quick mind and attention to detail was an understatement.

				The door opened and Rowan walked in.

				“Back so soon?” Lydia asked.

				“It’s been nearly two hours.” The corner of his mouth twitched, hinting at a smile.

				I glanced at the clock and was surprised to see that he was right. When I turned back, I noticed snowflakes on the shoulders of his dark wool coat.

				“It’s snowing?” I asked Rowan.

				“It’s coming down hard. There’s over an inch on the ground.”

				“But it was raining when we got here.”

				“The temperature’s falling.” The amused glint was back in his eyes. “Are you finished?”

				“Yes. I purified that blood sample and…” I picked up a rack of stoppered test tubes. “I made this.”

				Rowan eyed the tubes. “And that is…”

				“An antidote for the bullets.” I couldn’t hide my smile.

				Rowan looked up, his expression growing serious. “Already?”

				“I worked out the formula after we found the bullet, but the shop blew and—” I waved away the excuses. “Lydia had what I needed so I mixed up a batch.”

			

			
				“She’s amazing, Rowan,” Lydia said.

				“You’re one to talk.” I hoped my blush wasn’t visible. “It’s designed to be taken orally. That’s the quickest way to get a potion into the body.”

				“What about an injection?” Rowan asked.

				“An—”

				“You know, an auto-injector, like an EpiPen. People with life-threatening allergies don’t have a lot of time, either.”

				“True.” I turned to Lydia, raising my brows.

				“That’s an excellent idea,” she said, “but would it still work?”

				“Absolutely, but I don’t know anything about auto-injectors. I’ve never used one as a delivery mechanism.”

				“And yet Bang Snaps are perfectly feasible.” Rowan clearly referred to the time I’d hit him with an alchemically altered novelty firework.

				“Well, yeah. For a powder.” I was really blushing now, so I focused on Lydia. “Could you get some of those auto-injectors?”

				“Certainly, leave it to me. If it’s starting to snow, you two should get moving.”

				We spent a few more minutes discussing dosages then thanked Lydia for sharing her resources with me. To my surprise, she gave me a hug.

				“Anytime.” She released me and turned to Rowan. “You must bring her back again.”

				“I’m sure she can find her own way.” He lifted my coat from the peg by the door and passed it to me.

				“Yes, of course.” I pulled on my coat and gave Lydia a smile, then followed Rowan outside.

				 

				Rowan was right about the snow. The flakes were falling thick and heavy, already accumulating on his Camaro in the short amount of time he’d been inside. The snow coated every branch and horizontal surface. The world had become a scene from a Christmas card.

			

			
				I stopped at the edge of the sidewalk, hating to make tracks in the fresh snowfall. A light wind swirled the flakes around me, catching on my hair and lashes. I tipped my face up, loving the feel of the cool flakes melting against my cheeks. The sensation was familiar.

				“Addie?”

				I gasped and straightened, immediately feeling like an idiot. “Sorry.” I stuffed my hands in my pockets and started toward the car. I had to slow my pace when one foot slipped out from under me. The rain had frozen, leaving a thin sheet of ice beneath the layer of snow. I hoped they’d treated the roads.

				The wind kicked up, pelting my face with thick wet snowflakes. I bent my head to avoid the worst of it, sniffing my suddenly running nose.

				The lights on the Camaro flashed as Rowan unlocked the doors, and I hurried to climb inside. A gust whipped through the car when Rowan got in. I reached for my seatbelt as he started the engine. He didn’t immediately pull out, adjusting the heat and turning on the windshield wipers.

				“There are napkins in the glove box,” he said.

				“What?”

				“Your nose is bleeding.”

				I touched my upper lip and discovered that he was right. I opened the glove box and pulled out a napkin, dabbing the few drops from my lip.

				“Déjà vu?” he asked, using the same term I did to describe my powerful memory surges.

				“Maybe.”

				“You didn’t remember anything?”

			

			
				I folded the napkin and dabbed my nose. It came away clean. “It was the snow,” I admitted, not looking at him. “Something familiar about it.”

				“The snow?”

				“I’m forty-two. Snow should be familiar, but—” I studied the napkin, unable to describe it. “Maybe it’s the storm or the bite of the wind.” I shrugged. “It’s nothing.”

				He was silent, but I didn’t look over. I just folded the napkin into smaller and smaller squares.

				“You don’t want to take the Final Formula and find out?” he asked.

				“No!” I pressed my lips together, embarrassed that I’d all but shouted the word. “No. I don’t need to know.” I stopped playing with the napkin. “You can drop me at the new shop.”

				He put the car in reverse and started to back out. “The gas isn’t on. No heat. You’ll stay at the manor.”

				“It’s not that cold.”

				“It’s twenty-seven degrees.” He shifted to first and headed for the street.

				“But—”

				“Don’t argue with me.”

				“Cora’s going to flip out.” I slumped in my seat.

				“Let me worry about her.”

				I groaned. “You always say that.”

				“She hasn’t killed you yet.”

				I snorted, smiling in spite of myself. “Thanks, Your Grace. I feel much better.”

				“You’re welcome.” The backend fishtailed a bit as he pulled out onto the street. I gripped the door handle and resigned myself to a long drive.

				 

				Forty minutes later, we’d only managed about half the distance to the manor. Rowan had turned the radio to WLW after a jack-knifed semi had diverted us onto the back roads. The weatherman had bumped the storm up from a snow squall to a blizzard.

			

			
				We passed a few salt trucks, but the snow was falling too fast for them to keep up. The rear-wheel drive Camaro wasn’t the best choice for the icy conditions, but Rowan managed to keep it on the road. Though every time we crossed a culvert or bridge, I could feel the back end trying to come around on us.

				Rowan’s phone buzzed in the console.

				“Check that for me?” He didn’t look over, keeping his attention on the road.

				I picked up the phone and tapped the screen. “It’s a text. From Cora.”

				“Read it.”

				“Where are you?” I read aloud.

				“Taking the long way home. The interstate is closed.”

				I typed his response and read hers. “Be safe.”

				Rowan didn’t respond so I assumed my secretarial duties were complete and returned the phone to the console.

				A few more slow miles passed under the wheels of the Camaro as road closures and accident reports continued to pile up on the radio.

				“Sorry to have you out in this,” I said. “I guess I should have just left the blood sample with Lydia and saved the rest for another day.”

				“I’m grateful for the antidote.”

				That warmed me. “Still, I know you don’t like having your baby out in this.”

				“My baby?”

				“The Camaro.” I turned my attention to the snow-covered landscape.

				“It’s not—” Rowan didn’t get to finish as a dog darted out of the shrubbery lining the road.

			

			
				I gasped and gripped the door handle, certain the animal was doomed. No way Rowan could stop in time, even without the ice.

				Rowan jerked the wheel, narrowly avoiding the dog, but I didn’t get to breathe a sigh of relief. We were sliding.

				Rowan spun the wheel left, then right, trying to ride it out, but the backend came around, whipping us into a full spin before we slid off the opposite side of the road and down an embankment. The passenger window had become the windshield.

				I continued to grip my door handle, cringing each time the Camaro thumped over a rut or took out a shrub. Thank goodness there weren’t any large trees. The ground leveled out and the car slowed, but it wasn’t enough to stop us. A dense thicket took up more and more of my view, and beyond it, I could see the dirty brown water of a river. I squeezed my eyes closed.

				Branches snapped and screeched across the sides and bottom of the car. We jerked to a halt, but my stiff-armed grip on the door handle kept me from smacking my head against the window. When I opened my eyes, I found my side of the car buried in snow and the twisted brown twigs of the thicket.

				“You okay?” Rowan asked.

				“Yeah.” I turned to look at him, catching the fading orange ring around his pupils.

				He flicked off the radio and leaned back in his seat.

				“Are you all right?” I asked.

				“Yes.” He straightened and picked up his phone. “We’re not driving out of this.”

				I gazed up the steep, snow-covered hill we’d slid down. I couldn’t even see the road.

				Rowan made a call. I sat in silence and listened to him reassure Cora that he was fine. If I’d been alone and slid off the road—assuming I even had a car—who would I call? Ian didn’t have a phone. He barely knew how to operate one. I guess I’d be calling 911.

			

			
				Rowan finished his conversation with reassurances that the car still ran and he had plenty of gas to keep the heater going. I could hear the exasperation in his tone when he explained that the exhaust system wasn’t buried and he wouldn’t be perishing via carbon monoxide poisoning. He hung up with an abrupt, “See you soon.”

				“She’s just worried about you,” I said.

				“I know.” He returned the phone to the console with a clatter.

				“I understand families are like that,” I added, eyeing the twigs outside my window.

				“Yes.” He didn’t sound annoyed, but it was hard to judge with just one word. I glanced over and found him watching me.

				“You could have James’s family.”

				He grunted. “That does put things in perspective.” He reached for the door handle. “Stay put. I’ll see how bad the damage is.”

				I decided not to call him on the command and watched him climb out. Yeah, this car was definitely his baby. He circled the Camaro, occasionally squatting to look underneath. When the thicket obscuring my view vanished in a flash of light, I jumped. With the window now clear, I could see that we were only yards away from the fifteen-foot drop into the river below us.

				Rowan opened the door and sat down, tapping the snow from his shoes before swinging his feet inside.

				“Perhaps you should have spared the thicket,” I said. “It saved us from a cold swim.”

				“Maybe I’ll have a plaque erected in its memory.” He reached for his door handle to pull the door closed.

				I opened my mouth to comment, when the sound of squealing tires and the thump of metal on metal echoed down from the road. A pause was followed by a second collision, this one accompanied by a scream.

			

			
				I was out of the car and scrambling up the bank before the sound died out. The Camaro shut off and Rowan’s door slammed behind me. I didn’t look back, concentrating instead on my footing. The leaves beneath the fresh powder were wet and slick, and I kept falling. The knees of my jeans were soaked by the time I reached the top of the hill. I gripped a sapling with my chilled fingers just as my foot slipped out from under me.

				Rowan caught my opposite arm, pulling me up on the road beside him.

				“Thanks,” I muttered.

				Another scream reached us, but I couldn’t see what had happened. A bend in the road blocked my view. I fell in beside Rowan as we carefully jogged along the berm. We rounded the bend and finally saw what all the excitement was about.

				Three cars had slid into each other on the bridge crossing the river, now a good twenty-five feet below us. One car, a blue KIA, had smashed into the rail and hung half over the edge, the backend dangling in space. Even now, it teetered as the couple inside tried to reach the toddler strapped in the back seat.

				I sprinted forward, my shoes sliding on the slick pavement and trampled snow. Warm engines and spilled oil gave the area a faintly garage-like smell. The occupants of a white Yukon had their doors open, but the older couple inside was busy staunching the driver’s bleeding head wound.

				The third vehicle, a red pickup, had come to rest against the opposite side of the bridge, the driver’s door blocked by the side rail. A teen no older than James was climbing out the passenger window.

				I didn’t stop to speak to any of them. Hardly slowing, I ran over to lean against the front bumper of the KIA, hoping my weight would help stabilize it.

				“Don’t move!” I shouted to the car’s occupants.

			

			
				Rowan appeared beside me and took my idea a step further by climbing up on the hood. “I wish Donovan—”

				Squealing tires cut off the rest of his words. I twisted to look over my shoulder. A brown delivery truck had rounded the bend, and unable to see the wreck until now, struggled to stop. He wasn’t going to make it. Brakes locked, the truck slid sideways, coming straight for us.

				“Move!” Rowan shoved me away from the car. I stumbled, trying to regain my footing, and thumped into the side of the Yukon. Gripping a door handle, I managed to keep my feet beneath me.

				The teenage boy had climbed free of his vehicle, but now stood beside it, staring at the oncoming truck like a deer caught in the headlights.

				“Look out!” I pushed off the Yukon and ran toward him. I made it several yards before the ice got the better of me. I landed on one knee, slamming the joint against the pavement.

				My shout must have worked because the kid seemed to rouse from his paralysis. Slipping on the ice, he tried get out of the truck’s path, but ended up on the ground instead. Through the wide windshield, I could see the driver jerk the wheel to the side. It worked. The truck skidded past, the locked front wheels mere feet from the downed kid.

				The driver’s actions sent the truck into a spin. I pushed myself to my feet. Unable to do anything, I could only watch as the truck closed in on the KIA. I held my breath. Would it slide past?

				The back of the truck clipped the front bumper and the KIA wobbled. The backend dipped as the hood where Rowan crouched rose. The family inside screamed, the sound muffled by the rolled up windows, then the car—and Rowan, slipped over the edge.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
8

				I didn’t think I was the only one who screamed, but I lost all notice of the world around me. I ran for that gaping hole in the rail just managing not to slide over the edge myself.

				The car hit the river trunk first and a smaller splash marked Rowan’s entrance a few feet away. I gripped the rail, and leaned out over the drop.

				The brown water swallowed the car a lot faster than I expected. I glanced toward the bank, trying to mentally mark the spot where the car disappeared. Where was Rowan? Had he hit the water wrong and knocked himself out?

				I leaned out further, scanning the water and searching for movement. How fast was the current? Like most tributaries this close to the Ohio River, the river was wide and deep, but not fast. Rowan shouldn’t be far from where he—

				The water abruptly vanished, gobbled up by rolling blue-white flame. No, not all the water, just an inverted V in the center of the river. The walls of fire continued to burn, vaporizing the water that touched it. Steam rolled off the area were the two elements met.

				Downstream, the KIA lay on its side on the muddy river bottom. At the apex of the V, holding those walls of flame, stood a water-logged Fire Element I knew all too well.

				A crazy grin creased my face, and I ran for the edge of the bridge. I scampered down the bank, on my butt as much as my feet, until I reached the water’s edge. The river seemed a lot wider from this perspective. Rowan was only diverting—or more precisely, vaporizing—the water directly above the once submerged car. The water still flowed along the river’s edges.

			

			
				I shrugged off my coat, stripping down to the zippered hoodie and tank I wore underneath. Sucking in a lungful of cold air, I jumped in. The shock expelled my deep breath right back out again. Fortunately, the water only came to mid-thigh, but it was so cold, it was painful.

				The flaming walls Rowan held in place were another obstacle I hadn’t considered. I was forced to wade downstream to avoid them. The water crept up to my waist, then my ribs before I reached the open end of the V.

				My limbs grew heavy, and pain clenched my chest with each frozen breath, but I pressed on. I made it around the mouth of the V and waded into shallower water. It seemed the air had dropped in temperature, the wind freezing my clothes to my skin. I slogged forward, the water gradually falling until I was ankle deep in mud that smelled of decayed vegetation and fish.

				“Y-you in the c-car,” I shouted, or tried to around my chattering teeth. “Climb out!”

				I circled the KIA, and through the windshield, I could see everyone moving around inside. The man stood on the driver’s door, struggling to open passenger door above him. The woman was in the back seat, working to get the kid out of her car seat. I couldn’t make out details through the glass, but it looked like they had all survived the fall into the river.

				I climbed up the underside of the car and pulled myself onto the back fender, then pushed to my feet. My left foot slipped, and I almost tumbled off into the cold mud once more. I dropped to a knee and caught the passenger door handle before I slid off. Regaining my balance, I started tugging at the handle while the man inside pushed.

				“Is it unlocked?” I called. Always check the simple things first when troubleshooting a formula, er, problem.

				“Yes!” The car muffled the man’s answer.

				I wondered if the water had fouled up the electric door locks or something. The door wasn’t budging.

			

			
				Heat seared my palm, and my eyes were once again flash blinded. Overbalanced, I didn’t get a chance to wonder about retinal damage as I tumbled over backward and landed with a splat in the mud.

				“T-thank you,” I called and rolled up onto my hands and knees. I raised my head looking a few feet past the end of the car where Rowan stood, ankle deep in mud and backlit by wavering flame. His expression was grim, his flickering eyes of orange and gold focused on me.

				“Go.” He mouthed the word before closing his eyes. Blood already dampened his upper lip.

				That got my frozen limbs moving. I shoved myself to my feet and turned back to the car.

				The man emerged and squatted on the front fender to accept the child the woman handed up to him.

				“Here!” I called and held out my hands.

				He lowered the screaming little girl to me and then reached down to help the woman out.

				The kid had a bleeding gash over her right eye, but seemed otherwise okay. Her lungs were certainly working—and she didn’t like being held by a wet, muddy stranger.

				Her mother dropped to the mud beside me and took back the toddler. She didn’t attempt to sooth her, focused instead on the man holding back the river that wanted to swallow her family.

				“Dear God,” she whispered.

				Her husband landed in the mud beside us.

				“He c-can’t hold it long,” I said. “Go!”

				The woman turned toward the bank and her eyes grew wider. “I can’t swim.”

				I opened my mouth to explain that the water wasn’t that deep, when the wall of flames shifted, reaching all the way to the bank. That would have been handy earlier.

			

			
				“Hurry!” I told them.

				That seemed to do the trick, and the family of three struggled through the deep mud toward the bank.

				I turned back to Rowan and discovered that he’d dropped to a knee, his head bowed with the obvious strain. Shaking with cold and a good dose of fear, I waded through the mud to reach him. I dropped beside him, my knees hitting with a wet splat.

				“Hey.” I gripped the shoulder of his sodden coat and glanced back at the family approaching the bank. “They’re almost t-there.”

				“You go, too,” he ground out through gritted teeth.

				“I go w-when you go.” I gritted my own teeth in an effort to stop their chattering.

				“Can’t hold it,” he breathed.

				“Then we s-swim.”

				To my surprise, he wrapped an arm around my waist. “Stubborn,” he whispered, his mouth close to my ear.

				“Pointless to g-give me c-commands.”

				He braced his other hand against his thigh, and I realized he was trying to stand. I struggled to help him, or at least, not hinder him. Eventually, we made it to our feet.

				I glanced toward shore, relieved to see the family scrambling up onto the bank. “They’re clear.”

				The wall immediately collapsed, shrinking to a tiny half-circle just upstream from us and a good fifteen feet high. Brown water crashed in all around and I gasped, surprised by the force of it. Icy water drenched us, and I clung to Rowan, fearing he’d lost it entirely—or even lost consciousness. But the water fell, and we stood in a fire-ringed tube of space maybe five feet in diameter. I could feel the intense heat, but in my chilled state, I wasn’t complaining.

				I looped an arm around his waist and urged him toward the bank. “Had you m-mentioned your parting of the Red Sea talent, I might n-not have called you a one-trick pony.”

			

			
				“New skill,” he muttered. “Cora’s area.”

				“If she showed up now, I’d give her a big kiss.”

				“She might like that.”

				I opened my mouth and closed it. Was he saying what I thought he was? I decided not to ask. “You okay, Hot Stuff?”

				He grunted, but didn’t answer. He did keep stumbling along beside me and that was enough. I gave up trying to talk and just concentrated on moving. My face was beginning to feel sunburned from the heat, and I was certain my clothes were drying.

				The water level fell as we approached shore, and the fire fell along with it. We were about halfway there when he whispered my name. I grunted in response, not feeling energetic enough for a verbal answer.

				“I’m sorry,” he muttered.

				Before I could even think to question him, he slumped against me and the fire winked out. The water crashed in around of us, knocking us both from our feet. Somehow I held on to Rowan. The water settled, and I was relieved to find that I could stand, though the icy water rose to my armpits.

				I wrapped an arm around Rowan’s waist, helping him to his feet. Thank goodness he was still conscious.

				“Not far now,” I whispered. “I got you.”

				He wrapped an arm around my shoulders and muttered something, but I didn’t catch the words. I decided to save the conversation for later. Even though we could touch bottom, it wasn’t easy guiding a half-unconscious man through armpit-deep ice water. We stumbled often, half swimming, half wading as we made our way toward shore. When the water fell to just above my knees, I was ready to claim victory. Then Rowan tripped, taking me with him.

			

			
				“Sorry,” he muttered, though he didn’t attempt to regain his feet.

				My arm still around his waist, I guided him toward the bank. Breathing hurt and my extremities were numb. I wanted to collapse, but I had to get Rowan—and me—out of the water. I slipped and slid up onto the bank, managing to pull Rowan partially out of the water, but I couldn’t seem to get any further. Without the buoyancy of the water, he was one heavy guy.

				“Rowan, help me,” I said between gritted teeth.

				He heard my request and surged up the bank. The sudden move surprised me, and I stumbled backward, pulling Rowan with me. A thick water maple stopped my progress, but before I could get my balance, Rowan collided with me. I ended up sitting at the base of the tree with Rowan slumped against me.

				The family we’d helped from the river was picking their way along the bank toward us. The current hadn’t been strong, but it had pushed us downstream.

				The family stopped a short distance away, seeming uncertain about coming closer.

				“Is, is he…” The woman stared at Rowan.

				“Really tired,” I answered.

				“The Flame Lord,” she finished.

				I glanced up at the now distant bridge, noticing more cars and the flashing lights of emergency vehicles.

				“Your little girl is bleeding,” I said. “Perhaps you should get her checked out.”

				“Let me help you up there?” the man offered. He sounded calmer, but his eyes were nearly as wide as the woman’s and his gaze kept returning to Rowan.

				“Just send down a few blankets,” I suggested. “I forgot the beach towels.”

				The man blinked. Maybe he wasn’t ready for humor yet.

				“Go on,” I encouraged them. To my relief, they went.

			

			
				I held Rowan against me and watched their progress up the bank. When I glanced at the bridge again, I noticed that the emergency vehicles weren’t the only new arrivals. A news van was parking along the verge.

				“Oh shit.” I struggled to strip off my wet hoodie—not an easy feat with a tree at my back and a two-hundred-pound man leaning against me. I finally slipped the wet material from my arms, hardly noticing the wind against my bare skin. That was probably a bad sign.

				Rowan mumbled something when I draped the cold fabric over his head.

				“The news is here. Keep your head down.” I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, laying a hand on his head to keep the jacket in place.

				He made another sound and struggled to raise his head. In the shadow of my hood, his eyes still glowed.

				“And work on banking the embers,” I said. “If I do manage to spin a plausible lie, no one is going to believe it.”

				He closed his eyes and bowed his head, his forehead resting against my collarbone. “Shit,” he breathed.

				“I said that already.”

				He raised his head again, and I was relieved to see the fire absent from his eyes. Though the blood on his lip bothered me.

				“Rowan—”

				“You’re wearing a tank top.” He looked surprised.

				“The rest of the ensemble is on your head.” I looked down, and if I hadn’t been succumbing to hypothermia, I would have blushed. The thin white cotton clung to me like a second skin, and the wet and the cold were having the expected effect.

				“Just a tank top,” he said.

				“It was Era’s idea. No bra straps.”

				He looked up, his skin pale, blood and exhaustion lining his face, and yet that smirk appeared on his mouth. God, he had a great mouth.

			

			
				Movement beyond his shoulder caught my attention, and I saw the news crew heading down—ahead of the EMTs. The cameraman kept slipping, almost falling on more than one occasion. He must already be filming.

				“Can we discuss my clothing choices later?” I asked. “We’re about to have company—and they have a camera.”

				“Take back the jacket.” He reached for it, but I caught his arm.

				“No. You’re not going to reveal yourself.” If the world knew his face, he’d never have any privacy. And crazy people with magic bullets could find him more easily.

				“You’re not going to reveal yourself either.” The words came out as a growl and then he started to cough.

				His reaction surprised me, but I didn’t get to comment as he continued to cough. “Hey, are you okay?”

				A few more wet hacks and he managed to stop. I caught a glimpse of blood on his lips before he slumped against me once more.

				“Rowan!” I whispered his name, not sure how sensitive that camera was. But the crew was still struggling through the brush lining the river so I had a few moments.

				Damn it. What could I do? If I let them pack us off to a hospital, I could find a phone or a cab and get word to Ian. He could whip up a batch of Rowan’s remedy while I played some sort of damage control. But first, I had to stop this camera crew from getting a good look at Rowan.

				To my surprise, they hung back and let the two EMTs approach. The two young men hurried to us. One dropped to his knees in the mud while the other shook out a blanket.

				“Any injuries?” the man kneeling beside us asked.

				“Just cold and tired,” I answered honestly. I was surprised that the cold didn’t affect me more. Maybe my rapid healing helped in this situation as well.

			

			
				“We need to get you to the ambulance,” the young man continued. “Can you walk?”

				“Probably.” I kept my voice low, hoping the camera crew couldn’t hear. I didn’t like them seeing Rowan so weak.

				“Give her a blanket,” Rowan said, his voice muffled by my jacket—and exhaustion. “My brother will be here shortly.”

				“It’s under thirty degrees, sir, and you’re both soaked to the bone. You need—”

				Rowan started to raise his head, but I wrapped my arms around his shoulders, holding him against me.

				“A blanket would be great,” I said, holding the EMT’s gaze.

				“…that alchemist,” I heard one of the camera crew comment to another. I guess they’d noticed my tattoos.

				“Her lips and nails are blue,” the EMT said to Rowan, ignoring me. I had to give him credit. He knew which card to play.

				Rowan tried to move again, but I tightened my hold. “We need to lose the prying eyes first.”

				The EMT looked up at the camera crew. “I don’t think we can do anything about that, ma’am.”

				I wiggled until I could pull a vial from my pocket. “Throw this at them.” I offered him the vial, and he pulled back his hand, his eyes widening. I almost laughed.

				“Is that a threat, Ms. Daulton?”

				I looked up, realizing the reporter had addressed me. She moved closer, the cameraman and the sound guy following.

				“That depends on what’s in the vial,” I told her.

				Rowan braced a hand on the tree above my shoulder and managed to push himself up. He caught my wrist with the opposite hand. My jacket still covered his head and his back was to the reporter, but the EMTs could see him. Of course, they didn’t have cameras.

			

			
				I met his gray eyes, and caught amusement within the exhaustion.

				“Yes?” I said to him.

				“Closer,” he whispered, his eyes flickering in the direction of the reporter.

				I frowned. Did he intend to ash the camera? He wasn’t up to that. Blood still stained the corner of his mouth.

				The vial I held was just some amyl acetate Lydia had given me. An ingredient I planned to use in an upcoming potion, but one that offered nothing in this situation. Alchemically, I was helpless.

				“Aw, come on,” I complained. “The effect is temporary.”

				Rowan plucked the vial from my fingers. “No.”

				“You’re no fun.” I leaned up, closer to his ear. “Don’t,” I whispered, too soft for the reporter to hear. “Let me up. I’ll tackle the guy and chuck the camera in the river.”

				“No,” Rowan repeated, his expression serious now.

				The reporter moved closer, though her crew hung back a little.

				“Please don’t come any closer, ma’am,” the EMT said. “We need to get them to the ambulance. Unless you wish to assist. They just saved a family of three. I think that deserves a little privacy.”

				“I like him,” I whispered to Rowan.

				“We’re not hindering you,” the reporter answered.

				“You’re agitating the patients,” the EMT replied.

				“A shame none of this will make the news,” I said.

				Rowan bowed his head and closed his eyes. I glanced up at the reporter, gauging the distance. A drop of blood slid off Rowan’s lip and splattered against my tank top.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
9

				I had to stop him. Rowan had already done more than he should. Another use of his power could be his last. If I just had some Extinguishing Dust…

				I fisted my hand against the ground. Hell, there wasn’t even any dust, just mud.

				The cameraman had hung back, maybe for a better angle, but he moved closer now, almost in range of Rowan’s power. No, that wasn’t accurate. The cameraman had been in range the whole time, but for Rowan to distinguish between him and the camera, he needed to be within about ten feet. I dug my fingers into the soft earth. I had to stop this.

				An idea forming, I fisted a handful of mud and smeared it across Rowan’s face. He gasped, his eyes snapping open to give me a full view of his glowing orange irises. I caught the edge of my wet jacket and pulled the fabric over his face, rolling to the side as I did so. I staggered to my feet, annoyed by how much my chilled muscles had stiffened. Mud gripped in my fist, I ran at the cameraman. Unfortunately, he eluded me easily.

				“She’s crazy,” the reporter exclaimed.

				I ignored her, closing with the cameraman once more. Being an alchemist, I often had to defend myself by throwing a vial, and I found I was pretty accurate. I didn’t want to speculate on any practice I’d gotten before I lost my memory. Then, too, my potions had a wider dispersal area than a mud ball.

				I pulled my arm back and threw. The cameraman saw it coming, but his reaction time wasn’t that good through a viewfinder. A good portion of the mud splattered across the lens.

				“Damn it!” He pulled the camera from his shoulder. I considered jerking it from his hands, but a low growl pulled me up short. A warm mass settled against my hip and the reporter screamed.

			

			
				I twined my fingers in the shaggy black fur of the hellhound standing beside me.

				“You may go now,” I told the news crew.

				James snarled and my chilled skin pebbled further. The news crew turned and ran.

				“W-wish I could do that,” I muttered against chattering teeth.

				James bumped me with his shoulder.

				“Ma’am?” the EMT prompted.

				When I turned to face him, he offered a blanket, though his eyes kept drifting to James.

				“Thank you.” I took the blanket, but fumbled it as I tried to wrap it around my shoulders. To my surprise, the young man moved closer to help me. Most reacted like the news crew when faced with James’s hellhound form.

				James walked toward Rowan. My hoodie still shadowed Rowan’s face, but I could make out the smear of mud on one cheek, and his frown.

				“What…is that?” the EMT asked, his eyes on James. His friend just stared.

				“A hellhound,” I answered. “He’ll take us home.” James could take us back to the manor via his hell dimension. Ian and I had frequently saved cab fare traveling that way.

				James stood quietly while Rowan used him to climb to his feet.

				“You’re sure?” the EMT asked. His silent friend offered Rowan a blanket, then moved over beside his buddy.

				“Yes. Thank you.” I offered my hand. “I’m Addie. Addie Daulton.”

				“I know.” He took my hand. “Kevin Shaffer. And God, you’re freezing.”

			

			
				“Yes, I am.” I hobbled over to where James and Rowan waited. “If you’ll excuse us.”

				Kevin Shaffer nodded and then led his silent friend away.

				I followed James and Rowan around to the back of the tree, using the bulk to hide us from the crowd on the distant bridge.

				Rowan let go of James and slumped against the tree. “What the hell was that?” he asked me.

				“No Extinguishing Dust, so I used mud.”

				Rowan frowned at me so I turned to James. “You want to open the portal?” I tried to pull my blanket closer with my numb hands.

				“I can’t go through there,” Rowan said, his words slurred.

				“Your Grace, I’m—” The new voice stopped with a gasp, and I looked up to find Gerald standing a few yards away. Like James, Gerald could teleport anywhere, though he used wormholes instead of crossing the land of the dead. Gerald was New Magic, and Rowan often used his talent to move around the city unseen.

				Gerald raised both hands and took a hasty step back. He glanced over his shoulder like he intended to run.

				“Gerald, wait.” I bumped James with my hip. “Change,” I whispered.

				Gerald and James hadn’t gotten along so well on their first meeting. I suspected Gerald still had nightmares about that.

				James became human, squatting on the ground beside me. “Get a grip, man. I’m not going to hurt you.”

				“You need to get Rowan to the manor, Gerald.” I drew the man’s attention to me. “Move! Before he succumbs to hypothermia.”

				Gerald blinked then seemed to truly notice Rowan slumped against the tree. “Your Grace!” He hurried to Rowan’s side.

				“Wait!” James called.

				Rowan and Gerald vanished.

			

			
				“Shit!” James smacked his bare thigh with his hand. “You need to go, too.”

				“So, take me with you. Hell sounds nice and toasty at the moment.”

				James looked up. “Addie, you can’t. The living cannot travel through the land of the dead.”

				“I’m not supposed to be able to touch your blood, either. I’ll be fine, James. Trust me.”

				He frowned and I realized what I’d said. After my betrayal, that was the last thing he’d want to do.

				James became the hellhound and a dark portal opened beside us. He leapt through, his form changing as he entered the darkness. One clawed hand reached out, catching the edge of the portal before it could shimmer closed. No matter how many times I saw it, James’s true form—as he called it—always gave me chills. Human and hellhound merged into one was a terrifying sight.

				You’d better be right. James’s voice echoed out of the portal: a menacing snarl formed into words.

				“I am.” I walked toward him.

				What did you find, little brother? Gavin, the other grim who shared James’s hell dimension, whispered in the darkness. Ah, it’s her. He drew out the pronoun.

				My feet came to a halt of their own accord.

				Back off. James snarled. He turned back to face me, those familiar eyes meeting mine. He won’t touch you.

				A sense of déjà vu washed over me. Not the nose-bleeding, memory-returning sort that my mind-raping Grand Master had left me with, but the more common feeling that I’d done this before, back when James had often come to my defense.

				I stepped into the portal, ducking beneath James’s arm, and a delicious wave of heat washed over me. “God, that feels good.”

				The portal shimmered closed behind us, and we plunged into near darkness.

			

			
				My eyes gradually adjusted to the low light. I gasped and took a step back. Gavin stood only feet away, his nightmare form larger than James’s and his glowing red eyes focused on me.

				Give me just a moment, James said. The sinister voice didn’t mesh with the tentative request.

				Is she as tasty as she looks? Gavin leaned toward me, inhaling.

				I didn’t consider myself a coward, but he completely creeped me out. I stepped closer to James, and my shoulder pressed against his fur-covered ribs.

				She glows so bright. Gavin’s eyes opened wider, and his pupils shrank to pin pricks as if he was looking into a bright light.

				James’s arm slipped around my shoulders. Back off.

				Gavin took a step closer, sniffing the air. A soul bright as a necromancer’s. Is that what attracts you, little brother?

				James snarled, the sound so soft and low, I felt it in my bones.

				Is her blood as sweet? Gavin continued. The necro that bound me had the sweetest blood. I often wished he’d been female.

				Light flooded us, and Gavin snarled and jumped back. James had pulled the portal open—on the driveway in front of the manor. James nudged me toward the brightness, but I didn’t need encouragement. I stepped out onto the cobbled drive and the portal shimmered closed behind me. James didn’t follow.

				“Oh God, I hate that thing.” I shivered.

				Rowan and Gerald stood a few feet away, and I hurried to them.

				“Your Grace?” Gerald tentatively reached out to Rowan, but pulled back before he actually touched him.

				I saw Rowan sway and stepped up beside him, pulling his arm across my shoulders. “Hey.”

				“What thing?” Rowan muttered. He must have heard my comment.

			

			
				“Gavin.”

				Gerald stood watching us, wringing his hands.

				“I could use some help,” I said.

				A quick nod and Gerald ran toward the side door. Apparently, he intended to look for help inside.

				I sighed. I’d meant help me hold Rowan up. A snow-laden gust of wind hit us and my shivering increased.

				“Damn, it’s cold.” I gripped Rowan’s wrist where it rested on my shoulder. The warmth of his skin surprised me. He felt feverish. “Rowan?”

				“Y-yes. It’s cold.” He took a step, and then his weight took me to the ground.

				“Rowan!” I crawled out from under him and touched his hot, mud-streaked cheek.

				The side door opened and James ran out, wearing only a pair of sweatpants. He must have traveled to his bedroom after leaving me here.

				Gerald, who was almost to the door, let out a startled squeak and vanished.

				“Get inside,” James said to me and scooped Rowan off the cobbles as easily as a grown man lifted a toddler.

				“James, what—” Era skidded to a stop in the doorway, Donovan halting behind her.

				“They fell in a river,” James explained.

				They stepped back to let him enter.

				“And Rowan overdid it,” I added, following James inside. “Does he have any of his remedy left or do I need to—”

				“He has another vial.” Cora said, stepping into the foyer. She stopped beside James and touched Rowan’s cheek. “Upstairs now,” she said to James. “Get him out of those wet things. I’ll be up in a minute with his medicine.”

				James nodded and took the stairs two at a time.

				Cora’s attention shifted to me.

			

			
				“There was a w-wreck. On a bridge.” Now that the air around me was warm, I couldn’t stop shivering. “A car fell in the river. Rowan held back the w-water and I got the family out.”

				“Rowan held back the water?” Era asked, her tone incredulous.

				“Vaporized the water around the car—and us,” I clarified.

				“Dear God,” Donovan muttered.

				“It was pretty c-cool,” I agreed, pulling my now damp blanket closer.

				Donovan stepped forward. “Here,” he said and then picked me up before I could understand what he wanted. “You’re soaked,” he said.

				“He couldn’t hold back the whole river. I s-swam out to them.”

				“In twenty-degree weather?” Era asked.

				“Twenty-seven,” I clarified.

				“Upstairs,” Cora said. “Era, get her dry and in bed. I’ll see if I can find an electric blanket.”

				Donovan turned and started up the stairs.

				I let myself relax, though I continued to shiver. My cheek came to rest on his shoulder, and I felt the warmth of his skin through the soft fabric of his flannel shirt. There was something comforting about the scent of his cologne. Fatherly. Which was odd since I didn’t remember my father. A sigh escaped. I hadn’t wanted to stay at the manor, but now I was glad I was here.

				“Don’t fall asleep, Addie,” Era said. “I’ll have to get one of the guys to help me change you and tuck you in bed.”

				“I already did the wet T-shirt thing for the local news.”

				“What’s this?” Era asked.

				“Then I went after the cameraman,” I admitted. I felt and heard Donovan chuckle.

				“You need to stay awake to tell me that story,” Era said.

				“I’ll try.”

				 

			

			
				For the first time in weeks, I slept through the night. I guess complete exhaustion will do that to a person. But when the sunlight finally drove me from my slumber, I was annoyed to learn I’d wasted half the morning. I had too much to do to lie here sleeping. As the saying went, I’d sleep when I was dead—as long as Ian had no say in things.

				That reminded me, I needed to get back to the lab and check in with him. A stress-free day at the bench was what I needed. I should also speak with Rowan to see about contacting the landlord about phone installation and—

				I gasped, remembering the events of the day before. Had Rowan recovered? Certainly someone would have come to get me if more of his remedy was needed.

				Anxious now, I hurried through my shower. My new clothes were hanging in the wardrobe. I pulled on a pair jeans and one of the fitted, long-sleeve T-shirts Era was so fond of, then hurried downstairs.

				I didn’t have to go far to find an answer for my concerns. No sooner did I leave the stairs for the foyer then Cora entered from a side hall, James at her side.

				“Gone?” she demanded of my former sidekick. “What do you mean, gone? When did he leave?”

				“Several hours ago.”

				“Why wasn’t I told?”

				“Cora.” James merely held her gaze, unruffled by her outburst.

				She huffed out a breath. “Damn that exasperating man. He could barely stand.”

				“Who? Rowan?” I asked. Was she referring to last night or this morning? In the past, my remedy had brought him back to full strength quickly.

				She whirled to face me, and I realized she hadn’t seen me until that moment.

			

			
				“I thought you said he still had some of his remedy,” I continued, walking over to join them. “Do I need to—”

				“You’ve done enough,” Cora snapped at me.

				I glanced at James, raising my eyebrows in question.

				“Footage from the wreck made the news this morning,” James answered.

				Shit. “Was his identity compromised?”

				“Nearly. Some kid on the bridge recorded all of it with his phone. Fortunately the video was grainy and distant.”

				I remembered the kid from the pickup truck and wondered if it was him.

				“The news crew footage was much better,” Cora said. “They paint a charming picture of you—and by extension, him.”

				“I was trying to protect him.”

				Cora gave me a final glare and turned back to James. “I’ve got a meeting this morning. Head over to the Offices and keep the hot head out of trouble until I get there. Donovan will just go along with him.”

				“What about Era’s—”

				“I’ve already spoken with her.”

				“Okay.”

				Cora gave him a stiff nod. “Thank you, and be safe.”

				“Always.”

				She turned and left, slamming the front door behind her.

				“Was it really that bad?” I asked now that we were alone.

				“Era recorded it.” James gestured toward the hall that led to the den.

				“That didn’t answer my question.”

				“They made you look like a crazy woman, and portrayed Rowan as having no control over you. He’s gotten calls from the PIA, the Deacon, and even the European Elements.”

				“What was I supposed to do? He was coughing up blood, and there’s a film crew not twenty feet away.”

			

			
				“I know,” he said, his tone soft.

				I looked up, meeting those solemn green eyes. God, I needed a hug.

				He turned and headed for the stairs. “I’ve got to get going. Era can show you the clip.”

				“Hey!” I called after him.

				He hesitated, his foot on the bottom step.

				“What about your brothers? Did you and Donovan find anything?”

				“It wasn’t them.” He jogged up the stairs, leaving me alone in the foyer.

				“So much for the stress-free day,” I muttered and went off to find Era.

				 

				I didn’t find Era in the den, I found her in the sunroom, standing before the bright wall of windows that looked out over the snow-covered backyard. The storm clouds were gone and the morning sun made the scene blinding.

				“Hey,” I said by way of greeting. “What are you doing in here all alone?” The faint scent of bacon and coffee still hung in the air, but this late in the morning, the breakfast cart was gone.

				“That’s about all I’m allowed to do.” Her tone sounded bitter, but when she turned, she offered me a smile. “If you’re looking for Rowan, he left a while ago.”

				“I know. Actually, I was looking for you.”

				“Really?” Her fair brows rose in a look of genuine surprise.

				“I hear you recorded that news story. Do you care to show it to me?”

				Her brows snapped back down. “I’m not so sure you’ll want to see it. Me, I’d rather find that reporter bitch.” Her eyes glinted in the sunlight.

				“It can’t be that bad.”

			

			
				“Come on, I’ll show you.”

				Ten minutes later, I was as pissed off as Era. They had cut the footage to make it appear Rowan had tried to stop me from throwing a vial and failed, then the mud splattered across the lens. They never explained that it was mud and not a potion.

				“They showed you rescuing that family for like ten seconds,” Era complained. “Then spent the next five minutes calling you crazy.”

				“Technically, they only showed Rowan’s fireworks in the rescue,” I clarified. “Perhaps I should just be grateful they fuzzed out my revealing shirt.”

				“Rowan was livid,” Era said. “It’s probably a good thing Donovan went with him, or this evening, we’d be seeing a new story.”

				“He was that mad?”

				“Nobody likes to be made to look a fool,” she said. “Especially with clever editing.”

				True. The video did make Rowan look anything but in control, and control was something he took very seriously.

				I sighed and scooted to the edge of the leather couch. “Nothing I can do about it,” I said. “I need to get back to the shop. I’ve wasted enough time.” I rose to my feet. “Do you think Marlowe would give me a ride?”

				“I could.” She stood beside me. “I can even give you a hand. Or are you going to refuse me again?”

				How could I say no now? “Very well. Let’s see how much of that chemistry you remember.”

				 

				The building Rowan had chosen for my new lab was an excellent one. The kitchen was spacious with lots of counter space and shelving. The gas range and hood were in good working order, and there was even a convection oven and a commercial grade refrigerator. Though I couldn’t decide if the lingering scent of donuts was a blessing or a curse.

			

			
				Ian had done wonders bringing our new lab up to speed. Without the need to eat, sleep, or even keep warm, he’d worked through the night to transfer all our salvageable equipment to the new building. My only complaint was that, although the gas had been switched on this morning, he hadn’t bothered with the heat.

				He made an excuse to Era about the recent arrival of the gas company, but I could tell by his sheepish expression that he hadn’t even considered warming the place up. After nearly two hundred years in a crypt, he hadn’t had to bother with such things in a long time.

				He excused himself not long after we arrived, claiming he had an appointment with his financial consultant. I figured he was meeting with his book dealer. I gave him some of the burn salve I’d just mixed up to deliver to the hospital, and sent him on his way.

				The building warmed quickly, or maybe, as was usually the case, I just didn’t notice the chill once I became absorbed in my work. And we had a lot of work: burn salve, bullet antidote, more remedy for Rowan—though I’d need his blood to finish.

				Things were going so well that it surprised me when, a few hours later, Era told me she needed to go.

				“Bored already?” I asked.

				“Already? It’s been three hours.” Era laughed. “Besides, James is the one who wants to be a chemistry major. I was just hoping for a chance to ogle your assistant.”

				I almost dropped the test tube I was filling.

				“Don’t look so shocked. You’re a woman. You must have noticed that Dmitri is smokin’.”

				And dead. “He’s not your type,” I blurted.

				Era crossed her arms. “Oh, really. And what is my type?”

			

			
				Come on, Addie, think. “He’s gay.”

				Era’s arms dropped to her sides. “No way.”

				“Afraid so.”

				“What a waste.”

				“Yeah. I’ve been trying to keep him away from James. Dmitri is a hopeless flirt. He’d make James uncomfortable.”

				Era snorted. “A flirt. I second that.” She shook her head. “Damn.”

				I turned back to my test tubes, congratulating myself on a crisis averted. I’d even found an excuse to keep James and Dmitri apart.

				No, this was wrong. All I was doing was digging myself deeper. I needed to come clean on this.

				“Era—”

				“Hey, I’m cool. I was just crushing on him a little.” She turned and headed for the coat rack. “Better to know now.”

				I lost my nerve. “Are you going back to the manor?”

				“Eventually.”

				“You shouldn’t be out running around. If—”

				“God. Not you, too. I thought you were cool.”

				“Did I just lose my cool cred for caring about you?”

				She gave me a dark look as she pulled on her coat.

				“Era, please.”

				“If I told you I was going back to the manor, would that make you happy?”

				“It would make me more happy if you actually went.”

				Her lips curled into a smile. “You’re scary good, you know that?” She turned and headed for the door.

				“Era.”

				“See you at dinner.” She pushed open the door to the front room and was gone.

				I removed the test tube I was heating from the flame, then hunted around for a rack. By the time I reached the front door, her car was pulling away from the curb.

			

			
				“Crap.” Should I call someone? With what? The building didn’t have a phone, but I could try the convenience store on the corner.

				Get a grip, Ad. She said she’d see me at dinner. She was probably just going to drive around to blow off steam.

				I walked back in the lab and stopped beside my bench. Between Ian’s work last night and mine today, we’d completed the formulas on my list. I glanced at the clock and was surprised to discover it was after noon. Ian had yet to return and that concerned me.

				He’d had plenty of time to deliver the salve and sell a few more of his antique books. He should have been back hours ago. Perhaps he’d found a new clothing store—the man was obsessed with his wardrobe—or maybe another necromancer had found him. That gave me a chill. Ian was powerful, but he was still dead. He could be controlled.

				My concern growing, I locked up the shop and walked to the corner convenience store. It turned out that they did have a pay phone, and I was able to call a cab. I didn’t have a lot of money, but I could afford a short trip.

				Ten minutes later, I stepped beneath the arch at Greenlawn Cemetery. Snow had blanketed the grounds, leaving several inches atop the hundreds of headstones and lining the branches of the leafless trees. Several sets of tracks, both canine and human, disturbed the fresh powder on the twisting road through the cemetery, but my tracks were the first to break the snow leading up to Ian’s mausoleum. That told me nothing about Ian—he didn’t need to travel by foot—but it did reassure me that no one else had been here.

				Inside the mausoleum, I found the sarcophagus that hid the stairs to the crypt open. I made a mental note to have Ian close it. Without him here to guard the place, any brave soul could walk in and steal his treasures. Perhaps we should clean it out entirely.

			

			
				I flicked on my flashlight and descended the stairs. The first room felt deserted without the warm glow of the wall sconces. I couldn’t tell if any more books had been taken—by Ian or anyone else. Moving on, I walked to the second chamber, but the room’s only furnishings were the stout wooden tables and the empty shelves.

				“Ian?” My voice echoed off the hand-fitted stone that lined the walls.

				I swung my flashlight around the room, more to check that we’d gotten all the equipment than expecting an answer from him. I moved my flashlight beam along the shelves until I came to the final set. The shelves that contained the heart jars. I didn’t want to look, but I should. I couldn’t let myself forget what Ian was.

				The yellow beam of light swept across those shelves and I sucked in a breath. They were empty.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
10

				I stared at the shelf where the hearts had been. Had Ian taken them, or had they been found by someone else? The sarcophagus was open in the next room. Anyone could walk down here.

				A soft thump echoed through the chamber, and I whirled toward the hall. I stood still, hardly daring to breathe as I listened. The sound came again, and I released a shaky breath. The old metal door must be moving in the wind. I hadn’t bothered to secure it before coming downstairs.

				“Addie?”

				A scream escaped as I spun in the opposite direction, the beam of my flashlight catching on Ian’s face.

				He blinked in the light and raised his hands in surrender. “Easy.”

				I realized I held a vial of alchemical mustard gas ready to smash at his feet.

				“Shit, Ian. Don’t do that!”

				His fair brows rose. “I merely came looking for you.”

				I ran a shaking hand over my face, trying to get control of my breathing. “How about not appearing two feet behind me and whispering my name?”

				“It was more than two feet and I didn’t whisper.”

				“Ian.” I dropped my hand to frown at him. “Admit it. You love doing that.”

				“I’m sure I don’t know what you mean.” A smile dimpled his cheeks.

				“By the way, I told Era you were gay, so you can stop flirting with her.”

			

			
				“Shall I flirt with His Grace instead?”

				I shook my head and turned toward the first room. What did it take to rattle the guy?

				“May I ask what you’re doing here?” he followed me into the hall.

				“Looking for you,” I answered over my shoulder. “Where have you been?”

				“I delivered your salve, then met with the book dealer. He was able to sell Frankenstein for thirty-nine hundred dollars.”

				I stopped on the area rug and turned to face him. “Seriously?”

				“It wasn’t a first edition. And a little worn. One of my favorites, I’m afraid.”

				I snorted. “Did you admire Dr. Frankenstein?”

				“His approach to necromancy was unique.” Ian shrugged. “After I sold the book, I procured a couple of those mechanical pipetters you mentioned.”

				“Okay. Good.” I really needed to catalogue what he had down here. “And by the way, you need to keep the sarcophagus closed, or we should move the rest of the books out of here.”

				“Considering your penchant for losing labs in fiery explosions, they’re probably safest here.” He raised his head, looking up the stairs. A low rumble of stone on stone echoed down from above.

				I took an involuntary step back, recognizing the sound. The vaults upstairs were sliding open. “Ian?”

				“You didn’t expect me to do the lifting, did you? I just acquired this coat.” He smoothed the lapels of the brocade smoking jacket he wore. Where he found such things, I had no idea.

				Moans and shuffles echoed down the stairs as the mausoleum’s occupants rose from their graves.

				“Must they be so noisy?”

				“Reanimating that which once lived causes…echoes of that life. To muffle it requires that I give more of myself, and I hardly see the point of the trouble.”

			

			
				I looked up, noting that his blue eyes had faded to nearly white. “Is it taxing?”

				“The opposite, in truth.”

				I studied him as the zombies upstairs shuffled and moaned. “It feels good?”

				His pale eyes left the stairs to focus on me. “A necromancer possesses an abundance of life. To keep it inside is painful…and dangerous.”

				“Dangerous? To whom?”

				“Himself. The Deacon wanted me sane, so he buried me here, among my family.”

				Stone ground against stone as his family shifted the lid of the sarcophagus into place.

				“I didn’t think you felt pain—or anything else.”

				“It is not a true physical sensation, though those in life perceive it to be.”

				I decided not to ask. Though his words did offer some enlightenment. Necromancers were often referred to as crazy or going crazy. Perhaps there was more to it. I thought of Neil’s mother, Clarissa. She’d been completely nuts. I also thought of something she’d said.

				“Neil’s mother once told me he was stunted, that he couldn’t touch his necromantic power.”

				“That’s true. That’s also why he was so obsessed with finding the Elixir of Life.”

				“Then why hasn’t he gone crazy?”

				“There are ways around it. One is alchemy, another is possession.”

				“Possession?”

				“By the spirits of the dead.”

				“Ghosts?”

			

			
				“Yes. Feeding on the soul of the living gives them energy to sustain their existence—and gives the stunted necromancer a way to bleed off the excess.”

				“Have you ever—”

				“No.” He snapped the word, surprising me. “It’s an abomination.”

				Huh. “So there are some things even necromancers won’t do.”

				“Very few.” The corner of his mouth rose. I had yet to truly insult the guy. I’d begun to think it impossible.

				“So, what’s wrong with being ghost chow?”

				Ian’s smirk became a genuine smile. “There is always the possibility of a powerful spirit making the possession of a weaker person permanent. Even the weak spirits can imbue some of their personality onto their host, though the effects gradually fade.”

				“Yet faced with insanity, I can see where it might appeal—”

				“No. It is only for the weak.”

				His strong feelings surprised me. “So that leaves the stunted necromancer with alchemy. How can that help?”

				The sarcophagus lid slid across the opening, gradually blocking the light filtering down through the decaying roof of the mausoleum. The rectangle of light grew smaller and smaller.

				“There are potions to numb the call.”

				“The call?”

				Ian’s white eyes shifted to me. “Of the dead.”

				I know death when it calls me. I remembered Doug’s words and shivered.

				“And then there is the legend of the Elixir of Life.”

				The lid slid closed, casting us into darkness—except for my flashlight—and leaving me completely at Ian’s mercy.

				“But no one ever found the Formula.”

				“Until you.”

			

			
				“I have access to things those old alchemists didn’t.” Like the blood of an Element. “I’m sure there have been some very talented alchemists over the course of history. Take Paracelsus for example. He was supposed to have found the azoth.” The universal cure all—or that’s what the layman called it. Within modern alchemical teachings, it was referred to as the universal ingredient. How cool would that be? An ingredient that would take the characteristics of the designer’s choosing. I’d love to have a flask of that sitting around the lab.

				“There are stories among my kind, all but gone now, but faint whispers still existed when I was a young man. Stories of how he used his formulas to command the dead. He could even open a doorway into their world.”

				“Like you can.” I studied his expression in the beam of my flashlight. “And you could do that before you died?”

				“Yes.”

				I remembered Xander claiming that such an ability was a myth. “Go on.”

				“Those stories inspired me to delve into alchemy, though the study was well past its heyday even in my time.”

				“But you could already command the dead and open doorways. You weren’t stunted. Why study alchemy?”

				“The lure of immortality, of course. That’s the reason every alchemist gets started in the field—well, every alchemist except you.”

				I’d only been out to prove myself the best and find the Final Formula first. Immortality hadn’t entered into it. “How do you know that?”

				“I’ve heard stories about you for years. Neil was very pleased to have found you. He even went so far as to imply that you were a descendant of some great alchemist.”

				“Really?” Now here was an area of my past I wouldn’t mind learning more about. Who was I before the Alchemica? “Did you believe him?”

			

			
				“Neil is a stunted necromancer who repeatedly left himself open to possession. Granted, there are truths to be learned, but there are also a lot of lies. No one ever claimed spirits were honest—the opposite, usually.”

				“But…” I drew out the word.

				“You have no trouble traveling the land of the dead.”

				“But I made myself immortal via the Formula. Who’s to say that my ancestry had anything to do with it?”

				“The very fact that you found the Formula.”

				Ian had opened the portal. “Come.” He offered his arm, knowing that I wouldn’t want to hold his icy hand.

				“I’d like to learn more.” I took his arm, the silk fabric smooth and cool against my hand.

				Ian led me through to our lab and the portal winked out, a gust of warm air stirring the curtain to the storage room behind us.

				“Do you know—” The words died in my mouth as Rowan stepped through the door from the front room.

				Rowan stopped in front of us, his gray eyes shifting from me to Ian and back again. My heart pounded so fast that a wave of dizziness passed over me. Had Rowan seen the portal?

				“Why didn’t you answer me?” he demanded.

				“I—” His words sunk in. “What?”

				“You didn’t answer when I knocked, so I let myself in. I called out three times.”

				“Oh. I…was in the back.” I had to release Ian’s arm to wave at the curtain. “What do you need?”

				Rowan gave us a frown. “The staff said that Era gave you a ride here this morning.”

				“She did, but she left around noon. Why? What’s wrong?”

				“She’s not answering her phone.”

				I glanced at the clock. It was almost three. My stomach knotted. Rowan’s eyes met mine and for the first time since I met him, he looked a lot closer to his true age. Yes, Era had only been gone three hours. She was probably fine, just pouting. But after what happened to her before, Rowan needed to do something now.

			

			
				“I’ll find her,” I said. “I just need a compass and something of hers.”

				“Donovan is bringing those now.”

				Ian grunted. “The scrying potion?” He lifted his pale brows in question, the interest clear on his face. “I’ve been wanting to learn more about that.”

				Rowan’s frown deepened and without another word, he turned and started for the door.

				“She’s like a daughter to him,” I whispered. We stood in silence, and I heard the front door open and close. I swallowed. I’d been the last one to see Era, and now she was gone. If something happened to her on my watch, he’d never forgive me.

				“What do you need me to do?” Ian asked.

				I forced my mind back on task. “Let me make you a list.”

				 

				Donovan arrived half an hour later with the compass and Era’s hairbrush. The foundation for the formula was finished, so all I had to do was add the hair and apply the formula to the compass needle.

				“I’m coming with you,” I told Donovan as he replaced the glass covering the face of the compass.

				“You’d better grab a coat,” he said without looking up. “The wind has picked up.”

				I went to get my coat, pausing to stick my head in the back room where Ian was sorting through the massive antique armoire he’d found to hold his wardrobe.

				“Hey, I’m leaving. Will you lock up?”

			

			
				“Yes.” He lifted a dark suit with tails, clearly admiring it.

				“Going somewhere?”

				He looked up and something in his eyes made me regret the glib words.

				“Thanks for the help today,” I added.

				He returned the suit to the armoire before he faced me. “Stay alert out there. The world is not a kind place.”

				“I noticed.” I gave him what I hoped was a reassuring smile and returned to Donovan. He stood waiting for me, the completed compass resting on the counter.

				“Ready, little alchemist?”

				I gave him a nod and picked up the compass, then followed him outside where his big green SUV waited at the curb.

				“We’ll swing by the Offices and pick up Rowan and James.”

				“What are they doing there?”

				“Rowan had an afternoon meeting with Waylon.”

				“The PIA director?” I guess Rowan’s job didn’t stop, even when a member of his family was missing. “What did he want?”

				“I think he had the ballistic results back from the last murder.”

				“Oh. Okay.” I climbed in the front seat and reached for my belt.

				Donovan slid in behind the wheel. “Something wrong?”

				“The shorter list is what isn’t.”

				“So, what isn’t?”

				“You’re still nice to me.”

				“I assume you’re not upset about Cora being mean to you.”

				I snorted. “Uh, no. That’s just the status quo.”

				“Then…”

				I opted for honesty. “It hurts, you know? My best friend and…whatever the hell Rowan and I were.” Lovers qualified, but I’d hoped to be more than that.

				Donovan didn’t start the engine, instead he rested his arms atop the steering wheel and looked over at me. “They still care,” he said. “Both of them.”

			

			
				I played with the seam of my jeans to avoid looking at him. “I don’t know how to make it right.”

				“Just keep doing what you’re doing. They’ll come around.”

				I frowned out my window, looking back at the shop. What happened when they found out about Ian? Over the past few days, I felt I’d been making progress with Rowan and James. If I confessed to lying, to working with a necromancer—

				Donovan gripped my knee and I jumped.

				“Just be yourself, Addie,” he said.

				“Who I am is the problem.”

				“Is it?” Donovan started the engine, then pulled away from the curb. “The problem is who you fear you were. It’s not the same thing.”

				I wasn’t so sure about that.

				 

				We arrived at the Elemental Offices about ten minutes later. This late on a Friday afternoon, I expected the place to be deserted. I didn’t expect the news van or the crew on the front lawn.

				Donovan parked at the curb, and I unhooked my seatbelt, scooting forward on the seat to better see the scene. James stood on the front steps, arms crossed and frowning. The reporter moved closer to the stairs, and I recognized her.

				“Crap.” It was that bitch from the wreck site. I opened the door.

				“Addie?” Donovan stopped me. “What are you going to do?”

				“Run them off.”

				“How?”

				“I haven’t decided.” I stepped out of the vehicle and looked back. “You coming?”

			

			
				“I’d rather not have my face on TV, but I’ll be here if you need me.”

				I considered arguing. No one would know who he was. Then, too, guys his size weren’t that common, and everyone knew the Earth Lord was a big man.

				“Okay,” I agreed.

				“And Addie?”

				I’d started to shut the door, but hesitated.

				“Your actions reflect on us. On him.”

				Rowan. In other words, don’t piss him off even more.

				“Got it.” I closed the door with a little more force than necessary. Great. Now Donovan was nagging me. I didn’t cause that much trouble.

				Did I?

				I walked across the front parking lot, moving toward the sidewalk that led to the front door. James’s eyes flicked in my direction, but the reporter had yet to see me.

				“I can show you the footage,” she was saying to James. “He hasn’t left.”

				“If you wish to speak to the Flame Lord, you’ll need to call the Offices during regular business hours and—”

				“I saw him return around three. I want to speak with him now. I deserve that much. He issued a formal complaint.”

				“He did?” I asked, flanking her to join James on the steps. “With whom?”

				The reporter gasped, her shock turning to a frown as soon as she realized who I was.

				“The station,” James answered me.

				“Really?”

				“What are you doing here, alchemist?” the reporter demanded. “Come to throw another potion at us?”

				“If not, I’m sure a little clever editing can make it appear that way.” I turned back to James. “His Grace called. He wanted us to lock up and—”

			

			
				“The footage was only edited to meet time constraints,” the reporter cut in. “Nothing was—”

				“Save it for your audience; I’m not interested in your lies.”

				“What were you saying?” James asked me. His eyes twinkled with amusement.

				“His Grace wants us to lock up here and meet him,” I hesitated, glancing at the reporter, “you know where.”

				“Of course.” James turned back toward the door. “I was out here and must have missed his call.”

				“That’s what I figured.” I walked with him toward the door. “You really need to keep your cell phone in your pocket.”

				“I got out of the habit after I washed the last one.” The corner of his mouth twitched as he fought a smile.

				I was having the same problem. James always did a great job following my lead on these little fabrications. It had been a source of endless amusement when we lived with his brothers.

				“What are you, his lackey?” the reporter called after us.

				I turned and found her eyes on me. “Excuse me?”

				“You’re not magical; His Grace will never let you in his club.” She smiled when she spoke, as if she’d figured me out.

				I grinned right back, but before I could comment, the front door opened. I expected Rowan, but it turned out to be an older man in a cheap suit.

				He stopped when he saw me. “Ms. Daulton.”

				“Hello, Director Waylon.” I hadn’t seen him since one of his PIA agents brought me in for questioning last fall. They’d wanted to locate my Grand Master, believing he had found the Final Formula.

				Gray robes filled my peripheral vision, and Cora stepped out on the porch with us. To my surprise, she stopped beside me.

				“Compass,” she asked, voice pitched low.

				“Yes,” I whispered.

			

			
				Her hood hid her expression, but I still caught the nod. “Go inside.”

				“Addie said His Grace called,” James spoke up. “He asked me to lock up.”

				“Of course.” Cora turned to Waylon. “Let me give you a ride.”

				“Thank you.” Waylon turned toward the stairs and hesitated.

				Cora halted beside him. “Ms. Fields. I see you are still here.”

				“It’s Megan.” She lifted her chin. “I want to see His Grace. He—”

				“He’s not here. You’ve been told that.” She waved a hand toward James.

				“Then I’ll speak to you. I—”

				“Your conflict is not with the Elemental Offices. Your conflict is with him. I encouraged him to sue for slander, but he felt a reprimand with your employer enough.” Cora didn’t wait for a response. She started down the stairs, Director Waylon at her side. No one spoke as they climbed into the Elements’ silver limo and drove away.

				The reporter glared at me and then addressed her cameraman. “Let’s go.” She turned and marched back toward the van, taking her crew with her.

				James opened the door and held it for me as I walked inside.

				“Nice job,” he said after closing the door behind us.

				“I think Cora deserves most of the credit.” I fell in beside him as we started toward the library.

				“What happened?” Rowan asked, stepping out of a doorway to our right.

				I jumped and spun to face him. “Most people say boo when they do that.”

				Rowan’s brows rose, but he didn’t comment. “Did you run them off?” he asked James.

				“No. Addie did.”

			

			
				Rowan frowned. “Explain.”

				James recounted the events on the front steps. I tried to keep him honest when he gave me too much credit.

				Rowan didn’t seem overly impressed. “Cora and Waylon left without problem?”

				“Yes,” James answered.

				“Good. If a camera crew followed them to Xander’s, I’d hear about it. It’ll be bad enough to listen to him whine about my absence.”

				“Your absence?” I asked.

				“Tonight is the memorial for Xander’s grandson. Cora went in my stead.”

				“Oh. Well, I don’t think that reporter would have followed her even if I hadn’t shown up.” I smiled, remembering the way Cora had handled her.

				“I want you to stay away from that reporter,” Rowan said.

				I crossed my arms. “She lied. She made you look weak and me crazy. I’m not going to let her get away with it.” I’d pushed the news story from my mind, but seeing the woman again brought it all home.

				Rowan studied me with cool gray eyes. “I’ve already withdrawn my sponsorship of the station. I do have some clout in this city. The station owner was not pleased.”

				“It’s great that you’re exercising your arrogance, but it doesn’t do a damn thing to help me redeem alchemy.”

				“Redeem alchemy or you?”

				“I don’t see the distinction.” I turned back toward the lobby. “Donovan is waiting across the street.”

				“She’s still out there.” James had turned toward the front of the building, his eyes on full glow. “Or someone was. They moved out of range as I watched.”

				Crap. “Can you take us elsewhere? Then Donovan could meet us there.” I didn’t relish another visit with Gavin, but I’d take one for the team.

			

			
				“No.” Rowan’s answer was abrupt.

				I remembered Rowan refusing to go through the portal after our swim in the river. “Why not? You stepped in that night at the clinic.” Rowan hadn’t even hesitated to follow me into James’s hell dimension.

				“But I held the portal open and we didn’t travel,” James said. “It’s where the dead go. The living don’t fare so well.”

				“I’m not dead,” I pointed out.

				“No, you’re not.”

				I remembered what Ian had told me and how he could travel that realm even before he died. I also remembered Gavin’s comments about the brightness of my soul, comparing me to a necromancer.

				“I’m not magical,” I said. “And anything the Formula did was…Elemental.”

				I didn’t like to remind them of that, but they were both watching me closely.

				“The other grim implied necromancy,” Rowan looked at James as he spoke.

				It felt like I’d been punched in the gut. I stared at James. “You told him what Gavin said?”

				“He asked why traveling that way hadn’t affected you the way it did him.” James met my eyes, and it was clear that he still had his doubts about me, too.

				“I’m pretty sure it was you who told me Gavin is nuts.”

				“Be that as it may,” Rowan spoke up, “you still traveled through the land of the dead without consequences.”

				No, there were consequences. I was staring at them at this moment. “I’m not a necromancer. I’d think James would know if I were.”

				Rowan actually looked at James for conformation. I wanted to kick him.

			

			
				“She’s not a necromancer,” James said.

				I released a breath, but didn’t get to speak as he continued.

				“But the brightness of her soul rivals any I’ve met.”

				“What does that mean?” I demanded.

				James shrugged. “I don’t know.”

				I rubbed a hand over my face. “That’s not very helpful.” I glanced between the two men, forcing my mind back to the problem at hand. “Give Rowan your clothes,” I said to James.

				“Why?”

				“You two have similar builds. If he pulls up the hood on your jacket, the reporter will think it’s you. Rowan and I can walk out to the Suburban and you can use the hellhound express to meet us elsewhere.”

				“That’s not necessary,” Rowan cut in. “I’m sure she’s gone.”

				“Are you? What if she left the camera guy across the street and he’s hiding in the shrubbery with the lens focused on the front door?”

				“Perhaps we should use the back door.”

				“Would you stop being so difficult? I’m not asking you to wear his underwear.”

				James snorted and Rowan turned his frown on him.

				“What?” James asked. “I thought it was a good idea. Um, not the underwear part,” he hurried to add. “The rest of it.”

				“I think it’s the jeans.” I gestured at the faded pair James was wearing. “His Grace doesn’t do jeans.”

				Rowan gave me a frown and I arched a brow.

				“Fine.” Rowan turned back to James. “Let’s do this.” He opened the door across the hall and stepped into the darkened room.

				James glanced at me, amusement glinting in his green eyes, then followed Rowan inside.

				I smiled, pleased that I seemed to be making progress with James. I really missed his friendship.

			

			
				A few minutes later, the guys met me in the lobby. Rowan pulled up the zipper of the hoodie, partially covering his black Avenged Sevenfold T-shirt. Well, James’s T-shirt.

				James, the hellhound, sat down between us, watching me watch Rowan.

				“What?” Rowan asked.

				“I didn’t say anything.” Damn, he looked good in jeans.

				Rowan gave me a frown and turned toward the door. James snorted, and I ripped my eyes from Rowan’s ass. I really shouldn’t be looking.

				“See you on the other side, Fido.” I ruffled the fur on his head.

				James nudged me with his shoulder before vanishing into his hell dimension.

				I hurried after Rowan. He stopped before reaching the door and pulled up his hood.

				“Ready?” I asked.

				In answer, he opened the door. I followed him outside and waited while he locked up. A snarl from the street made me look up.

				“What’s he doing?” Rowan pitched his voice low as we walked down the porch steps.

				“Creating a diversion?”

				Raised voices sounded from across the lawn. A moment later, car doors slammed then tires squealed. A dark sedan shot out of a side street and sped away.

				A bump against my hip, and I looked down at the big black dog walking beside me.

				“Nice one, Fido.” I rubbed his ear.

				“Why did I have to change again?” Rowan asked.

				“So they’d see me and James lock up and walk away from the building. There’s also the added benefit that the hellhound won’t be linked to him.”

			

			
				“The hellhound will be linked to you.”

				“Works for me. If Miss Megan reports that I have a hellhound at my beck and call, maybe I won’t have to rebuild my lab so often.” I followed him across the lawn to the Suburban.

				Donovan disappointed me; he didn’t say a word about Rowan’s attire when he climbed in the SUV.

				I let James jump up on the back seat ahead of me, then pulled the door closed.

				“I guess that explains a few things,” Donovan said after James got in.

				“Just in case reporter bitch was still watching,” I clarified.

				Donovan snorted. “Is that her title?”

				“I strive for accurate descriptions.” I reached in my jacket pocket and pulled out the compass.

				James leaned in a little closer, his hot breath fogging the glass. One furry shoulder pressed against mine.

				Amused, I glanced over and realized that he wasn’t intentionally crowding me. He actually took up over half the seat.

				“You are one big freaking dog, you know that?” I laughed as his tongue rolled out in a doggy grin. Of course, he almost licked my face in the process.

				“James, there’s a duffle bag in the back. You can change when we stop.” Donovan pulled away from the curb. “Until then, mind the claws on the leather.”

				The seats weren’t leather. The beige fabric sported a few stains and holes where I suspected a fishing lure had snagged or some of the camping gear had poked. The backend of the Suburban was full of assorted outdoor equipment.

				“What does the compass say?” Rowan asked.

				I leaned forward and handed it to him, then watched the needle point in the same direction it had pointed for me. Rowan still had faith in me. Well, faith in my alchemy. It was a start.

			

			
				I slid back in my seat—my small corner of the seat not occupied by a large furry hellhound—and snapped on my seatbelt. Maybe Donovan was right. I just needed to give them time. Perhaps one day, we’d be what we once were.

				 

				I balanced the compass on my palm, and the needle held steady. No matter where I stood, the needle pointed to the ivy-covered statue in front of us. We were in a little park somewhere north of the city. After driving in what felt like circles following the compass needle, I wasn’t sure exactly where we were.

				“Maybe it’s St. Anthony,” Donovan said.

				“That’s not even funny.” I handed Donovan the compass and started back toward his SUV.

				“Addie, I was kidding.” Donovan trailed along after me.

				“Who’s St. Anthony?” James asked from behind me. I assumed Rowan followed, though he didn’t speak.

				“The patron saint of lost things…and people,” I said over my shoulder.

				“Yeah, not funny,” James agreed.

				“I apologize,” Donovan said.

				I stopped. For some reason, I could never stay mad at Donovan. I turned to face him. “No, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have snapped at you. It’s just…” I lifted my hands, then let them fall.

				“That’s okay. James was right: it was in poor taste.”

				“Are we sure she’s not here?” James asked. “Maybe we should search the park.”

				“She’s not here,” Rowan said.

				“How do you—”

				“This close, I would feel her.”

				I frowned, remembering Era’s comment about feeling another Element when they were nearby.

				“We should go,” Rowan said.

			

			
				“But Addie’s formulas don’t fail,” James said.

				I almost told James about the burn salve, but just the possibility of messing up such a simple formula shamed me. I opened the back door of the Suburban and climbed in. James joined me, but Donovan and Rowan had stopped. Rowan had his phone out.

				“Rowan, what is it?” I called out, praying it was news of Era.

				He looked up, a frown creasing his brow and a hint of orange around his pupils. “There’s been another murder.”

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
11

				No one spoke on the drive to the new murder scene. I spent the time staring out my window, but saw little of what passed. The only sound in the vehicle was the occasional directions from the GPS on Rowan’s phone. According to her, we were getting close.

				We drove through a residential area of modest homes and tree-lined roads. This place reminded me a lot of the last murder location. Donovan stopped at an intersection, and I noticed how dark it had gotten. A streetlight adorned the corner, chasing away the gloom, but it did little to illuminate the lawns beyond the intersection.

				I caught a glimpse of movement to our left and turned my head. A figure in dark clothes was visible just beyond the circle of light. Puzzled, I squinted, trying to make out what he was doing. It was too dark for yard work. He raised his arm and something glinted in his hand. It looked like…a gun?

				I hit my seatbelt release and slid to the center of the back seat. “Donovan, down!”

				“Wh—”

				Something thumped against the side of the truck. I lunged between the two front seats and wrapped my arms around his head and shoulders, using my weight to pull him down.

				The driver’s-side window shattered in a spray of glass, the bullet seeming to whine past our ears. More thumps sounded from the side of the vehicle.

				James dropped to the floor with a grunt.

				“Go!” Rowan shouted and slid his own leg over the console to slam his foot against the accelerator. The Suburban shot forward—right into the intersection. Fortunately it was empty. We fishtailed to a stop.

			

			
				“I got it,” Donovan said. He took off then jerked the wheel to the left and barreled down the first side street we came to. The sudden turn threw me into Rowan’s lap. He wrapped his arms around me to keep me from smacking my head against the dash.

				“Thanks,” I muttered.

				“Is anyone shot?” Rowan helped me right myself.

				“No.” I pushed back between the seats to return to the back seat.

				“No,” Donovan answered.

				“James?” I touched his shoulder. He half knelt on the back seat, one knee on the seat, the other on the floor.

				“Yes,” he answered.

				My heart thumped against my ribs. “Is it—”

				“Yours? I don’t know.” He drew a shaky breath. “Hurts like hell. Need to change.”

				James’s body didn’t heal on its own. It was both an advantage and a limitation. He healed completely when he changed forms, but if he couldn’t change, it wasn’t pleasant.

				“Just a moment,” Donovan said.

				Cold air whistled through his broken window. I didn’t know if I was shivering from the cold or the adrenaline. Both probably.

				James pushed himself into a sitting position and I scooted closer.

				“The alchemy.” I could barely get the word out around the restriction in my throat. “Do you feel—”

				“Your bullets were designed to stop the heart.” He gripped the edge of the seat, his knuckles white. “My heart doesn’t beat. It never has.”

				He had a point, but I wasn’t reassured. “Where were you shot?” I patted his chest.

			

			
				“Beneath the ribs. Left side.”

				I found the hole in his shirt at the same moment. “No blood.”

				“Just lead.”

				Right. Only iron could make James bleed. Otherwise the hellhound blood that animated him remained in his veins. Impossibly toxic to anyone who touched it. Anyone, but me. Something about the Final Formula had made me immune. The Elements might also be immune, but we weren’t willing to test that hypothesis.

				Donovan wove through a few more side streets and finally emerged on a wider road. “There’s a park just down the street.”

				James groaned and I squeezed his shoulder.

				“Help me out of this shirt,” he whispered.

				I got up on my knees to help him pull off his sweatshirt. We were making good progress until Donovan pulled into the park, and I ended up in the floor.

				“That’s why you should wear a seatbelt,” Rowan said.

				“What is it with you and seatbelts?” I climbed back up on the seat.

				“You can help him out of his clothes when we stop.”

				“Do you think he wants to watch?” I asked James.

				“Don’t make me laugh,” he breathed.

				Donovan was already chuckling. He brought the truck to a stop in a small paved lot beside a playground.

				James opened his door and slid out. His legs buckled, and he thumped against the side of the truck. Rowan jumped out and hurried over to help him regain his balance. Donovan got out, too, and helped James out of his sweats. I smiled to myself, watching the two older men take care of my sidekick.

				“That had to be the murderer,” James said. “I’m going back.”

				“Be careful, Fido,” I called.

				He glanced at me and nodded, before moving away from Donovan. A shimmer of darkness and an enormous black dog stood in his place. A dark portal opened, and he leapt through before it winked out of existence.

			

			
				I released a breath. I didn’t like him going off on his own.

				“Let’s wait in the truck,” Donovan said.

				Rowan didn’t immediately move. Tension lined his shoulders as he looked back the way we’d come.

				“What is it?” My heart beat a little quicker. Had his magical senses picked up on something I missed? I scanned the darkness, but didn’t see anything.

				Rowan turned to face me. “The bullet from each murder scene was fired from a different weapon. I should have told James to take him alive. If there are others, we’ll need to question this man.”

				“Oh.” It felt strange discussing the need to tell James not to kill anyone. His easy-going temperament masked a terrifying ability. James could rip the soul from a living human being with very little effort.

				Rowan paced while we waited, but Donovan imitated me, sitting on the edge of the passenger’s seat with the door open. Neither of us spoke as Rowan wore a path in the snow. We didn’t have to wait long. A flash of darkness, and James seemed to materialize beside Rowan. Donovan gathered James’s discarded clothes and walked out to him. I remained where I was, giving James privacy to dress.

				“He had a car.” James’s voice carried to me. “I lost him.” He didn’t sound happy about that.

				I slid out of the SUV and walked out to them.

				“I think he felt me come out of the portal.” James straightened the waistband of his sweats before accepting the sweatshirt Donovan handed him.

				“You think he’s magical?” Rowan asked.

				“I don’t know. But it should have been too dark to see me.”

				“Maybe it was the eyes,” Donovan said. “They’re pretty distinctive in the dark.”

			

			
				“If he’s magical or a Sensitive, that might explain why he shot at us,” I said. “Otherwise, how would he know? No one should recognize your faces.”

				“Your face has been all over the news,” James reminded me.

				I hadn’t considered that. Plus I’d been on the same side of the vehicle as the gunman, visible in the light of that streetlight. What if he’d been shooting at me, not Donovan? And the bigger question, why?

				 

				The house was only a few blocks away. The garage door was up, and a man and woman stood in the drive locked in an embrace. The man sobbed against her shoulder, but she looked up as we climbed out of the Suburban.

				“Your Grace,” the woman said, relief in her tone.

				Rowan walked over to greet them while Donovan and I followed James into the garage. A dead woman lay on the concrete beside a burgundy Impala.

				“I’ve seen her before,” James said.

				“I think she works for a florist. Bernie’s, I believe.” Donovan said.

				“That would explain why she smells of flowers,” James said.

				“And why there’s a smock from Bernie’s on the back seat.” The red fabric had caught my eye.

				Donovan cleared his throat. “If the magic ever leaves us, we could be private investigators.”

				“I’d rather not deal with this every day.” I looked down at the woman lying beside the open car door. Aside from the bloodstain beneath her lower left leg, she could have been asleep.

				“I’m going to circle the house,” James said. “See if I can find anything else.”

				“Sounds good, son.” Donovan clapped him on the shoulder, and James disappeared through the open garage door.

			

			
				Donovan and I returned to Rowan. It turned out the man was the dead woman’s husband, and the woman holding him was his sister. The sister had been watching the couple’s nine-month-old son while they were at work. Oddly, she seemed hesitant to go inside and check on the sleeping child.

				“Would you like me to sit with him?” I wasn’t a kid person, but if I could give these people a little peace by watching a sleeping child, I could do that.

				“Would you?” The woman’s reddened eyes settled on me. “He’s in his room.”

				I didn’t know where that was, but I nodded anyway.

				“I don’t want him to see this.”

				“I understand.” Not that a nine-month-old would have a clue, but I kept that to myself.

				 

				The interior of the house was cramped, but clean. I noticed three place settings on the table with a high chair between two of them. The smell of meatloaf, or maybe a roast, hung in the air. I took a detour to turn off the oven, then hurried toward the hall to find the nursery.

				Photos adorned the walls of the short hall. Wedding photos, vacation pictures, extended family and shots of the baby. I found him in a tiny room painted blue and decorated with teddy bears. He’d thrown off the blanket and squirmed atop the sheet. He wasn’t awake, but the way his face scrunched up, it reminded me of someone having a bad dream.

				For a moment, I stood by the crib undecided. I didn’t want him to fully wake—I’d be at a complete loss then. But if I left him where he was, he’d be awake soon—and not happy about it. I could envision being forced to take the screaming child to his distraught father or aunt. I didn’t want Rowan to witness me failing again.

			

			
				Lower lip between my teeth, I leaned over the side of the crib and caught the little guy beneath the arms. He was small, but solid—and warm. Sweat dampened the fringes of his downy blond hair.

				He whimpered a little with the movement, and I brought him to my chest, attempting to lay him against my shoulder. It wasn’t as easy as the mommies of the world made it appear. I guess it was a practiced move, and I had none.

				“Sorry,” I muttered to the little guy, wishing I’d asked his aunt his name. I looked around the room, rubbing his back as I paced, and saw Aaron embroidered on a blanket draped over the far end of the crib.

				“So, you’re Aaron? Nice to meet you. I’m Addie.”

				Was it my imagination or did he calm a little? Maybe if I kept walking and talking.

				“I wish the circumstances were better.”

				He whimpered again, and I decided that discussing the circumstances would do neither of us any good—not that he’d understand.

				“I’m an alchemist.” I kept pacing and patting his back. “No, not one of those alchemists. At least, not anymore. I help people—or try to.”

				He quieted and I kept moving. I needed to keep my tone cheerful. Happy thoughts.

				“So, what do you do? Eat, poop, drool? Reminds me a bit of James’s brothers.” I chuckled at my own wit.

				A little arm slid up around my neck. Okay, that was sweet. The kid smelled kind of nice, too. Clean. Shampoo, laundry detergent, maybe some baby powder. I guess one dirty diaper would negate all that, but at the moment, this wasn’t so bad.

				“Know anything about alchemy? Wanna help me work out a formula?” I might as well get something done. I wanted to actually. Suddenly, I didn’t feel so inept. I started discussing the formula I had in mind. Asking Aaron’s opinion and interpreting the occasional coo as a suggestion.

			

			
				“I don’t know,” I said, continuing my monologue. “Do you really think sodium bicarbonate would be the best choice?”

				“Depends on whether the effervescence would be a problem,” Rowan said from the doorway.

				I gasped and turned to face him, the sudden movement getting a little squeal from Aaron.

				Rowan leaned against the doorframe, hands tucked in the front pockets of those jeans. Something about his casual stance said he’d been there a while. How long had he watched me inanely chat with a nine-month-old?

				He straightened and started toward us. “Well, would it?”

				“Huh?”

				“Effervesce?”

				The sodium bicarbonate. Right. “Yes, but that’s what I want.”

				Aaron stirred against my shoulder, grunting in a tone that might have been displeasure. Weird that I’d connected to the kid well enough to know that.

				“Don’t let me make you uncomfortable.” Rowan stopped beside us and laid a hand on Aaron’s back. Unlike me, he did well with kids.

				I frowned, annoyed that he’d jump to that conclusion—even if it was true.

				“I’ve learned that his mother was an empath.” He continued to pat Aaron’s back. “His family suspects he is, too.”

				“You mean, he’s sensitive to emotions around him?”

				“Yes. Some just feel them, others can share them, and the powerful can actually influence what other people feel.”

				“Oh. Wow.” I twisted my head to look down at the baby. “What is he?”

			

			
				“They don’t know yet.” Rowan took his hand from Aaron’s back and stepped away. “You seem to have figured out what he needed.”

				“He was fussy. Walking and talking seemed to help.”

				“About alchemy?” The corner of Rowan’s mouth twisted upward.

				“He was helping me work out a formula.”

				“And was his insight helpful?”

				“Quite.”

				Movement drew my attention, and I saw Donovan standing in the doorway. He gave us a smile. “A friend of the family is here for the baby.”

				I suddenly realized why the baby’s aunt had been so hesitant to come see him. As an empath, the little guy would have picked up on her distress.

				Rowan retrieved a blanket from the crib and draped it over my shoulder and Aaron. “You want to take him out? Then his dad can come in and pack him a bag.”

				“Yeah, sure.” I turned toward the door, and Rowan’s hand settled on the small of my back. We walked a few strides before he seemed to catch himself and pull away.

				“I need to speak to Waylon,” he said and slipped past us to hurry down the hall.

				“I guess the PIA guys are here?” I asked Donovan.

				“Yes.” He watched Rowan go before turning back to me. “I’ll show you where the car is.”

				“Okay. Thanks.” I rubbed Aaron’s back and followed Donovan, trying to think happy thoughts.

				 

				A middle-aged woman met us in the drive and hustled us toward her Honda parked at the curb. A car seat took up much of the real estate in the back seat. She took the baby from me and expertly maneuvered him into position. He was more alert now and laughed while she strapped him in.

			

			
				I rubbed my shoulder, chilled now that his warmth was gone. I waved at him through the window, then self-consciously glanced around. Weird how attached I’d become to the little guy. It must be the empath thing.

				With nothing else to do, I returned to the living room and discovered that someone had turned on the TV. The local news was on. I stopped and stared as the camera panned out, showing the front of my former shop. I hurried to locate the remote and turn up the sound.

				“…shop where he mixed his tonics. Local residents claim that the business had only been open a month and little was known about the alchemist who ran the place.”

				Good. They hadn’t associated the shop with me. I had enough bad press already.

				“Though little can be told from the lab’s current state, questions about cleanliness—”

				“Cleanliness?” I glared at the TV. “And it’s a formula, not a tonic.”

				“Do you always argue with the television?” a female voice said from behind me.

				I turned, and there was Cora standing on the threshold. “Only when they screw up the facts.”

				“Era?” She tried to hide it, but I could see the hope in her eyes. It must rankle her to have to turn to me.

				“Nothing. Sorry.”

				Cora smoothed a lapel on her coat, though it didn’t seem to need it. Her pantsuit looked freshly pressed, her dark hair neatly coiffed atop her head.

				“I’ve called around to her friends. No one has seen her.” She looked toward the door that led to the garage. “And now another murder.”

			

			
				“Yes.”

				She faced me once more, a frown darkening her features. “Then what are you doing in here?”

				“Uh…”

				“Rowan called you in to help with this investigation and you’re sitting here watching TV?”

				“I was just walking through and saw—”

				“I will allow that you are a little brighter than most, but I do not see why Rowan thinks you can be an asset. Although, I guess you did recognize your own bullet.”

				I crossed my arms. “I did not design the bullets to kill the magical.”

				“So you say, but really, what is that worth?”

				“I designed the bullets after the Alchemica.” I wasn’t the same person I’d been at the Alchemica. “You can ask James. He was there when I made them.”

				She stepped closer, her voice dropping to a whisper. “James, the grim you found for your necro buddy. Odd that you remained with James, even when you didn’t remember.”

				I opened my mouth to respond, then thought better of it.

				“No witty comeback?” she asked.

				“It would be lost on you.”

				She frowned.

				“How about this,” I said. “I have some truth serum. We could each take a dose—so you can verify that it works—then ask me anything. I have nothing to hide.”

				She snorted. “You do nothing but hide. From your past, from yourself. Until you face who you really are, you can never speak the truth.”

				Score one for Cora. I was speechless.

				“I thought so.” She turned and headed for the garage. “Come along. Rowan is waiting for you.”

				I frowned after her, wishing I had some way to make her see the real me. Yet I also feared she was right. One thing was certain, I’d been standing in here pouting long enough. Maybe I couldn’t convince her that I was no longer the Alchemica Master who’d had Era taken, but I could prove that I was an asset to solving these crimes.

			

			
				 

				The garage was a lot busier than it had been earlier. I assumed the half dozen extra people were PIA. Rowan and Director Waylon stood off to one side, discussing something. Whatever it was, neither looked pleased. Cora walked over to join them, but I stopped just inside the pedestrian door.

				I turned toward the body and was pleased to see that Lydia had joined us. She knelt beside the dead woman, across from a man in a suit. The suit looked nicer than what a PIA agent usually wore, but it was hard to tell from behind. His gloved hands traveled over the body in a way that spoke of competence and experience.

				I moved closer.

				The man lifted his blond head. I sucked in a breath as I met Doug’s blue eyes. Oh God, where was James?

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
12

				Doug rose from his squat to stand beside me. “You look surprised to see me.” The corner of his mouth ticked upward, hinting at the dimples in his cheeks.

				“That’s because I am,” I answered honestly. “Did Neil get you a job with the PIA, too?”

				The smile vanished and his eyes narrowed as he studied me. “No. Father and I gave Cora a ride over after the memorial. Father thought my skills might be beneficial to the investigation.”

				“Your skills?”

				“I’m a forensic pathologist.”

				“Really? I thought you were a mortician.”

				“I give Father a hand from time to time.”

				“Seems a waste of a fancy degree like that.” If I remembered right, you had to go to med school and then complete a residency program. I made a mental note to pay closer attention to the guy. Apparently, he was no dummy.

				“I also do some work for the coroner’s office. It pays well, but it’s…limiting.”

				“No opportunity to exercise your other talents?”

				The smile made another appearance. “Exactly.” His bright blue eyes lightened to the color of faded denim.

				I stiffened. If he had the audacity to animate her, I’d—

				“Addie?” Rowan stopped beside me. No doubt he’d seen me fingering my pocket, where the vial of alchemical mustard gas was hidden. Unfortunately, he’d approached Doug from behind, so he missed the reason I reached for a vial.

				“In answer to your question,” Doug turned to Rowan, his eyes bright blue once more, “the shot in the leg was the only injury.” He crossed his thick arms, and his attention shifted back to me. “It seems your bullet proved effective once more.”

			

			
				I gave him a frown before turning to Rowan. “Have you seen…my sidekick?” I didn’t want to say James’s name in front of Doug.

				“He had an errand to run.”

				“Ah.” Thank God he was paying attention.

				As if to emphasize my point, Xander stepped through the open garage door and stopped beside Director Waylon.

				“Any thoughts on what happened here?” Rowan asked.

				I realized he was speaking to me.

				I heard a faint snort from Doug, but ignored him. Instead, I turned my attention to the scene.

				The body lay just outside the open driver’s door. Her purse still rested on the center console, and the keys were in the ignition. On the passenger seat, a plastic bag held what appeared to be a gallon of milk. It looked as if she’d stepped out of the car, but hadn’t had a chance to gather her things. The vehicle was fully in the garage, increasing the likelihood that the gunman had been in here with her.

				I turned, surveying the area. The skin on the back of my neck crawled as I spotted a small closet in one corner. The door stood slightly ajar.

				“He was waiting for her. In the closet.” I nodded in that direction, certain of it.

				“And you came to that conclusion how?” Doug asked.

				Rowan met my eyes, then turned and started toward the closet.

				“He really listens to you,” Doug muttered once we were alone.

				I ignored him, my attention on Rowan. I didn’t expect the killer to still be there—especially since we had already met him on the street—but the dark crack between the door and jamb gave me the feeling I was being watched.

			

			
				Rowan moved closer, his shoes tapping against the cement. It was easy to hear because the room had gone silent.

				He stopped beside the door, though not directly in front of it. Reaching high to avoid contaminating the knob, he eased the door open a little more. The light within the garage illuminated a small space crowded with Christmas decorations, yard implements, and an assortment of boxes neatly stacked on shelves to either side. In the center, a rod held a few heavy winter coats. It would be a tight fit, but a person could squeeze between the coats and peer out through the crack.

				“If he was here, it was premeditated. Again.” Rowan turned to face me. His eyes drifted to the inside of the closet door and a hint of fire ignited around his pupils.

				“What is it?” I asked.

				He pushed the door and it swung outward, revealing the inner surface—and the letters written in blood.

				My breath caught as I read them. Nice work, Amelia.

				“I was wondering if there was a message,” Waylon said.

				“A message?” Xander had walked over with the director. He eyed the door, then gave me a frown. “Have there been other messages?”

				“At every scene.” Waylon studied me as well. “They’ve all been about alchemy—or her.”

				“Really.” Xander continued to watch me. “Any idea why?”

				“None,” Waylon said.

				Xander made eye contact with Rowan. “No connection between the deaths and alchemy?”

				“Nothing we could find,” Waylon answered.

				I frowned. Rowan hadn’t told the director of the PIA that the bullets were alchemical…and mine?

				“What do you think, Ms. Daulton?” Waylon’s eyes narrowed, and I got the distinct impression that he’d love to take me in for questioning.

			

			
				“I think someone is taunting me,” I answered. “Why, I haven’t a clue.” That was the truth. Why kill people with my bullets and tease me? Though I did know a trio of Hunters who loved to torment me, but would they kill for a little fun?

				I needed to figure out who was doing this before the killer moved on to bigger targets—like the Elements.

				My eyes drifted to the coats in the closet where the gunman had stood. “Lydia?” I had an idea.

				She stood a short distance away, watching. “What is it?”

				“He would have been rubbing against those coats. If he lost a hair or something, could you use it?” Lydia had the magical ability to mimic anyone’s physical appearance. All she needed was a DNA sample.

				She stood straighter. “Yes.”

				Rowan’s lips compressed into something close to a smile. “And we’ll see what our murderer looks like.”

				Doug grunted, but if he had a comment, he didn’t voice it. He didn’t seem surprised by my suggestion, so he must be aware of what Lydia could do.

				Lydia stepped in the closet and began examining the coats.

				Rowan returned to my side. “You are good at this.” His comment surprised me.

				“I’m observant. Most alchemists are.”

				“Perhaps.”

				“What’s she doing?” Waylon asked. “If she contaminates—”

				“Just watch,” Rowan said.

				“This should be interesting,” Xander said.

				A moment later, Lydia pulled the door closed to give herself some privacy. Like James, she removed her clothes to change—not because they’d vanish, but clothes that fit a five-and-a-half-foot woman didn’t do so well on a larger man.

				Her change was considerably slower than James’s. Ten minutes later, she opened the door, and we found ourselves staring at the dead woman’s husband. Fortunately, he’d gone back in the house, so Lydia closed the door and tried again.

			

			
				This time, it was nearly fifteen minutes before she opened the door. I gasped when she stepped out, recognizing the man instantly.

				“Damn,” Director Waylon said.

				“Addie?” Rowan prompted.

				“It’s Frank,” I said.

				“You know him?” Lydia asked. She offered a hopeful smile, exposing Frank’s overlapping front teeth.

				“Frank Liles,” Waylon said. “He was one of my best agents—until he went missing several months ago.”

				Rowan didn’t comment, instead he watched me.

				“He was one of Lawson’s men,” I said.

				A muscle ticked in Rowan’s jaw.

				“He worked with Robert Lawson, yes,” Waylon said. He glanced between us, frowning.

				Lawson and several of his fellow agents had been made into liches and used to do Neil’s bidding. Ian had been Neil’s pawn. It had been Ian’s power that had made them into liches. Frank’s heart had been one of those on Ian’s shelf. One of those hearts that was currently missing.

				I swallowed, aware that Rowan still watched me.

				“I don’t understand,” Waylon said. “Does this mean Frank was here? Recently or before he disappeared?”

				“I’m not sure,” I said.

				“This makes no sense.” Waylon rubbed the back of his neck. “No more sense than why these people are dying from such minor gunshot wounds.”

				I met Rowan’s eyes. I still didn’t understand why he hadn’t told Waylon about the bullets. I couldn’t believe he was protecting me. Was he afraid to give the PIA that kind of power over the magical? Lawson had bought a lot of George’s bullets.

			

			
				George. He might not be the shooter, but he might be supplying the ammo.

				Lydia returned to the closet to change while Waylon pulled Rowan aside. Xander and Cora followed.

				I looked up and found Doug watching me. He leaned down. “I think you know more than you say.”

				I held his gaze, refusing to let him intimidate me.

				His eyes went completely white this time.

				A scrape on the cement made me glance behind him. The dead woman fisted her hand. The sound had been her nails scratching the pavement.

				“I still think you’re an ass.” I’d told him that the first time we met.

				Doug’s eyes instantly reverted to bright blue. He gave me that smile. “I’ll learn your secrets, alchemist.” He turned and walked away.

				The closet door opened and Lydia emerged. She gave Doug’s retreating back a frown. How much of our conversation had she heard? I considered asking when she stumbled and fell against the doorframe.

				“Hey.” I stepped up beside her and caught her elbow. “You okay?”

				“I think I overdid it.” Her laugh sounded forced, and she gripped the doorjamb to steady herself.

				“Lydia?” Rowan hurried back to us.

				I gave him my place, and he slipped an arm around her.

				“Two back-to-back changes didn’t used to bother me.” She drew a deep breath. “Maybe I’m getting too old for this.”

				I studied her. It was hard to judge with her uneven features, but I’d guess her to be closing on fifty. I wondered how she and Rowan knew each other. They’d always struck me as more than magical acquaintances.

			

			
				“Hardly,” Rowan reassured her. “You’re just out of practice.”

				“If you say so.”

				“Are you okay?” Cora stopped on Lydia’s other side, her brow wrinkled with concern.

				“Just drained.”

				“We’ll take you home.” Rowan said.

				“You’re needed here. Besides, I drove. My car—”

				“I’ll drive it home for you,” Cora said. “Rowan can pick me up when he finishes here.”

				Lydia finally relented and let Cora lead her from the garage.

				The PIA’s photographer was taking pictures of the bloody message on the closet door. Nice job, Amelia. Was the killer congratulating me for finding the clue or did he admire the killing power of my bullets?

				Someone from the coroner’s office was loading the body in a heavy black bag. I’d seen enough.

				I left the garage and wandered over to the front yard. A porch swing creaked in the slight breeze. Had mother and child sat there on a warm summer evening? It felt wrong to sit there now, so I took a seat on the porch steps. I propped my elbows on my knees and covered my face with my hands. My mind spun in useless circles. With so much wrong, I didn’t know where to start. Maybe I should call a cab and head back to the lab. If there were any answers, that’s where I’d find them.

				The scuff of a shoe preceded a creak from the stairs as someone sat down beside me. I caught a faint whiff of Rowan’s cologne.

				“What are you doing out here?” he asked.

				“Thinking.” I dropped my hands and glanced over. He was smiling. “What?”

				“I got a text from James.”

				I gripped his forearm where it rested on his knee. “And?”

				“He found Era. She’s at Lydia’s.”

			

			
				“Oh, thank God!” I threw my arms around his shoulders and hugged him. It wasn’t until I pressed my cheek to his chest that I realized what I’d done.

				I was already pulling away when I caught a glimpse of movement out of the corner of my eye. Xander stood on the sidewalk in front us. He grinned, and I was grateful that the shadows hid my blush.

				“What do you need?” Rowan didn’t bother to get up.

				“Douglas and I are leaving. There is nothing else to be done here.”

				Rowan rose to his feet and offered a hand. “Thank you for the assistance.”

				“You have only to make a call.” Xander shook his hand.

				“Now that we have a name, I hope we can end this soon.”

				“Don’t you have a convention next month? A city full of Elements would be quite a temptation.”

				“It’ll be resolved by then.”

				“Let us hope.”

				I glanced between the two men, wanting to ask for details, but decided to wait until Xander wasn’t around.

				Doug stopped at the edge of the yard. “Father, are you coming?”

				“Be right there.” Xander waved him on before turning back to Rowan.

				“I saw the news this morning,” Xander continued. “Articles in the paper. Messages written in blood.” He waved a hand toward the garage. “Your association with alchemy is creating a bad impression.”

				I rose to my own feet.

				“What’s your point?” Rowan asked, his tone cool.

				“Just an observation. I assume you made an example of that reporter?”

				“Her superiors have been contacted.”

			

			
				Xander pursed his lips, considering the answer. “Docking her pay is not an acceptable punishment.”

				“She’s my problem, Xander.”

				“You represent us all. Don’t make me look bad. Your Grace.” Xander nodded, then turned and walked away. A black Mercedes rolled up to the curb, Doug behind the wheel.

				“Did I booger up your relations with the necros again?” I watched Xander get in the passenger seat.

				Rowan kept his eyes on the car. “I don’t believe this booger is yours.”

				“Elegant, Your Grace.”

				He glanced over.

				“So, what’s up with him?” I asked. “Is he afraid you’re spoiling your reputation being seen with me?”

				“Perhaps.” Rowan turned toward the street. “Come. Let’s find Donovan and get out of here.” He was no doubt eager to get to Era.

				I fell in step beside him. “What would Xander consider an acceptable punishment? Did he expect you to execute her?”

				“Probably.”

				I stumbled trying to turn quickly enough to see his expression. “Are you serious?”

				“There are those, within Old Magic and New alike, who would prefer to rule rather than submit to the human laws we have now.”

				“Good thing necromancy doesn’t lend itself to world domination.” Though a Fire Element certainly had enough magical power. “What about you? Ever consider ruling the world?”

				“Cincinnati is enough.”

				I smiled. I’d seen Rowan rule. His authority was anything but absolute. “But you could.”

				“Elemental magic is about balance. I could not do it without my brother and sisters.”

			

			
				“You mean magically? The four of you…need each other?” Era had said something about that, too.

				We reached the edge of the driveway and Rowan stopped. “Now where did he go?”

				Apparently, that was all the information he was going to offer about his Elemental family.

				Rowan pulled out his phone and composed a text. A short pause, and he got a response. “He had to move the Suburban to the next street. He went to get it.”

				“Ah.”

				We stood in silence, watching the PIA agents pack up their gear.

				“And what about you?” Rowan asked, breaking the quiet.

				“What, rule the world? I’m not even magical.”

				“Since when have you ever let that stand in your way?”

				I decided to take that as a compliment.

				“Well?”

				“It sounds like an awful lot of bother. All I want is a lab that I don’t have to rebuild from scratch every couple of months.”

				“A lab. That’s all you want?”

				“I can do a lot with a well-stocked lab.”

				A soft snort came from his direction, but Donovan pulled up to the curb before he could comment.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
13

				The ride to Lydia’s house was a quiet one. I expected them to discuss all that we’d learned, but no one seemed in the mood to talk. Instead, we let the faint country music playing over Donovan’s radio take up the silence.

				We were almost to Lydia’s when Rowan’s phone rang. Oh God, if there had been another murder—

				“Yes, she’s here,” he said after answering.

				To my surprise, he passed me the phone. “Hello?”

				“Miss Daulton? This is Dr. Albright.”

				My heart rate sped up. Why was he calling so late? “Hello, doctor. What—”

				“The latest batch of salve proved ineffective.”

				I sat up straight. “What? No. That’s not possible.”

				“I’m sorry, Miss Daulton, but I can no longer depend on the effectiveness of your product. I’m going to have to terminate our contract.”

				“No. Someone’s done something. Contaminated it.” I’d made that last batch personally. I’d also made the first batch that failed, and the compass. My heart thumped in my ears, and I had to focus to catch Dr. Albright’s next words.

				“Unlikely. We’ve applied it the same as in the beginning.”

				I could feel Rowan watching me. “Let me try again.”

				“No, this is for the best. The attention our institution has garnered hasn’t been good. Then there is your altercation with that reporter, not to mention that incident at the hospital.” He referred to the Huntsman brothers’ attempt to abduct me.

				“Neither of those incidents were my fault,” I told Dr. Albright.

			

			
				“You were seen in both cases attacking someone with an alchemical potion. That’s not good for the image we’re trying to portray using your products. It’ll be fortunate if those you gassed don’t sue.”

				Donovan pulled the Suburban to a stop in front of Lydia’s little farmhouse and shut off the engine.

				“I know them. They won’t sue.” They weren’t smart enough.

				“So, this was a personal matter that played out on our doorstep? I’m sorry, Miss Daulton, but we no longer have need of your services.”

				The line went dead.

				I slowly took the phone from my ear. “The salve didn’t work. Again. I’ve been fired.”

				Rowan turned in his seat. “I’ll talk to him.”

				“You already put your name on the line for me once. It would be stupid to do it again.”

				“It would be stupid to let those people suffer when you can do something about it.”

				“Don’t, okay? I screw up everything I touch.” I handed him his phone and climbed out of the truck. It wasn’t until I stepped out onto Lydia’s gravel drive that I realized I had nowhere to go.

				Rowan circled the front of the SUV to join me. “Addie, stop.”

				I did as he asked, though more because I was stuck here, than a reaction to his command.

				“Your salve has the potential to save a lot of miserable people,” he said. “You’ve already helped some.”

				“I raise hopes only to dash them.” Time to end this argument. I went right for the jugular. “My salve isn’t going to bring them back.”

				“Who?” His tone was low, intense.

				I met his eyes. He knew I referred to his family.

				The front door opened and Cora walked out. I couldn’t deal with her right now. I turned away, but didn’t know where to go.

			

			
				Rowan stepped in front of me. “So that’s it? You’re just going to give up?”

				“Let me help fix this bullet problem, then I’ll get out of your hair.”

				“I thought the salve was more than just a paycheck to you.”

				I didn’t get to respond. The front door opened again and Era and James walked out, followed by Lydia.

				“Look who’s back,” James announced.

				Era descended the front steps and walked out to join us. She stopped in front of Rowan. “See? I don’t need a babysitter. I can survive just fine on my own.”

				I saw red. Literally. Before anyone could speak, I stepped between them. “How dare you!” I fisted my hands, shaking with fury.

				Era took a step back. “What?”

				“Did your car break down? Was your phone dead? Was there any reason beyond your childish pouting that you failed to let anyone know where you were?”

				“That wasn’t my—”

				“Intent? You just wanted to prove what a big girl you are? Well, guess what? You proved just the opposite. Did you know there was another murder today? Did you know the gunman actually took a shot at us and hit James?”

				She paled.

				“That could have been you.” I wanted to grab her and shake her. Instead, I took a breath, trying to rein in my anger. “Era, they treat you like this because they care. My God, they’ve been through hell. So what if they’re a little overprotective. Stop being so damn selfish and see it from their point of view.”

				A tear rolled down her cheek, but she didn’t look away.

				“Come on, they gave you James as a bodyguard. Like that’s any kind of hardship.” I knew firsthand how much fun he was to hang out with. “God, Era, don’t you understand what you have here?”

			

			
				She covered her face with her hands and broke down.

				Cora stepped forward and took her in her arms. She gave me a frown, but didn’t say anything. It occurred to me that no one had spoken—or tried to stop me.

				I turned, and Donovan and Rowan were standing directly behind me. “Excuse me,” I muttered.

				They both stepped out of my way without a word.

				I didn’t want to return to the Suburban, so I headed for the little side porch that opened off of Lydia’s kitchen. My breath came in ragged gulps and my eyes burned, but I refused to cry in front of them.

				No one followed me, yet I still wanted to break into a run when I reached the corner of the house. I forced myself to walk, though it was a fast walk. I reached the side porch and considered collapsing in one of the Adirondack chairs beside the kitchen door.

				“Addie?”

				I closed my eyes. James. Of course it was James. I never heard him creeping up behind me.

				“I shouldn’t have done that,” I whispered. “It wasn’t my place.”

				“I think it needed to be said.” He moved closer.

				“Maybe, but not by me, and not like that.”

				“What’s done is done, and can’t be undone.”

				I looked up, meeting his eyes. I couldn’t think of anything to say.

				He stepped past me and pulled open the kitchen door. “Come inside. Era made cookies.”

				I frowned. “How long has she been here?”

				“I suspect all afternoon.” He walked inside.

				I studied the door a moment, then released a sigh. My curiosity got the better of me, and I followed him into Lydia’s kitchen. It smelled like cookies—just like the last time I was here.

			

			
				“Lydia didn’t know she was here?”

				“Lydia was at work.” James stopped at the island across from the sink and picked up a spatula. “Shortly after I left you, I remembered that Era had a key.”

				“Did you see Xander drive up?”

				“Cora had sent Rowan a text, letting him know who was giving her a ride from the memorial.” He used the spatula to transfer a few cookies from the cookie sheet on the stovetop to a half-filled plate.

				I stopped on the other side of the island. “I’m glad they watch out for you.”

				James grunted. “Have a cookie.”

				“I’m not hungry.” I sat down on one of the stools beside the island, then came right back to my feet as Lydia walked in.

				She joined us at the island, her eyes sweeping over the cookies and the clutter. “Era loves baking in my kitchen.” She sighed and dropped onto the other stool. “I don’t know why I didn’t consider it.”

				James began to gather the dirty dishes and carry them to the sink.

				Lydia’s gaze shifted to me.

				“I owe you an apology,” I said before she could speak.

				“No, you said what I was afraid to.”

				Her confession silenced me.

				“Era can be a bit headstrong—and spoiled. No surprise since she was raised by three people who have lost so much.”

				I frowned. Era had told me about Rowan’s losses, and I knew Donovan had some darkness in his past, but I’d never heard anything about Cora.

				“I guess I should say four people,” Lydia continued. “I had just as much of a hand in raising her as the others.”

			

			
				“Raising her?” I knew Era had come to live with the others at a young age, but I hadn’t gotten the full story.

				“Rowan found her at an orphanage in Nebraska. He recognized her for what she was.”

				“An Element?”

				A vehicle fired up outside. Donovan’s Suburban?

				“I told them to go back to the manor,” Lydia said. “Get themselves sorted out. You can use my car when you’re ready to head back.” In other words, after everyone had a chance to cool down.

				“Thank you, but if James is staying, we don’t need a car.”

				She gave me one of those grimace-smiles, then got to her feet with a grunt. “I see we have cookies. How about a glass of milk?”

				“You don’t have to wait on me. Besides, you’re exhausted.”

				James began filling the sink with water.

				“Leave those, James,” Lydia said. “I’ll get them later.”

				“It’s no problem.”

				Lydia shook her head. “He’s such a good boy.”

				“Yes, he is.”

				The corner of James’s mouth curled upward, but he didn’t comment.

				I picked up a towel and walked over to help dry the dishes as he set them in the drainer.

				“Good idea about mimicking the killer,” Lydia said.

				“I’m sorry it drained you. I didn’t realize—”

				“It was worth it, especially since you recognized him.”

				“What’s this?” James stopped scrubbing the cookie sheet and turned to face us.

				“Addie found where the killer had been hiding.” Lydia smiled at me. “Then she suggested I use a lost hair to mimic him.”

				“And you knew him?” James asked me.

				“It was one of Lawson’s liches, Frank Liles. The one with the crooked teeth we first met the night the Alchemica burned.”

			

			
				“Then he’s not magical.” James was referencing one of the hypotheses we’d discussed after the killer had shot at us in the Suburban.

				“He’s a former PIA agent, so there’s a chance he’s a Sensitive, but knowing who he is, I suspect he recognized me.”

				“The messages at the murder scenes…”

				“I’m the reason he was Made. He has every reason to hate me. He would also have access to Lawson’s list of the magical.”

				“The list I found when I searched Lawson’s office?”

				“Yes.” I snorted. “Now Xander can stop whining about the PIA database being hacked.”

				“And Frank would have access to the bullets Lawson bought from George.”

				“He’d also know where to get more.” I gripped James’s arm. “That’s how George knew what your bullets would do.”

				“That makes sense.” James’s somber expression turned into a smile. “Damn. So, all we have to do is find Frank.”

				I returned his smile. For the first time today, I felt good. I had hope.

				“And while this lich is hunted down,” Lydia said, “we’ll have your antidote. We can give some to every person on that list.”

				“True.” This might work. No one else would die. Suddenly, I was grateful to Rowan for keeping my bullets secret. If we could find them and destroy them, no one needed to know of the harm alchemy could do. What I’d used blood alchemy to do. I could focus on the good.

				Lydia got to her feet. “Well, if you two aren’t going to let me help clean up, I’m going to go change into something sloppier and a lot more comfortable.” She gestured at the slacks and button-down shirt she wore. I didn’t know what time she’d gone to work this morning, but I suspected it had been a long day. The slump of her shoulders as she left the room suggested as much.

			

			
				“Maybe I should take a cab to the shop,” I said. “There’s a lot to do.”

				“Rowan asked me to take you back to the manor.” James set the last bowl in the drainer, and let the water out of the sink.

				“And if I don’t want to go?”

				James looked up, but didn’t answer.

				“What are you, his guard dog?”

				“Actually, yes, I am.”

				His answer threw me off, silencing the impassioned tirade I was about to launch into.

				“I get a pay check from the Elemental Offices for a security position. Of course, that also comes with room and board, a car, a phone, and now, a college education.” He shrugged, but something in his tone suggested he wasn’t as indifferent as he appeared.

				“And that bothers you?”

				“No, it’s just—” He frowned and glanced toward the door.

				I returned the towel to the counter. “Just what?”

				“I don’t know. I would have done it for free.”

				“I’m sure Rowan realizes that, but there’s nothing wrong with accepting what’s offered. Heck, there are jobs out in the corporate world that are just as sweet.”

				“That’s true.” He looked over, meeting my eyes. “But I can’t help feeling that he’s doing this to keep tabs on me.”

				Ah, here was what was bothering him, but what could I say? He was right.

				“You agree,” James concluded, reading my hesitation.

				I sighed. “There is some truth to what you say, but I truly believe that it is not his sole motivation. He sees you; he values you for the person you are. The rest is just the necessity of his job. Don’t let it bother you.”

				“Did you know he bought the building that holds your new lab?”

			

			
				I gritted my teeth. Why did that even surprise me?

				James twitched his brows upward, waiting for my response.

				“It’s not the same thing,” I said.

				“It’s not?”

				I turned toward the window. The moon was up, glinting off the snow. “Did he really leave you here to keep an eye on me?”

				“Yes.”

				At least James was honest. “Okay. Fine.” I didn’t want to get James in trouble. I could head over to the shop first thing in the morning. “Let’s tell Lydia good-bye, and get moving.”

				“Thank you.” He headed for the hall.

				I frowned at his back. I really missed the way things used to be.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
14

				I was in the sunroom by seven, scarfing down a bagel in the hopes of catching a ride to the shop before everyone left for the day. To my surprise and unease, it was Era who showed up first. She hesitated on the threshold then walked toward me. I tensed, not sure what to expect.

				She stopped in front of me, and I could see her resolve crumble. She bowed her head and hunched her shoulders. “I’m so sorry. I couldn’t sleep at all last night thinking about what I did, what you said. I don’t know how I—”

				“Era, stop.” I cut her off and she looked up, her eyes damp. “I’m the one who needs to apologize.”

				“No.”

				“Yes. So much had happened and—” I made myself stop. “No. No excuses. I’m sorry.”

				She blinked back the tears. “But I was so wrong.”

				Unable to see her so miserable, I pulled her into a hug. “Lesson learned. Let’s put all that behind us.”

				“Thank you.” She squeezed me back, and I swear my ribcage creaked.

				“Uh, Era,” I wheezed. “I can’t breathe.”

				She laughed, then released me. “Sorry.” We walked to the cart and she poured herself a large mug of coffee. We busied ourselves with breakfast. I returned to my bagel and she selected a pastry.

				“What are you doing up so early?” she asked, breaking the silence.

				“I’ve got some work waiting for me in the lab.” So much work. “Do you think someone could give me a ride over?” I took a bite of my bagel, hoping she’d offer.

			

			
				“I’ll take you.” Rowan had walked into the room without my notice.

				I coughed to dislodge the chunk of bagel I’d sucked down my windpipe. I took a drink of my warm tea to force it down my throat. Fortunately, the milk had cooled the tea to drinking temperature.

				Stopping at the cart, he selected a mug, then smoothed his tie before lifting the teapot. Rowan never wore jeans, willingly, but I’d never seen him in a suit and tie before.

				“Well, don’t you look handsome,” Era said.

				I had to agree with her. The charcoal fabric was tailor fit, the dark color a contrast to the crisp white shirt. The silver-gray tie contained little flecks of powder blue that set off his eyes.

				“I can call a cab,” I said. “You look like you need to be somewhere.” He had to be pissed at me for berating Era last night. I wasn’t in the mood for a lecture.

				“I have an appointment.” He added a splash of milk to his tea. “We’ll need to leave in about five minutes.”

				So much for getting out of alone time with him. “I’m ready whenever you are.”

				He took a cautious sip of his tea. “And Lydia called. She has those auto-injection pens.”

				“That’s great. But what is she doing working on a Saturday?”

				“Checking to see if the pens are in. I spoke to James; good idea about giving everyone on that list a pen.”

				My cheeks warmed at his praise. “If she’s not busy, I could take a cab to her place this afternoon. Would you call her—or give me the number?”

				“It’ll be done.” He set down his mug and picked up the copy of the Cincinnati Enquirer that lay on the lower shelf of the cart.

				I frowned at him. He was in full-blown Flame Lord mode this morning. Was he still pissed about Era?

			

			
				James walked into the room, and for once, his silent tread didn’t enable him to sneak up on me. Maybe because I happened to be facing the doorway when he entered.

				“Hey,” Era said to him. “I was about to come up and bang on your door.”

				“Are we still picking up your photos at the frame shop?” James asked.

				“Yes.”

				Rowan muttered something and his paper rattled.

				James glanced over. “Rowan, what is it?”

				“Nothing.” He folded the paper and dropped it on the cart and turned to face me. “Ready?”

				“What’s in the paper?”

				“The same crap.” A hint of color lit his eyes, so I suspected something more. “Let it go.” He gestured toward the door.

				I held his gaze and leaned over to pick up the paper. Spread across the front page were the photos of three guys I knew well: George, Henry, and Brian Huntsman. It turned out Henry had an old mug shot. My eyes drifted up to the headline. Hospital’s Alchemist Attacked. Heart beating quicker, I skimmed down the article. I found my name almost immediately. Amelia Daulton, a master alchemist trained at the Alchemica, was accosted while leaving the Burn Center where one of her potions is being used in the controversial treatment of patients.

				“Shit. They know who I am. Albright will never let me help now.”

				“Leave that to me.” Rowan turned toward the door. “We need to go.”

				I glanced up, meeting James’s eyes, then passed him the paper. He looked at the front page and sighed.

				 

				Rowan and I didn’t speak on the drive over. He’d turned the radio to a news channel, and I fidgeted in my seat, waiting for the DJ to say something about the newspaper article. The topic didn’t come up, but he did speak of the latest murder. It was a harsh reminder of what I needed to do.

			

			
				I was relieved when Rowan finally brought the Camaro to a stop at the curb in front of my new shop.

				“Thanks for the ride.” I gripped the door handle, ready to climb out.

				“I’ll pick you up this afternoon and take you to the Institute.”

				“That’s not necessary. I can take a cab.”

				“Would one o’clock suit you?”

				“You’re really on a controlling jag today, aren’t you?” When my comment failed to get a response, I continued. “One o’clock is fine only if it suits Lydia.” I climbed out and glanced back, noting again the suit he wore. “I hope your meeting goes well with the hospital board. I’d like a chance to try again.”

				“I thought you would.” His eyes met mine before turning back to the windshield. “Who told you?”

				“Told me?” That he had a meeting with the hospital’s board of directors? I’d figured it out.

				“About my family.”

				Oh. I hadn’t expected him to go there. But that might explain his mood. “Era, but don’t blame her. I pretended to already know and fed her a few leading questions.”

				Rowan grunted.

				“I’ll figure this out,” I said. “I’ll get the salve working again.”

				“I hope so.” He tapped the steering wheel with one finger, but didn’t look over. Time to go.

				“See you this afternoon.” I closed the door and turned toward the shop.

				Rowan remained at the curb until I let myself in. That told me he wasn’t completely pissed off, though it puzzled me that he’d be upset that I knew about his family. He was probably upset with the way I’d acquired the information. I guess I shouldn’t have taken advantage of Era that way.

			

			
				The light was on in the lab, but I didn’t see Ian. From the clutter on his bench, it looked like he’d been working.

				“Ian?” I called. When he didn’t answer me, I checked the back room, but I didn’t find him fawning over his clothes. He did wander off from time to time, but not usually during working hours.

				I slipped off my jacket and donned my lab coat. When I turned around, Ian stood by his bench. I jumped and banged my hip against the counter.

				“Damn.” I pressed a hand to my pounding heart. “You’re going to give me a coronary one of these days.” I was bad about being lost in thought and not noticing when someone walked up on me, but Ian took that to the next level.

				“I’m sorry, Addie.” He tried for a solemn expression, but I wasn’t buying it.

				I decided to get right to the point. “The last batch of salve failed.”

				Ian frowned. “You made that one.”

				“I know.”

				“This makes no sense. Hades blood, it’s not even possible.”

				I smiled, though it was bittersweet. “Thanks, but it is possible. The compass failed, too.”

				Ian sat down on a stool, his expression stunned.

				“What?”

				“You’ve lost your alchemy?”

				“No.” I refused to believe that. “It’s just…” Just what? There was nothing else it could be unless someone had found a way to sabotage my work. But who had access to—

				The air stilled in my lungs as I studied the man before me. We’d worked side-by-side for over six weeks, but how well did I actually know the man?

			

			
				“Have you thought of something?” Ian asked.

				“Yes.” I retrieved the shoulder bag that held my potions. I’d made these potions months ago, long before I had any alchemy problems. Before I started working with Ian. I pulled out a foam-insulated box. Ian didn’t speak. He simply sat on his stool and watched, a puzzled expression on his face.

				I popped open the box and took out the single vial inside. Flecks of gold swirled within the thick orange solution. My Fire Hazard potion. To be precise: a vial full of elemental fire. I’d made it last fall with Rowan’s blood. I’d had two other vials, but I’d used them on the guardians of Ian’s tomb—when he sicced them on Rowan.

				“Have you been sabotaging me, Ian?”

				He straightened. “You think I’m messing with your potions?”

				“Are you?”

				He frowned, his puzzled expression still in place. “To what purpose?”

				That, I couldn’t answer.

				“You freed me,” he said. “Showed me how to get by in this world.”

				“You don’t seem all that interested in this world.”

				He rose to his feet and I gripped the vial, but all he did was turn away. He walked to his workbench and stopped in front of it.

				I stepped to the side, giving myself a better angle if I had to throw the vial, but he didn’t take anything from his bench. He just stood there. “Talk to me, Ian.”

				He braced his hands against the counter and took a breath. “Matilda, Mattie, was fourteen when he took her. It was my fault.”

				His response threw me. “Mattie? Your daughter?”

				“She was such a beautiful girl. Young woman.” A soft snort: a father’s amazement that his little girl had grown up. Then he shook his head. “I let her down, let them all down.”

			

			
				I assumed he told me this for a reason, but at the moment, I saw no connection to my accusation. Even so, I was curious. “What happened?”

				“We had lost her mother three months before, giving birth to my youngest.” He held up his hands to study his palms. “I’m supposed to have power over death. One of the strongest to walk this earth in centuries.” He fisted his hands. “Bullshit.”

				The fury in that single word surprised me, and gave me another glimpse in the necromancer’s world. I’d never thought about what it was like for a necro when he lost a loved one: the second-guessing, the temptation to bring them back.

				“I…lost it for a time,” Ian continued, his voice rougher. “Barricaded myself in the lab. Left Mattie to tend her brothers. When she failed to talk sense into me, she went to Alexander.” He raked his hands back through his hair, fisting the blond strands for a moment before releasing them.

				“Alexander?”

				“The Deacon.”

				That must be where Xander got his name. No wonder Ian spoke his name with such loathing.

				“I never knew what happened to the boys, my sons. None of them ever came looking for me. I don’t know what he told them. Or maybe he just let them starve. Joseph, the eldest, was only ten.”

				Dear God, what was I supposed to say?

				He turned to face me. “So no, I don’t have a whole lot of interest in this world, but that doesn’t mean I wish to amuse myself by tormenting you.” His eyes held mine with a sincerity I’d never seen in him. If he was lying, he was damn good at it.

				I didn’t answer. I didn’t have an answer. Between his pain and mine, I couldn’t speak.

				“You’ve been kind to me. Why would I want to hurt you?”

			

			
				“Then what’s happened to me?” I whispered the words, afraid to even voice them. Believing Ian had been undermining my work had been a lot more palatable.

				“You’re lost.” His voice softened, a note of genuine compassion bleeding through. “Your character, your very identity is at stake.”

				“That’s been true for weeks.”

				“And now those you care about have returned. The doubts have resurfaced and your confidence is shaken.”

				I looked down at the vial I held. There was truth in his words. The ache in my heart attested to that. “I don’t know who I am without alchemy.”

				“Don’t sell yourself short.”

				I looked up and he offered me a smile. And not the cocky, I’m-trying-to-charm-you smile. This one was real. If nothing else, Ian understood heartache. I pressed the vial back into its case.

				“There are records,” I said when I finished. “We could find out what happened to your sons.”

				He frowned, his expression uncertain. “You would do that? For me?”

				“It’s no big deal.” I returned the insulated case to my bag. “I’m sorry. It was wrong of me to accuse you.”

				“No harm done. You’ve been under a lot of strain. Your lover left you when he learned of your past. Your bullets are killing his people.”

				“Thanks for the summary.” I rolled my eyes, smiling in spite of myself. Sometimes Ian’s tact for social interaction failed him. A byproduct of his entombment or had he always been this blunt? “By the way, we found out who the murderer is.”

				Ian had started to turn away, but stopped. “You did? Who?”

				“One of the liches that worked for Lawson.”

				“How do you know?”

				“New Magic.” I didn’t elaborate. “He was Made because of me. He also had access to the bullets. So, that covers means and motive. Now, all that’s left is to find him.”

			

			
				The corner of Ian’s mouth rose. “And for that you need me.”

				“Can you…call him or something?”

				“I’ll need his heart.”

				“The hearts are missing from the crypt.”

				“They are?”

				“You didn’t notice?”

				He shrugged. “Why would I?” His indifference grated, but didn’t surprise me.

				“So, you can’t help me?”

				“At this juncture, no.”

				I sighed. So much for that hope, but I’d find another way. “We’ve got a lot of work to do. You ready?”

				“So you’re not going to give up on alchemy?” He smiled, the dimples making an appearance. It seemed Doug had inherited that much.

				“Not yet.”

				“Good. It gets boring when you’re not around to blow up the occasional beaker.”

				“It was a flask.”

				“This week.”

				I smiled and walked to my bench. In a very short time, we fell into our usual work rhythm. We moved easily from task to task, formula to formula. He’d begun to adopt a lot of my techniques, illustrating again his quick mind and aptitude for alchemy.

				“I have a question,” I said after we’d been working a while. I kept debating on whether to ask him, but since he’d opened up to me earlier, I hoped he’d be honest about this.

				“Yes?”

				“What did you do with the blood I gave you last fall?” The first time we met, Ian had forced me to give him a drop of my blood in exchange for my—and Rowan’s—freedom.

			

			
				“Oh, that.” He rubbed the back of his neck. “I tried to trick you into a blood oath.”

				“A blood oath? Is that like a blood bond?” He had explained that once. A necromancer had the ability to bind a lich to him via his blood. It did something to enhance control, but since I wasn’t a necromancer, I didn’t fully appreciate it.

				“Similar concept. A blood oath is used among the living.”

				“Are you saying a necromancer can bind to the living?” Crap, that could be bad. What if—

				“Bind, no. It’s a pact, and it is the giver who swears the oath.”

				“Go on.”

				“I wanted you to feel compelled to visit me again.” He shrugged.

				“I wasn’t compelled; I was desperate.”

				“It didn’t work. You didn’t fall for it.”

				I thought about what he’d told me, and the situation I’d been in last fall. “So you told me that by freely giving my blood, you’d see me again.” Those had been his exact words. “If I’d believed you, I would have felt compelled to come see you once more.”

				He smiled. I guess I got it right.

				“No wonder necromancers have such a bad name,” I said.

				“I doubt it’s because of a few devious blood oaths.”

				I snorted. “True.” But this topic of conversation did remind me of something else I’d been wondering about. “Another question. What’s a soul bond?”

				Ian lifted his fair brows.

				“Is it like a blood bond?” I asked.

				“A soul bond is a blood bond, with an added twist.” Ian said. “It’s also called a mortality clause.”

				“And that means…”

				“If the one doing the binding dies, so does the one bound. It’s used on the Made.”

			

			
				“Your liches? But they’re already dead.”

				“Physically.” Ian tsked as if I’d forgotten an important lesson. “There are different kinds of death.”

				Goosebumps prickled my arms even though I was wearing long sleeves. “So you soul bind your lich as a deterrent. He knows that if he kills you, he…dies, too.”

				“Exactly. Why do you want to know?”

				“I heard the term. I was curious.” I turned back to the potion I was brewing.

				Ian studied me a moment longer. “Curiosity satisfied?”

				“Yes, thank you.”

				So, Era was wrong. A soul bond wasn’t what she thought it was. And even if New Magic had the equivalent, Rowan had never given me any blood. She was feeling her magic within me. God, how would I ever tell her?

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
15

				Rowan arrived at my shop promptly at one. I didn’t ask if he’d checked with Lydia. She most likely knew him well enough to expect his heavy-handedness.

				Ian carried my box of supplies to Rowan’s car, including the large flask of bullet antidote I’d just mixed up, and placed it in the trunk when Rowan opened it for us. I’d brought a few extra things, hoping for a little time in Lydia’s lab.

				“I do like this car,” Ian said, stepping back to admire the vehicle. I wondered if he was just making conversation. He’d never showed much interest before.

				“Thank you.” Rowan closed the trunk.

				“No damage when we slid off the road?” I asked.

				“Only cosmetic.”

				I eyed the car, but didn’t see anything. It looked like it had been washed and waxed.

				“Shall we go?” Rowan asked.

				“Yes, I’m—”

				“Addie?” Ian interrupted. “Do you want me to start another batch of salve?”

				“Please. And I made some refinements. You can find the information in my notes.”

				“Of course.” He gave me a smile, and to my complete shock, reached out and touched my face with his icy fingers. “Be careful.”

				“Yeah. No problem.” I stepped back, letting his fingers slide off my check.

				Ian dipped his head in a motion that was practically a bow, then inclined his head to Rowan. “Dr. Brant.”

			

			
				“Mr. Rey.” Rowan pulled open his door and got in.

				I hurried to do likewise, still puzzling over Ian’s actions. Maybe he hadn’t escaped entombment and the destruction of his family without a few side effects.

				 

				“How well do you remember Dmitri?” Rowan asked after a few silent miles.

				“Not well.” My heart beat a little quicker. Did he suspect? “Not much more than his name.”

				“Your fellow masters don’t have a good record of being honest with you.”

				“He’s not like Neil and Emil.”

				“How do you know?”

				I considered a few arguments, but couldn’t come up with anything he wouldn’t shoot down, or that wouldn’t give too much away.

				“I don’t know. Is that what you want to hear?” I frowned at him, though he was busy watching the road.

				“I just want you to acknowledge it.”

				I rolled my eyes and turned my glare on the buildings passing outside my window. He took a right, and I saw the Institute in the distance.

				“I won’t take the Formula, Rowan.”

				“That’s not what I’m asking.”

				“Dmitri is not here for nefarious reasons.”

				“Bullshit.”

				I glanced over on that one. “How can you be so sure?”

				“What alchemist can resist the lure of the Final Formula? Have you given him that?”

				“Well, no. I—”

				“Wake up, Addie. He’s clearly trying to charm you.” He turned into the parking lot, hitting the speed bump a little faster than he normally would.

			

			
				“Charm me?” I asked. “He hasn’t given me any potions. And that is one thing I do know.”

				Rowan whipped the Camaro into a parking space and shut off the engine. “I’m not talking about a potion.”

				“Then what—” Suddenly I understood. “Whoa.” I held up both hands in an effort to ward off that mental image. “There’s nothing going on between Dmitri and me.”

				“I wasn’t saying there was, but he clearly wants there to be. No doubt in an effort to get the Formula.”

				I took a moment of silence to let that sink in.

				“Pop the trunk.” I reached for my door handle. “Lydia’s waiting.”

				He caught my arm. “And now you’re mad.”

				“Gee, why would I be mad? No wait, I got this one.” I jerked my arm from his grip and twisted to face him. “One.” I held up a single finger. “I’m so weak-willed that any gorgeous guy can smile at me and I’ll instantly fall in bed with him and tell him my every secret.”

				“Two.” I added a second finger to the first. “The only reason a good-looking guy would take me to his bed is because of my secrets.”

				“And three.” I brandished three fingers. “You clearly think I’d screw any guy who looks at me twice.” I pushed open my door and hurried out before he could stop me. My eyes burned and I had to take several deep breaths of cold air to try to regain control. The power of the emotion surprised me.

				Rowan’s door opened and I walked back to the trunk, making an effort to pull myself together. Clearly the stress of the last few days was taking its toll.

				Rowan stopped beside me, but he didn’t open the trunk. “I don’t think that.” His tone was soft, but I didn’t look up to check his expression. “I merely wanted to put you on your guard. I handled it badly.”

			

			
				“No, that was me.” I crossed my arms, hugging myself. I needed this conversation to end. “Lydia’s waiting. Don’t you think we should get inside?”

				A pause, and he popped the trunk. He insisted on carrying the box, probably to pacify me and avoid another outburst. I opened the doors for him, but kept my comments to myself.

				Lydia seemed pleased to see us. She’d already loaded four auto-injector pens with the antidote I’d made the other day and handed them to Rowan.

				“I’d like you to keep one,” Rowan said, offering her one of the pens.

				“I’ll keep one of the pens we fill today.” She gave me one of her crooked smiles before turning back to Rowan. “Those are for you and your brother and sister Elements.”

				“Thank you, Lydia.” Rowan tucked the pens into an inner coat pocket. “I’m going to go grab a bite to eat. You ladies want something?”

				“I’m good,” I answered, unloading the rest of my supplies.

				“I’ve eaten, but thank you,” Lydia said.

				I kept my hands busy until I heard the door close behind him.

				“I made more antidote.” I gestured at the flask I’d brought. “It should be enough to fill the rest of the pens.” She’d ordered two dozen, so that left twenty to fill.

				“That’ll save time.” She sat down on the stool beside me. “Do you want to talk?”

				I looked up. “Talk?”

				“About whatever is bothering you—and Rowan.”

				Lord, was I that easy to read?

				“I’m not an empath, but I’m a good listener,” she continued. “Plus, I’ve got the age and wisdom thing going for me.” She looked to be in her late forties, but being magical, she might look younger than she was.

			

			
				“Thank you, but I don’t think it’ll get better with discussion.”

				“Try it. It can’t make it worse.”

				“I wouldn’t bet on that.” I turned back to my supplies. “I haven’t always done the right thing.”

				“You mean because you were once a blood alchemist?”

				I flinched. I guess Rowan had told her that much. “Well, yes.”

				“I didn’t think you remembered much about that. I suspect this has more to do with what happened to Era.”

				I almost dropped the flask of antidote. Carefully, I set it down and turned to face her.

				“You know?” I whispered. “How?”

				“I made Rowan tell me.”

				I dropped onto the stool across from her. “When?” It had to have been recently. She’d always been so kind to me.

				“A few days after I realized you were gone.”

				She’d known all along? I didn’t know what to say.

				“He didn’t want to tell me,” she continued. “But I couldn’t let it rest. I’ve seen him in various states of distress, but this was the first time he teetered on depression.”

				Probably not the first time, I thought, remembering the story of his family. “How long have you known him?”

				“Hm.” She tapped a finger on the counter. “About thirty-six years now. We met in college.”

				Rowan was fifty-seven, so I was right about Lydia looking younger than she was.

				She smiled as she continued. “We had a lot of undergraduate classes together. I introduced him to my brother and the pair became good friends, and then brothers-in-law when Jeff married Rowan’s little sister.”

				“Oh. So your brother…”

				“Died with the rest of his family when Rowan lost control.”

			

			
				I just stared at her, seeing anew the way the skin on her face didn’t move the way it should.

				“I pulled our niece from the flames,” she whispered. “I survived, she didn’t.”

				I got to my feet and turned away. Oh my God. Rowan was to blame for her deformity. And he was reminded of that every time he looked at her. My heart lodged in my throat and I couldn’t seem to swallow it back down.

				“Addie?” Lydia’s hand came to rest on my shoulder.

				I just stood there, stunned. She stepped around in front of me and wrapped me in her arms. It wasn’t until that moment that I realized I was crying. All the crap that had been locked inside me for weeks just came pouring out. Between sobs, I told her about it. All of it. Even Ian.

				“You do walk a fine line.” She slipped an arm around my shoulders and guided me to a couch that faced the window, offering a nice view of the forested expanse behind the Institute.

				“I want to tell him,” I admitted, “but I can’t seem to find the right moment.”

				“And what would be the right moment?” She smiled to take the sting out of her words.

				“Well, not on the drive over here when he was insisting that Dmitri was trying to seduce me to get the Formula.”

				Lydia snorted and pressed a hand to her mouth. “What exactly does this Ian look like?”

				“Drop dead gorgeous.”

				“Pun intended?”

				“And then some.” I rubbed a hand over my damp cheeks. “I mean, the guy is model beautiful. Of course, a month ago, he was a rotting corpse. The Formula has regenerative—” I stopped.

				Lydia gave me an expectant look.

				“The Formula.” I leaned forward and caught her hands. “I’ll brew you the Formula. It regenerates the body to its peak condition. It’ll wipe away all your scars.”

			

			
				She just stared at me.

				“He won’t have to look at you and remember,” I whispered.

				She rose to her feet and walked over to the laboratory bench, keeping her back to me. “He never pushed me away, even in the beginning, before the reconstructive surgeries. It took me a while to figure it out. I don’t think he wants to forget.”

				I stood up, but didn’t join her. “Hasn’t he punished himself enough?”

				“That’s not why he remembers.” She turned to face me. “I made him see early on that he was not to blame. His magic was wild and uncontrollable.”

				“So you are a touchstone for his control.”

				“Yes. And I’m okay with that. The world needs him, Addie. What’s a few scars to that?”

				I wondered just how deeply she loved him. Deep enough that she wanted to repair the rift between him and me. Deep enough that she’d prefer to remain scarred and keep him tied to her.

				“Are you refusing the Formula?” I asked.

				“For now.” She gave me that smile and a shrug. “I don’t guess you understand and I’m not sure I can explain it.”

				“No, I get it.” I closed the distance between us and took her hand. “But I think you’re selling him short. He knows what’s at stake.” How his people looked up to him. How Xander would seize power if he could. Rowan maintained the balance of power in the city. But I couldn’t let Lydia off the hook that easily. “He’d want you to take the Formula. He’d want you to be whole.”

				“Whole.” A wistful note entered her voice, but I didn’t think it had to do with her scars.

				“Think about it.” I gave her hand a squeeze and released it. “Meanwhile we can fill some pens.”

				“Sounds good.”

			

			
				 

				Rowan arrived half an hour later, and he brought donuts. Or that’s what I assumed the white cardboard box contained.

				“How about a break?” Rowan asked, walking toward the couch Lydia and I had occupied earlier.

				“Are those donuts?” I asked.

				“Pastries.”

				I arched an eyebrow at Lydia. He had to be doing this for her…unless he felt guilty about our argument this morning.

				“Those little cream-filled pastries from Tipton’s Bakery,” Rowan added.

				“Rowan!” Lydia laughed. “Those things add pounds just by looking at them.”

				I leaned toward her until our shoulders touched. “Another perk of the Formula,” I whispered. At least, I assumed it was. Judging by the old photos Neil had given me, I’d been fat once.

				“A tempting argument.” She bumped my shoulder with hers.

				“You’ve spent just a few hours in each other’s company, and already you’re whispering.” Rowan set the box on the low table in front of the couch. “Is it a girl thing?”

				“Yes.” Lydia laid down the injection pen she’d just finished filling and walked to the sink to wash up.

				“We can’t tell you more, or we’d be forced to kill you.” I joined Lydia at the sink.

				“Which would be a shame,” Lydia said.

				“Truly. Bumping off the pastry delivery guy is always a bad move.”

				Rowan sat down on the couch and pulled the box closer to open it. If he had a comment, he kept it to himself.

				“So, what’s the occasion?” Lydia asked when we joined him. She took the lone chair by the window on the opposite side of the table, leaving me to share the couch with Rowan.

				“No occasion. I was in the area. I knew you liked them, and Addie has never had them.”

			

			
				“In the area?” Lydia laughed and leaned over to select a pastry. “Where did you go for lunch?”

				“I had an errand to run.”

				“Ah.” She scooted back in her chair. “Lucky us.” She gave me a wink.

				I grinned and picked up a pastry of my own. A thick layer of fluffy white cream lay sandwiched between a split pastry so light that it left a trail of fine flakes in its wake. I took a bite, and the powdered sugar puffed up my nose and dusted my shirt—but I no longer cared.

				“Oh. My. God.” I said around a mouthful of heaven.

				Lydia laughed. “Incredible, huh?”

				I made the appropriate sound of agreement. Wow. If the old bakery building I worked in had been in competition with this place, it was no surprise that they’d closed their doors. Silence reigned while Lydia and I scarfed down our confections.

				“Aren’t you going to have one?” Lydia asked Rowan.

				“He’s already had two,” I said before he could answer.

				“Oh, really?” He leaned back against the couch, laying an arm across the top. “And how did you come to such a conclusion?”

				“There are a few crumbs on your coat and only eleven pastries in the box.”

				“But wouldn’t that make only one missing?” Lydia asked.

				“A local, family-owned bakery would sell a baker’s dozen: thirteen. It’s good business.”

				Lydia looked at Rowan. “Is she right?”

				“Yes.” The corner of his mouth rose.

				“Nice detective work,” Lydia said to me.

				“He also has a little powdered sugar on his chin.”

				Rowan straightened and rubbed a hand across his lower face.

				“Psych.” I grinned. “You should know better. You already checked yourself in the rearview mirror.”

			

			
				He dropped his hand and smiled in earnest. “And how would you know that?”

				“What’s that, Mr. Never-a-hair-out-of-place?”

				Out of the corner of my eye, I caught a glint of movement among the snow-dusted tree branches beyond the window. A bird? Before I could decide, Lydia stood to get another pastry and blocked my view.

				“You know, Rowan—” Lydia didn’t finish, and a loud pop echoed around the room. She stumbled forward and fell against the table. Had she tripped?

				“Lydia?” I rose to my feet to help her when Rowan jerked me down behind the table where he now crouched.

				“Stay down!” He caught Lydia by the arm and pulled her to him, then kept backing until he’d pulled her over behind the laboratory bench. “She’s been shot.”

				Ice seeped into my veins and I glanced at the window. Cracks spiderwebbed outward from a single hole in the center of the pane.

				I jumped to my feet, not caring that I made myself a target, and ran to the counter where we’d been working earlier. I snatched up one of the completed pens and ran back to where Rowan knelt on the floor, cradling Lydia against him.

				“Hang on, Lydie. Addie will fix you.” He looked up as I dropped beside them. Anxiety etched his features, and fire burned in his eyes as it rode his emotions.

				“I know,” Lydia whispered, her cheek against his shirt. “I told you, Roe. She’s amazing.”

				I jerked the cap off the end of the auto-injector. Not wanting to waste time pulling up her sleeve, I stuck the pen in the side of her neck, close to where the neck met the shoulder. I depressed the plunger, injecting the antidote. Once empty, I pulled out the needle. Blood immediately welled, marking the hole I’d just made.

			

			
				“Lydia?” Rowan asked.

				She gasped and pressed a hand to her chest, doubling over.

				My own heart pounded as she began to thrash in his arms.

				He held her tighter, taking the abuse. “Addie, do something!” Panic colored his tone and fire colored his eyes.

				I held up the pen. I had done something. I had—

				Lydia stopped thrashing and simply went limp.

				“Lydia!” Rowan lowered her to the floor and caught her face between his palms. Her poor damaged face that had seen so many surgeries. He pushed back her turtleneck and pressed his fingers to the heavily scarred flesh of her throat. “Oh, God, no.” He cupped her face in his hands once more. “Lydia.”

				I just stared at them, unable to understand, or unwilling to. I couldn’t move; I couldn’t breathe.

				Rowan looked up and his orange eyes met mine. “Why didn’t it work?” His voice broke on the last word, and he stopped to swallow.

				I rose to my feet.

				“Why didn’t it work?” Anger began to replace the confusion.

				I struggled to understand. The antidote. He was talking about the antidote. It didn’t work.

				Something clattered to the floor, and I realized that the empty pen had fallen from my numb fingers.

				The antidote had failed. Another formula had failed. Like the compass and the burn salve, only this time someone had died. Lydia had died.

				A strangled sob escaped my throat, and I turned and ran. I didn’t know why, but I couldn’t stand there looking at what my bullet had done, what my antidote had failed to do. I couldn’t bear to watch Rowan mourn the only piece of his family he had left—and blame me for it.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
16

				I ran down the hall and slammed my hands against the door release without stopping. Cold air hit me in the face, freezing the tears on my cheeks. The door exited on the side of the building, and to my left, a small open yard gaped between me and the wooded area visible from Lydia’s lab.

				I skidded to a stop, slipping on the icy sidewalk. The trees. I’d seen movement in the trees. Rage replaced my despair in a single heartbeat. Was it Frank Liles, the lich Lydia had mimicked at the last murder scene? That sick bastard was killing the magical with my bullets. I remembered the hole in the window and how Lydia rose to her feet at just that moment. Had Rowan been the intended target?

				All logical thought left me, and I wanted only one thing: that murdering bastard’s throat in my grip. I ran for the trees, consumed with the lust for another’s blood. The emotion was so pure, so all encompassing, that I actually laughed. A saner part of me knew I was staring death in the face, but what did it matter? I had nothing. I’d lost my best friend, my lover, and now, my alchemy. There was really nothing left to lose.

				I made it to the trees without being shot and slowed my pace. I needed to think, to plan, or I’d never get to bathe in any blood except my own.

				The snow wasn’t as deep beneath the trees, the canopy of branches having caught a good bit of it. I didn’t see any tracks, but the snow-covered leaf litter made it hard to judge.

				I started forward, looking for signs as I wove my way between the trees. Head down, I stepped carefully around fallen logs and bushes. I glanced at the back of the Institute and tried to triangulate the shooter’s position. I moved a little deeper into the trees, glancing back often.

			

			
				“Hunting for something, alchemist?” a familiar voice asked.

				I gasped and turned as Henry Huntsman stepped out from behind the nearest tree, his white and tan camo blending perfectly with the snow-covered leaves. A scoped rifle hung from one shoulder. I recognized the make—and the caliber bullet it took.

				“You!” I launched myself at Henry with the sole intent of scraping out his eyes. I managed to make contact with one cheek before he could lunge to the side. He didn’t try to escape, but came back at me. His hand closed around my throat, lifting me from the ground and slamming me against the tree he’d just stepped around. My head thumped against the unyielding wood and pain splintered my skull. The world darkened around the edges.

				Henry trailed his fingers over his bloodied cheek. “You dumb bitch,” he whispered, stepping closer.

				“Henry.” George materialized out of the trees a few yards away, Brian at his shoulder. Both wore the same camo Henry sported. And both carried rifles.

				“You fucking bastards.” I choked around Henry’s grip on my throat.

				“Bring her.” George waved Brian forward, and he stepped up to give Henry a hand, grinning at me as he did. Abruptly, he straightened and brought the rifle to his shoulder, aiming back through the trees—toward the Institute.

				All three of them went still, then I heard it.

				“Addie?” Rowan’s voice carried across the snow-dampened grounds. A pause, then a door slammed.

				“He went back inside,” Brian said.

				“Unlike some people, he’s not stupid enough to run out here.” Henry grinned at me.

			

			
				“He’ll probably sneak out the back, like he did at that clinic,” Brian said. Rowan had managed to catch him that time. “Shall I circle around and take him out?”

				“No.” The word came out on a shallow breath, and I tried to swallow around Henry’s grip on my throat. “Whatever you want. I’ll get it.”

				George moved closer. Hazel eyes narrow and calculating, he glanced between me and where Brian stood, awaiting his command.

				I considered the things he could want and settled on the obvious answer. “The Final Formula. The Elixir of Life. I’ll brew it for you. All of you.”

				George’s eyes narrowed further. “You know it?”

				“It’s my formula, dumbass. Neil stole it from me.” I ran out of air and stopped with a wheeze.

				“He said your memory had been wiped. The amnesia.”

				“And you believed him?”

				George raised his arm, and I expected a slap, but he gripped Henry’s wrist instead. “Release her.”

				Henry did as told, and I slumped against the tree, drawing deep breaths through my nose.

				“So you can brew us this formula.” George studied me with an eerie detachment that made my skin crawl.

				“Then we don’t need that necromantic fuck,” Henry said.

				“What about the Element?” Brian still stood ready, glancing between George and the building.

				“I don’t understand why you’re trying to kill him,” I said. Would it help Rowan if I told them that I needed the blood of an Element for the Formula?

				“The pompous ass sent the police after us. The human police. Like we’re just some common thugs.” Henry answered.

				“You’re pissed because he didn’t recognize you as magical?”

				“We’re Hunters. They write fucking myths about guys like us.”

			

			
				Somehow, I managed to hold my tongue on that one. So, they’d tracked Rowan down because he offended them. Lydia had just been an accident. The realization made me sick.

				“Besides,” Henry continued, “there are three other Elements.”

				My breath caught. They knew.

				“True.” Brian gave George a hopeful look.

				“Why does Neil need Element blood?” George asked me, his gaze calculating.

				I hesitated, not wanting to give him too much information. I could launch into a discussion of prima materia, the first matter, and how it corresponded with the classical elements.

				“Is it because they’re already immortal?” George asked.

				Okay, so much for withholding that information.

				“We already have that,” Henry said.

				“Or we did.” George frowned at me.

				“James,” I whispered.

				“Would that work?” Henry asked. “Could you use our brother’s blood?”

				I remained silent, not sure which answer would be the most helpful—or harmful.

				George pulled a cell phone from his pocket and offered it to me. “Call him to us.”

				I hesitated. Give them James or give them Rowan?

				“Brian get ready to—” George said.

				I swallowed and took the phone. James would survive the ordeal. Probably. I opened the phone. It took three attempts, but I managed to dial his number.

				“It’s me,” I said by way of introduction.

				“Addie?” James asked.

				I closed my eyes in relief. Hot tears slid down my cheek.

				“Addie, what’s wrong?”

				“James, I need you.” I couldn’t manage much more than a whisper, but knew he’d have no trouble hearing me. “Rowan’s in danger. We’re at the Institute. Come to me. Quick.”

			

			
				“I’m on my way.”

				I hit end and offered George his phone. “He’s coming.”

				George and Henry were already moving, pulling crossbows from the leaves beneath a nearby thicket.

				“Brian, restrain her,” George barked.

				“But—” Brian began.

				“Forget the Element. There’s been a change of plans. Make this look good.”

				Brian caught me by the upper arm and pulled me to him, my back to his chest. Something cold pressed against my throat, then I felt the bite of a blade: his Bowie knife.

				I glanced back at George, but both he and Henry were gone.

				“He’ll smell your blood,” Brian whispered. “He won’t like that.”

				The air wavered a few feet in front of us. A pool of darkness gaped open and spit out a familiar black dog. His glowing green eyes fixed on us and a snarl stood my hair on end.

				“They’re loaded with my bullets. Rowan’s inside,” I whispered. “Please, James.”

				James glanced at the rifle Brian had leaned against the tree, then raised his eyes to his brother and lifted his lips.

				“Try it, and I’ll slit her throat before you reach me,” Brian said. “Then George and Henry will finish the Element.”

				A shimmer of darkness, and James the man knelt in the snowy leaves before us. “Call George back, and I’ll—” James twisted to the side, but I didn’t see the quarrel until it thumped into the ground where James had been.

				“Don’t presume to make demands, little brother.” Henry stepped out of the thicket across from us. He moved with ease, not even snagging his clothing on the thorny branches.

				James snarled again. It was a sound no human throat should be able to make.

			

			
				Henry tossed aside the empty crossbow and jerked a thin blade from his belt. A throwing knife?

				“You’ll never hit me with that,” James said.

				“Who said I was aiming at you.” Henry’s lip curled and his gaze settled on me.

				Brian laughed, not worried about Henry’s knife hitting anything but its target.

				James didn’t comment. He sprang, hands reaching for Henry.

				A thunk, and James crumpled to the ground at Henry’s feet, face-first in the snow. A quarrel protruded from his back, still quivering from impact.

				George stepped into my peripheral vision, his crossbow in hand. “Nice work,” he told his brothers.

				Henry sheathed his knife, then regarded me with his permanent sneer. “Let her go so she can cry over his dead body again.”

				Brian laughed and took the knife from my throat.

				I pressed my hand to my neck, and my fingers came away slicked with blood. Not a huge amount, but more than I expected. The sight made my knees weak.

				“Now the Element?” Brian asked.

				“In a moment,” George answered.

				“What?” I faced him. “But I did as you asked.”

				George ignored me. “Brian, get that collar on James.”

				Brian pulled a familiar iron collar from the large flap pocket on his coat, and began to secure it around James’s neck. Did he just carry the thing around on the chance of finding James, or had they hoped he’d be with Rowan today? I didn’t ask.

				Once the collar was padlocked in place, Brian gripped the quarrel and jerked it out of James’s back.

				James gasped and pushed himself up on his hands and knees. “Damn you,” he said through clenched teeth. He might be dead, but he still felt pain like everyone else.

			

			
				“Brian, clean up the blood.” George said.

				“You don’t want to—” Brian began.

				“Later.”

				“George, I give you my word,” James said, looking up at his brother from his knees.

				“The collar stays on,” George snapped. He took a breath and continued in a more level tone. “Brian, the blood.”

				Brian dropped to a knee behind James and caught him by the back of the iron collar.

				Unease washed over me, and I took a step toward them. “What are—”

				Henry caught me by the upper arm and pulled me back. “Watch.”

				Brian leaned down and ran his tongue across the wound in James’s back. James sucked in a breath, his shoulders tensing. He tried to pull away, but Brian tugged him back.

				“What the hell?” I wanted to go to James, but Henry’s hand was already crushing my biceps.

				Brain lapped the blood from his brother’s back, unmindful of the audience. A moment later, he released the collar and leaned back. The skin of James’s back was free of blood—and injury.

				“Holy crap.” I stared at Brian as he got to his feet. He rubbed the back of his hand across his lips. Even in the bright light of day, I could pick out the glow in his hazel-green eyes. “You healed James?”

				“We are our brother’s keepers, alchemist.” Henry leaned down to speak in my ear. “Take heart. Now he won’t bleed out.”

				James knelt in the leaves, frowning up at us. “What are you going to do?”

				“Me?” George asked. “Nothing. You’re going to go collect the Element.”

				“I am?” James didn’t look convinced.

			

			
				George removed a slim tin from the chest pocket of his coat. I wasn’t sure what it was until George slid a quarrel from his quiver and dipped it into the tin.

				I stared at the iridescent paste that coated the tip as George presented it to James. It was the Extinguishing Dust formula Neil had stolen from me. That’s how the Huntsman boys had knocked out Rowan’s power last time.

				“You have three minutes,” George told James. “Once time is up, Henry gets to show the alchemist his knife collection.”

				James sprang to his feet, the padlock clanging against his iron collar. “Perhaps I’ll put the quarrel through his eye.”

				“You could,” George agreed, “but then, who will save the Element?” He gave Brian a nod.

				A grin creased Brian’s face as he retrieved his rifle from where it leaned against the tree. Without comment, he turned and ran into the woods. A few strides into the foliage, he seemed to vanish.

				“He has enough of your blood in him to make this interesting,” George said.

				James snatched up Henry’s discarded bow and took the quarrel from George’s hand.

				“And James,” George said as he turned to go. “If that collar vanishes from your throat, we kill them both.”

				James held his gaze for one long moment, then turned and sprinted for the Institute. He didn’t bother using the trees for cover, but ran for the recessed door I’d exited through. I wondered if he was following my tracks in the snow, or something else. With that collar on, he wouldn’t be able to see souls.

				He skidded to a stop just before reaching the door. The distance was too great to tell for certain, but I’d swear he was scenting the air. Abruptly, he turned and ran for the front of the building, ducking behind a few shrubs before slipping around the corner.

			

			
				“Do I really get to use my knives?” Henry’s voice broke the silence.

				George gave him a humorless stare and walked over to us. Without comment, he pulled my hands in front of me and bound them with a cable tie.

				“Why are we bothering with the Element?” Henry asked. “We have what we need.”

				“Insurance. We know Element blood works.” He gave the cable tie a tug then stepped back. “Make her scream.”

				Henry chuckled. “But three minutes aren’t up.”

				“He’s trying to goad James into action,” I said.

				George’s attention shifted to me, though his expression didn’t change.

				“Whatever.” Henry fisted his hand in my hair and jerked my head back. “It’s fun either way.”

				“I won’t scream.” I knew that was probably untrue, but I’d hold out as long as I could. I refused to be their accomplice in this. Any more than I’d already been, that is.

				Henry’s hand came to rest on my cheek; then I felt the cool brush of steel along my cheekbone. “You don’t need both eyes to brew us that formula.”

				I lifted my bound hands, trying to catch his wrist; then the blade bit into the soft flesh beneath my right eye.

				I screamed.

				Henry released me with a laugh.

				I stepped away from him, raising my hands to my face. A gash leaked blood along my right cheek, but that seemed to be the only damage I’d suffered. I turned to keep both Huntsman boys in view and discovered George was gone.

				“Looks like it’s just you and me,” Henry said.

				I wasn’t going to be his captive; I turned and ran toward the Institute. I made it about ten yards before I was tackled from behind. Henry took me to the ground, and I landed on my stomach in the snowy leaves. I thrashed around, trying to wiggle out from under him. He caught me by the hair and pulled my head up, painfully arching my spine.

			

			
				“Rowan!” I screamed. I wanted to add run, but Henry ground his knee into my over-arched back, and I whimpered instead.

				“Now, now,” Henry chided. “You’ll spook the prey.”

				“Hurt him, and I won’t brew you the Formula,” I whispered.

				“You’ll do what we tell you to.”

				“If you really think that, you’re a bigger dumbass than I realized.”

				He slammed my head into the ground. The move surprised me, and I took the impact full in the face. When he pulled my head up again, my nose and lower lip were bleeding.

				“Get off her,” Rowan said.

				I blinked my tearing eyes, shocked to find him standing over us.

				“Envious?” Henry asked. He pulled my head back further, and his opposite hand found my waist and slid upward. He never reached his goal. Rowan tackled him.

				I managed to roll clear and, for a moment, just stared at them. How had Rowan found us? And why didn’t he ash—

				A hand caught me beneath the arm and George hauled me to my feet.

				“Enough.” George held a crossbow in his other hand. He lifted it and fired. Rowan and Henry were still locked in combat, but the quarrel flew true and thunked into the back of Rowan’s right shoulder. His right arm dropped to his side, and Henry used that moment to land a solid punch to Rowan’s chin. The hit threw Rowan back, and he landed with a pained grunt, no doubt driving the quarrel deeper.

				Rowan rolled onto his side, then pushed himself to his knees. That’s when I noticed a second quarrel in his calf.

				Leaves rustled behind us, and I turned to watch Brian shove James forward. An empty crossbow slid from James’s fingers.

			

			
				Rowan was powerless.

				“Bind him,” George threw another cable tie to Henry. “We need to get moving.”

				“Why not just kill him?” Henry waved a hand toward where Rowan knelt in the leaves.

				“When the time comes, I’ll give you the honor.” George caught my arm once more, and pulled me along with him as he walked away.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
17

				George’s 4x4 wasn’t big enough for all of us. I sat sandwiched between him and Henry while Rowan, James, and a protesting Brian rode in the bed. The temperature was only in the mid-thirties today, but at least Brian was dressed for it in his hunting gear. Rowan wore his long wool coat, but poor James had nothing at all.

				Worse than the temperatures and the wind chill was the length of the drive. George drove east for over an hour, taking narrower and narrower back roads until it seemed there was no road at all, just a couple of ruts between the trees. The houses grew smaller, and the space between them larger. The last one we’d passed was several miles from the little cabin where George finally stopped.

				Henry grunted as George shut off the engine. “Looks just like I remember.”

				“Bring her inside.” George opened the driver’s door and climbed out.

				Henry gripped my arm and manhandled me out of the truck. George was giving Brian orders to move the others inside as well, but I didn’t get to stay and check on them. Henry hadn’t released me and now pulled me toward the cabin. I didn’t put up a fight. That would just earn me more bruises.

				The cabin smelled of dust and disuse. George followed us into the front room and lit an oil lamp. As the light filled the room, I sucked in a breath as glinting eyes stared down from the walls around us. Dozens of stuffed animal heads decorated the space: deer, elk, bear, boar, and several other exotic animals that no longer roamed these woods—or never had.

			

			
				“Come.” George turned and led me toward a darkened hallway.

				I followed on hesitant feet. The hall was short, containing only two doors. George opened one and waved me in ahead of him. So far, he hadn’t shown any physical interest in me, but that didn’t make me any more comfortable about entering a bedroom with him. I tried to rotate my hands, but the cable tie around my wrists limited my mobility. Even if I had a potion—that worked—I couldn’t throw it.

				My steps hesitant, I moved forward and then came to a full stop once I saw what the room contained.

				“A lab?” I asked, stunned. And not just a makeshift one. There were counters and cabinets, a sink, and even an exhaust hood on one wall.

				“So it would seem,” George answered.

				I gave him a frown and moved further into the room for a better look.

				Canisters for film development sat prominently on the counter in front of me. On a nearby shelf, bottles of developer, acetic acid, and fixer took up most of the space. A clothesline with clips stretched across the back of the sink, and large square trays and tongs occupied a nearby dish drainer. A photo lab.

				And yet the windows contained only pull-down blinds, and the bulb overhead was incandescent.

				I began opening the cabinets, the movement awkward with my bound wrists, and found a large hot plate and a collection of heavy stockpots. But the most out-of-place items were the cold medicine boxes in the cabinet over the sink. There were dozens of them.

				“Well?” George demanded.

				“It’s a meth lab.”

				His brows rose.

				“A dealer, not a user.” I closed the cabinet I’d been investigating and turned to face him. “Are you thinking of branching out?”

			

			
				George crossed his large arms. “Cousin Robert was into photography.”

				“It’s a cover. Cousin Robert is a drug dealer.”

				George frowned. “Was.”

				Gooseflesh pebbled my arms. Was Cousin Robert lying out in the woods somewhere, a crossbow bolt through the heart? I didn’t ask.

				“Can you work with what’s here?” George demanded.

				“Yes.” That was the truth. It was actually a pretty nice set up. “All I need are the ingredients.”

				George’s hazel eyes narrowed. “You’re stalling.”

				“I can’t create a potion out of thin air. Shall I make you a list?”

				He frowned at me a moment longer, and then gave me a curt nod.

				I found a pen and paper in one of the drawers. “This would be easier if you removed this.” I held up my bound hands, displaying the cable tie.

				“No.”

				I sighed and started writing. It wasn’t easy, but I managed. Various possibilities occurred to me—things I could brew instead. But what was the point? They would just fail.

				Of course, my potion didn’t have to be alchemical. These idiots were going to ingest whatever I brewed.

				I thought of Lydia and considered a more permanent solution—but would James…and Rowan approve? I was supposed to be seeking redemption. Killing these men in cold blood probably wasn’t the solution—even if the three in question were murdering psychos themselves.

				I sighed and ripped the sheet of paper from the pad and passed it to George.

				“I listed the chemical name followed by a source of that compound if you can’t find it in the pure form.”

			

			
				“What’s the difference?” He scowled at the list.

				“The purer the ingredients, the less work I have to do and the quicker I can whip up the potion.”

				George studied me, but didn’t comment.

				“What?” I asked, uncomfortable with his scrutiny.

				“You really are one of those alchemists. A blood alchemist.”

				“Yes. Why should that bother you? You’re a murderer.”

				“Neil said you are, too.”

				Did Neil refer to how I’d killed Emil? Or had I killed other people in my forgotten past? I decided I didn’t want to know. I raised my chin, looking George square in the eye. I wouldn’t let him see how much that bothered me.

				“My little brother wouldn’t approve.”

				“He’s killed far more than I have.” I remembered the three men James had killed at the gun shop last fall. Granted, they’d been liches, but he had still ripped their souls from the mortal world. I hoped my kill count was less than three.

				George stepped closer. “James hasn’t killed anyone. You stopped him from taking that Element’s soul.” George had witnessed the time Neil’s mother had taken command of James and almost forced him to kill Rowan.

				“James soul-ripped three of the men who attacked the gun shop.”

				“He’s come into his full powers. He can now rip souls.”

				“Yes.” My tone was hesitant. There was an intensity about George that unsettled me.

				A series of thumps was followed by a crash in the front room. I turned toward the open door, my heart in my throat. Had James or Rowan made a bid for his freedom?

				“Damn it, would you hold him?” Henry’s voice sounded strained.

				The thumps came again, in the hall this time. Rowan slammed into the wall across from the door, mere feet from where I stood. They’d stripped off his coat, leaving him in the white button-down shirt and dark pants. I glimpsed the cable tie binding his wrists before he righted himself.

			

			
				Suddenly, Brian was there. Rowan ducked and Brian’s fist connected with the log wall. Brian howled in pain, gripping his wrist with the opposite hand.

				But Rowan hadn’t stopped. He spun away from the wall, then turned, using his momentum to slam an elbow into the side of Brian’s head before the guy could recover.

				Movement out of the corner of my eye reminded me that I wasn’t alone. I reached out, trying to stop George, but I was too late. A flick of the wrist sent a throwing knife whirling into the fray. I didn’t even have time to shout a warning.

				Rowan grunted as the slim blade slammed into the back of his thigh. He fell back against the wall, and an instant later, a quarrel struck his shoulder, pinning him in place.

				George caught my bound hands without taking his eyes off the confrontation. “Secure him.”

				“He needs to die.” Henry stepped into view. He held an empty crossbow, and a trickle of blood colored his upper lip. “There are other Elements if we need the blood later.”

				Rowan reached up and gripped the quarrel with his bound hands. He lifted his lips, exposing his clenched teeth, before jerking the quarrel from his shoulder. Brian hurried to step out of his reach.

				“Enough.” George dragged me with him as he stepped forward.

				Rowan frowned, but didn’t speak. My eyes were drawn to the growing bright red stain around the hole in his shirt.

				Brian pulled his hunting knife from his belt and shoved Rowan toward the open door across us.

				Rowan stumbled, but caught himself on the doorframe. It looked like a bedroom, though George didn’t give me a chance to stand and watch.

			

			
				“Don’t screw this up,” he said to Henry before dragging me back to the front room.

				George released me, but before I could turn to look back down the hall, he jabbed his stiff fingers into my shoulder and gave me a shove. “Sit.” A chair caught the back of my knees, and I sat down hard, kicking up a cloud of dust from the cushion. While I coughed, George squatted in front of me and began removing my shoes and socks.

				“What are you—”

				He held up a vial he found in my left sock and set it on the table behind him.

				“If you want my vials, all you had to do was ask. Unbind my hands and—”

				He rose, catching my bound hands, and pulled me to my feet.

				I started to breathe a sigh of relief, expecting him to unbind me, but he gripped my shoulder and spun me so I stood with my back to him. His large hands fell to my waist and he began to undo my pants.

				“George! What—”

				The soft hiss of a blade leaving its sheath preceded the press of his knife against my throat.

				“Don’t move,” he said, his voice low and angry. “I know what you’re capable of.”

				The knife left my throat, and an instant later, his hands returned to my pants.

				“George,” I whispered. My heart raced and I tried to push his hands away with my bound ones, but he had the zipper undone and pushed my pants down over my hips. They slid to my ankles.

				“Step out of them,” he commanded.

			

			
				My balance wasn’t the best, but I managed.

				No sooner was I free of my pants then he jerked me around to face him. The knife made another appearance, slicing through my bonds. Immediately, it returned to my throat.

				“Whoa,” Henry said, stepping out of the hall.

				“Give me a hand,” George said, his voice just this side of a growl.

				“You seem to be doing well on your own.”

				George glared at him, and Henry hurried over, dropping his empty crossbow onto the chair I’d just vacated.

				“Ensure that she doesn’t move,” George told him.

				Henry stepped up behind me, and now it was his blade at my throat. He let me feel the sharp edge, forcing me to tip my head back to avoid it.

				“The Element?” George asked.

				“Secured.”

				“That was quick.” George pulled off my jacket and tossed it aside.

				“I got creative.” Henry chuckled.

				“What did you do?” I whispered.

				“Ever see a butterfly collection? All those bugs tacked in place with stick pins.”

				I pulled in a breath, careful not to move against his blade. The quarrels. “You shot him.”

				“Quite a few times.”

				George tugged the neck of my shirt to the side. I opened my mouth, but closed it when I felt the cold touch of steel against my shoulder. My bra strap gave as he severed it and then went to work on the other side.

				Bent back, staring at the ceiling, I blinked my eyes as his hands slid up under my shirt, up over my ribs to grip the bottom of my bra. He jerked it down to my waist. Cold metal brushed my belly, and I held my breath. I couldn’t believe he meant to hurt me—not if he wanted me to brew him a potion. But not even that logic could slow my pounding heart.

			

			
				My bra slid off my waist, and I realized that he’d cut through the band.

				“Nice,” Henry said. Did he admire George’s technique or something else? I squeezed my eyes closed, not wanting to know.

				“Don’t be a dumbass,” George said.

				A pause.

				“Damn,” Henry said. “How much shit did she have packed in that thing?”

				I realized he must be talking about my bra. It was a handy place to hide a few vials.

				“But what do they do?” a third voice asked. Brian. I didn’t know when he’d joined us.

				“Probably nothing,” Henry said.

				George caught my wrist, knife cool against my skin, then he ripped open my sleeve, up to the shoulder.

				“No fucking way,” Henry said. “She’s the real deal?”

				“Yes,” George answered. “Our baby brother brought home a real Alchemica alchemist.”

				“But aren’t they supposed to be…” Brian hesitated.

				“Evil?” Henry laughed.

				I sucked in a breath as George gave me a pat down. He was quick and professional. Was that all he was doing? Removing my vials?

				“Aren’t they supposed to rob graves and steal babies?” Brian asked. The guy was five years older than James, but he always seemed five years younger.

				“That true, Addie?” Henry asked me. He sounded like he was holding back a laugh.

				“We had lab assistants for that,” I answered, my eyes still on the ceiling.

				The knife pressed closer, and I didn’t dare swallow for fear of cutting myself.

			

			
				“Release her,” George said.

				A pause, and Henry did—so abruptly I stumbled forward. George caught me and immediately shoved me toward Brian.

				“Take her downstairs.”

				“You’re going to give her to him?” Henry asked.

				George ignored him. “Go.”

				Brian gripped my biceps and pulled me toward the door.

				“What a waste,” Henry said from behind me. “I’d never noticed between that mouth and the sloppy-ass clothes she wore around the shop, but she’s stacked.”

				George didn’t comment.

				“Great ass,” Henry continued. “Bet he likes that when he gets her doggie style.”

				“You’re a sick fuck, you know that?” George sounded more amused than angry now.

				I didn’t catch the rest of the conversation as Brian pulled me outside. Oh damn, it was cold. I stumbled along beside him, my bare feet seeming to find every stick and root beneath the snow-covered leaf litter.

				“Do you think I can have my clothes back once George removes my vials?”

				Brian didn’t answer. Instead, he led me around the back of the house and stopped. He opened a pair of ground-level doors, exposing a stairwell leading down under the cabin. The floor was packed dirt, but worn down to the bedrock in places. To my surprise, it wasn’t nearly so cold; then I spied the old-fashioned stove in one corner. Someone had actually started a fire in it. My interest in my surroundings faded when I saw James lying a few feet away. A chain had been affixed to his collar, but that was the extent of the attention he’d been given. He was still naked, his lips blue.

				I hurried over, dropping to a knee beside him. His skin was cool.

			

			
				“Can’t you get him a blanket?” I demanded, running a hand over his shoulder.

				Doors thumped and the light dimmed. I looked over my shoulder and discovered that Brian had left us.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
18

				Chains rattled on the other side of the door. Brian locking us in—no doubt on George’s orders. “Bastards,” I muttered for what felt like the hundredth time.

				James mumbled something and drew up his legs, curling into a fetal position.

				“James?”

				He didn’t respond. Why was he unconscious? Was it from exposure, or had he lost more blood than I realized when they shot him?

				I rose to my feet and moved to the stove. The door to the firebox stood open an inch, providing the only source of illumination. I reached for the handle, intending to open the door and let in more light. At the last moment, I thought better of it and pulled my sleeve over my hand before touching the hot metal.

				Some smoke escaped, but not enough to be concerned with. I straightened and surveyed my surroundings. The dimensions of the room were uneven, as if the space had been dug by hand—and I suspected it had been. The support timbers looked hand hewn and the shelving along the wall was held together with wooden joints. This cabin had been here a while.

				On the shelves, I found a collection of old-fashioned canning jars. They’d been here so long that the wire holding the glass lids in place had rusted. A few contained an amber liquid. A heap of rusted metal turned out to be an old still. I shook my head. I had a good idea what the Huntsman boys’ ancestors did in the 1920s. Though, at the moment, I wasn’t going to complain. I had alcohol, various parts, and fire. If I couldn’t do something with this, I truly had lost my edge.

			

			
				I came to a stop when I found a tarp covering something near the door. Some dry-rotted burlap sacks of what had once been corn. The mice had long since made away with the kernels, but it wasn’t the corn I was interested in, it was the canvas tarp. Like the bags, it had begun to dry rot, but enough of it was still intact to be useful. I dragged it back to James and covered him with it.

				A stack of wood lay near the stove, and I added another log. Would the Huntsman boys give us more if we ran out or should I ration this?

				Just one log then. A large ember popped out of the open door, just missing my bare foot. I pushed the door closed, leaving only the slim crack for light.

				“Addie?” the sound of James’s voice in the stillness startled me.

				I hurried back to him, dropping to my knees. “Hey, you okay?”

				He sat up with surprising ease and looked me over. “Oh, sorry.” He averted his gaze.

				Did he think I’d been changing clothes or something? “George took my vials—and my clothes.”

				“What? That shithead.” He tried to get up, but the chain pulled him back. For the first time, he looked around, seeming to take in his surroundings. “The cabin,” he whispered.

				“A cabin, yes. Somewhere east of Cincinnati.”

				“Actually, Adams County.”

				I didn’t realize we’d come that far. “Oh.”

				His attention shifted back to me. “Here.” He started to hand me the tarp. “You need to keep warm.”

				I pushed the tarp back to him. “At least, I have two articles of clothing.”

				“Sorry,” he muttered, dragging the tarp back across his lap. A little color bloomed in his cheeks, a pleasant change from the blue tinge earlier.

			

			
				“It’s all right. It’s not like you can help it.” I gave his shoulder a light nudge. “The full moon. The bane of the shapeshifter.”

				He snorted and shook his head. “That’s so wrong.”

				“No, that would be your piece-of-shit brothers.”

				“I’m sorry I had to shoot Rowan at the Institute. I was almost to him when I heard you scream. Rowan took off toward the sound, and I had to shoot him before Brian did.”

				“Brian had him in his sights?”

				“I’m sure he did. I’d already found Rowan, so I assumed he had, too.”

				“Because he’d ingested your blood? What the hell was that all about? Is he part vampire or something?”

				James snorted, though he dropped his eyes. “My blood gives my brothers a temporary power boost. They, in turn, have the ability to heal me.”

				“How does that work?”

				He shrugged. “The same blood that flows in my veins flows in theirs, though to a much weaker degree.”

				“Can they heal anyone?”

				“Not that I’m aware of. Gavin claims that it’s a boon granted to the grims’ keepers.”

				“Seems an odd gift for those murderers.”

				James looked up, frowning. “What happened?”

				I pulled my knees up and wrapped my arms around them. “They killed Lydia.”

				“What?” he whispered.

				“Well, they shot her. I failed to save her.”

				The chain rattled and James’s shoulder brushed mine. “Tell me about it.”

				I took a deep breath, then did as he asked. I didn’t leave anything out, not even those decadent little pastries Rowan had shown up with. When I finished, my eyes were burning and my voice had grown thick, but I’d kept it together.

			

			
				“I’m sorry I called you,” I finished. “But I couldn’t see a way out of—”

				“It’s okay,” he whispered, and to my surprise, wrapped an arm around my shoulders.

				I leaned into him and, after a moment, turned to wrap my arms around his waist. His other arm came around me, and I squeezed my eyes closed. Oh God, I needed this. We sat that way for a long time, my ear pressed to his silent heart.

				“I’m sorry,” he whispered. “I never should have left you.”

				“No. No, you did the right thing.” I pulled back out of his embrace and rubbed my eyes. Damn, I’d cried a lot today. “You get to go to college.”

				“That hardly compensates for losing my best friend.”

				I choked on a sob and rubbed the heel of my hand across my eyes. “You never lost me, but I deserved it, so please don’t apologize.”

				“Addie.”

				“Let’s not go there.”

				He sighed, but did as I asked. We sat in silence for a few moments, listening to the wood pop in the stove.

				“There is one thing I need to apologize for,” he said.

				I glanced over.

				“I shouldn’t have kissed you.” He kept his head down, toying with the tarp in his lap.

				Oh. I probably should have seen that coming, but with everything else going on, it hadn’t been on my mind. I didn’t want to go there, either, but if we were clearing the air, I had to.

				“The fault was mine,” I said. “I never told you that I thought of you as—”

				“A younger brother?” he cut in. “Yes, you did. I just chose to ignore it.”

			

			
				“I think you’re being too hard on yourself. You thought I was twenty-two for the first three months of our acquaintance.”

				“Even so…”

				“Come on, let it go.” I bumped my shoulder against his. When he didn’t respond, I plunged on. “Have you ever loved anyone before?”

				“You mean, aside from my family?” He snorted. “No.”

				“It’s amazing you turned out as you did.” I shook my head. “But there’s your problem. Having never experienced love, you just mistook one for the other. Platonic for something else.”

				He didn’t speak, so I hurried on.

				“One day, you’ll meet someone, and then you’ll see the difference.”

				“A girl who accepts me for what I am: a dead man with toxic blood?”

				“Any girl who gets to know the real you won’t care about those things. Trust me.”

				He pressed his lips together, but if he wanted to add something, he didn’t.

				I sighed. “This is one of those things you can’t be told, you have to experience it.”

				He looked over, a frown wrinkling his brow. “If you can’t remember your past, how can you know that?”

				“Emil’s memory wipe wasn’t clean. I can’t remember people or events, but it’s like the knowledge, the emotions remain.”

				His expression moved toward confusion.

				“I don’t know how to describe it. My forty-two years of life experience are still here.” I touched my temple. “But it feels as if it belongs to someone else.”

				“That’s…disturbing.”

				“Maybe a tad schizophrenic.” I made a face.

				“But if you took the Formula…”

				“No! No. I’m fine with crazy. Not so good with sociopath. Speaking of…” I got to my feet. “We need to do something about your brothers.”

			

			
				“Like what?”

				“I have a plan.” I walked over to the old still.

				“Should I be concerned?”

				“Possibly.” I pulled a wooden box of scrap parts from a nearby shelf and began to dig through it.

				“A formula?” he asked.

				“Alchemy is out, so I’m going with the only strength I have left.”

				He sat up straighter. “Oh no.”

				“Yep, I’m going to do my Fire Element impersonation.” I pulled a jar of moonshine off the shelf. “But with a tad less finesse.”

				“My brothers were real dumbasses to take you.” He frowned. “They have me. Why are they still keeping you?”

				“I promised to brew them the Final Formula—with your blood.”

				James’s eyes widened. “What would that do?”

				“I’m—” I remembered what Ian had told me about Paracelsus, whose talents, like opening a portal, sounded necromantic. Maybe it hadn’t been a necromancer he’d taken the power from.

				“Addie?”

				“Well, I can’t brew it for them anyway.”

				“What are you thinking about?” James cut in.

				“I’m concerned about Rowan. He’s too much of a liability. If the Extinguishing Dust wears off—”

				“They’ll keep him weak.”

				“Weak?”

				“Lack of food, cold…and blood loss.”

				I wondered how often James had experienced just that. And why had he always remained so loyal to his brothers?

				“They’ve already started.” I thought about Henry’s butterfly collection comment.

			

			
				“We need to get out of here. The sooner, the better.” James slipped a finger under his iron collar.

				Rowan wasn’t the only one they were keeping weak.

				 

				Morning arrived, and though shivering and hungry, I was hard at work in my new lab. It took a great deal of effort to focus on my work and not distract myself thinking about Rowan lying in the next room, helpless and hurting.

				George had been surprisingly efficient with the ingredient list, and a few hours later, I had three vials—or shot glasses—of my formula. I hated to make Rowan suffer any longer than necessary, but I couldn’t give the Huntsman boys their potion twenty minutes after I started. Instead, I spent the time cluttering up the lab to give it some semblance of verisimilitude. Good thing they didn’t know how long it took to brew the Final Formula.

				Brian lounged in one corner, supposedly keeping an eye on me. But when he wasn’t making suggestive remarks about my attire or what he thought I’d been doing with James, he was dozing. I had to wake him to go collect his brothers. The potion was ready for James’s blood.

				It seemed only moments before Brian returned with his brothers in tow, Henry leading James, now clad in gray sweatpants, by his chain. They gathered around my cluttered bench eyeing the shot glasses.

				“You better have gotten this right, alchemist.” Henry tapped a finger against his knife handle. “Any deceit and the Element dies.”

				I looked up at George, but he didn’t countermand his brother. I swallowed. I was taking a huge gamble, but without alchemy, what could I do?

			

			
				“Here’s how it works,” I said, trying to adopt a confident tone. “It’ll take several days to come to full effect. In the meantime, you will experience some discomfort as your body remakes itself.”

				“Define discomfort,” George said.

				“Cramps, muscle aches, that sort of thing.” I shrugged.

				“Like the flu?” Brian asked. He eyed the glasses with a lot of apprehension.

				“Yes, but without the cough and sinus issues,” I answered. “There’s also the added uncertainty of James’s blood. I’ve never used grim blood.”

				“His blood doesn’t bother us,” Brian said, his tone smug. “We use it all the—”

				George elbowed him, cutting off whatever he was going to say.

				I glanced at James, but he kept his attention on the glasses. I’d never asked, but now I wondered how frequently his brothers had tapped into the power of his blood.

				“You’re still messing with the magic of the dead,” I continued. “This is borderline necromancy.”

				“His blood won’t harm us,” George said.

				“You think that’s my concern?”

				“Get on with it,” Henry added.

				“Each glass needs a drop of his blood, then it’s yours to consume.” I laid a wrapped needle and syringe on the counter. I’d found a whole box of them in the little closet near the door.

				“That won’t be necessary.” Henry drew his Bowie knife.

				“The needle is made of steel. All the formula needs is a drop.” Maybe I should have insisted on drawing James’s blood myself, but I didn’t want his brothers to know I was immune to it. If I could have just found some gloves—

				Without warning, Henry brought the knife down on the back of James’s hand where it rested on the counter.

			

			
				I cried out, then tried to muffle the sound by covering my mouth with both hands. I could envision Henry lopping off a couple of James’s fingers, but when I forced myself to look, I saw that he’d stabbed the back of James’s hand, impaling it to the counter.

				“Aw, she cares for you, little brother.” Henry grinned.

				James growled low in his throat, the sound surprisingly malicious even without that otherworldly power.

				Henry jerked the knife free, getting a grunt from James. Chuckling, Henry used the blood-smeared knife to stir one of the glasses.

				Without being asked, James fisted his hand and allowed the blood to drip into the next glass, then the final one.

				I offered James a paper towel, giving Henry a glare.

				Henry smiled and wiped his blade on his pants leg before sheathing the knife. He caught James’s hand and brought it to his mouth.

				I looked away, not wanting to watch Henry lap up his blood. There was just something so wrong about it. A violation that I suspected James had endured for a long time.

				“Addie, take a drink,” George said, drawing my attention back to him.

				“What?”

				“Did you think we’d just drink something you made?” Henry asked.

				“George saw the ingredient list; Brian watched me brew it.” It wasn’t my fault he’d slept through most of it.

				“She’s not drinking my blood,” James said.

				I looked up, silently thanking him for the out. “Besides,” I said to George, “even if it didn’t kill me, you wouldn’t know if it worked. I’ve already taken the Final Formula.”

				Henry snorted. “Right. You’re immortal.”

				“Yes. I’m also forty-two.”

			

			
				Henry frowned.

				“Brian, drink the potion,” George said.

				“Yeah?” Brian picked up one of the glasses. “You sure?”

				“You watched her brew it, right?” George asked.

				Brian glanced at me, then back to George. “Of course.”

				“Then go ahead.”

				“It’ll be like tossing back a shot of James’s blood.” Henry made a show of licking his lips.

				James stepped away from him, and I hurried to his side, wrapping an arm around his waist. Odd that I’d never seen any evidence of this when I’d lived with them. Of course, James had been permitted to change form at will, so he wouldn’t have needed healing.

				Brian tipped up the glass and downed the contents. “Ugh,” he gasped, dropping the glass on the floor and doubling over to cough.

				My heart thumped against my ribs. It shouldn’t take effect yet. Not for an hour or more. It needed to reach his intestines before—

				Brian straightened. “Damn, that tastes like skunk piss.”

				“You’ve drunk skunk piss before?” Henry asked him, and got a finger gesture in return.

				Henry reached for a glass. “Now?” he asked George.

				“Now we wait.” George eyed me as he spoke.

				I huffed out a breath. “I wish you’d said as much. It’s most potent after the blood is first added. We could have waited until you were ready to do the other glasses.”

				“Hell with this.” Henry picked up a glass. “He’s fine.” He waved his free hand at Brian. Without further comment, he downed the contents of his glass. “Fuck.” He coughed a few times before slamming the glass down. “You did that on purpose.” He glared at me.

				I arched a brow, but didn’t answer. He was right.

			

			
				“Well?” George asked.

				“I feel it,” Brian answered for Henry. He closed his eyes and tipped back his head. It must be the blood. My mixture had no other magic in it.

				“He’s right,” Henry said to George. “I feel it, too.”

				George studied them a moment longer and then downed his potion. If the taste bothered him, he gave no outward sign.

				“I did as you asked,” I said into the silence. “Let Rowan go.”

				Henry snorted, but refrained from comment when George frowned at him.

				“Take them downstairs,” George said.

				I released James and took a step toward George. “But you promised.”

				“No, I didn’t.” George met my eyes, and I caught the faint green glow in those hazel depths. I’d seen his eyes do that once before, when he licked a quarrel tip covered in James’s blood. I hoped I hadn’t underestimated the power of that blood. If it gave his brothers an immunity against my mixture, we were screwed.

				Henry caught the chain dangling from James’s collar and jerked him toward the door. “Come, dog. Time to return to your kennel. Make sure your sweet-assed bitch trots along behind.”

				James fisted his hands, but I caught his forearm, hurrying to keep pace with him. As we stepped out into the hall, I glanced at the closed door to the other bedroom.

				Soon, Rowan. Soon.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
19

				“How much longer?” James asked, pacing at the end of his chain.

				“Try it now.” I stepped away from the timber where his hasp was mounted, rotating the burning stick so the flames didn’t reach my hand. It had taken forever to char the timber where the large bolts held the hasp in place. The wood was aged and damp, making it hard to burn.

				James gripped the chain in both hands and gave it a yank. A quarter inch of space now gaped between the back of the hasp and the timber.

				“Try throwing your weight against it.”

				“This is so frustrating,” he grumbled. “I could have ripped it out without all the burning if I wasn’t bound in iron.”

				“If you weren’t bound in iron, we wouldn’t be doing this.”

				He gave me a frown.

				I arched a brow, and he finally relented with a snort.

				He stepped closer to the timber, then, with a backward lunge, threw himself against the chain. For an instant, the chain stretched taut; then it suddenly gave way.

				I pressed my hands to my mouth as the now free hasp hurled toward his face, but James’s reflexes were still lightning quick, and he managed to duck in time. The hasp slammed into the support timber behind him and clattered to the floor.

				“I hope my brothers are incapacitated. They’d certainly hear that.”

				“They should be by now.” Or so I hoped.

				The burning stick still in hand, I walked over to the stairs where the next part of my plan waited. I’d manhandled the old still up the steps, propping it against the sealed doors.

			

			
				“Let me do that.” James moved to my side and held out a hand for the branch.

				“It has a fuse. I can—”

				“Yes, but I’m quicker and already dead.”

				I exhaled, but passed him the branch. “It’s not that dangerous.”

				He raised his brows. Okay, maybe it was.

				I moved over behind the support timber furthest from the door and pulled the tarp around my shoulders. Filled with moonshine, I’d made the old still into a crude bomb. I’d positioned it so it would explode into the doors and blow them open. The other option would be to set them on fire and burn our way out, but smoke inhalation would be a factor. Of course, if I’d misjudged and the still blew inward…well, I wouldn’t think about that.

				“Ready?” James called.

				“Light it.”

				He touched the stick to the wick I’d woven with braided strips of fabric from the edges of the tarp. The old fabric ignited immediately, and he dropped the stick and ran back toward me, his chain clanking against the iron collar.

				He threw himself over me an instant before a ground-shaking boom left my ears ringing. A flash of heat I felt even through the tarp was followed by a rain of wood pieces and bits of rusted metal. The old still must have been in worse shape than I realized.

				As my hearing returned, I heard the crackle of flames. I nudged James. “You okay?”

				He sat up and pushed away from me, resting on his haunches. His wide eyes were focused on the stairs.

				I turned to look and blinked in surprise. The doors had been annihilated—along with a chunk of the floor above and the walls to either side. I’d literally blown a hole in the side of the cabin.

			

			
				“That was a controlled explosion?” James asked.

				“Are you suggesting it wasn’t?”

				James snorted and rose to his feet. “We need to move before the whole place burns down.”

				“Rowan.” I stood beside James, eyeing the flames. The edges of the hole were burning heartily, leaving a shifting gap for us to pass through. Worse, the stairs were gone. A six-foot earthen wall rose where the stairs had been.

				James snugged the tarp around my shoulders.

				“What are—” I didn’t get to finish as he turned his back toward me, squatting a little.

				“Get on,” he said.

				“Won’t that make it harder for you—”

				“No. I can do it. The iron hinders me, but I’m still more than human.”

				I decided not to argue and climbed on his back. He passed me the chain with its cumbersome hasp that still dangled from his collar. I wrapped it around my own shoulders to keep it out of the way.

				“Hang on,” he said.

				I did as he asked then sucked in a breath as he sprinted toward the flames. I’d seen him vault an eight-foot fence before, maybe…

				He jumped, but between my added weight and the iron, he only caught the lip of the hole.

				The flames crackled around us, the heat so intense it stole my breath. Using the strength of his arms, he pulled us up until his chest was level with the top of the hole.

				“Climb off.” He was breathing heavy, and the muscles of his arms stood out in sharp relief as he clung to the earthen wall.

				I gripped his shoulders and struggled to do as told, using his body as a ladder. My waist was even with his head when I suddenly couldn’t move any further. The chain I’d wrapped around my shoulders had become entangled with the hasp.

			

			
				Unable to move my upper body higher and not able to reach back to untangle the chain, I swung a leg to the side. My bare foot caught the lip of the hole, and I pulled my lower body up beside it while the flames crackled around us.

				Suddenly the earthen wall gave. I lost my foothold and fell back against James. He grunted, sliding back several inches. We dangled over what was left of the stairs burning merrily below.

				“Addie!” James’s gasp became a cough as smoke and flame enveloped us.

				I swung my leg to the side again, a little further this time, and caught the lip of the hole. I twisted and wiggled, and finally managed to get my other leg beside the first. The ground held, and I pushed myself up on my hands and knees so I could untangle the chain.

				Once free, I threw myself back from the hole. Choking, I doubled over, trying to get control of my lungs. I needed to get back in there and help James climb up, but I couldn’t quit coughing. The flames at my back grew hotter and hotter.

				Hands gripped my shoulders and the tarp was jerked away. I straightened, turning to face my attacker only to find James standing behind me. He hurled the flaming tarp aside and without a word, pulled me into a hug. His skin was hot and streaked with soot, but no worse than my own.

				“Are you okay?” he asked after a moment.

				I’d finally stopped coughing. “Yes. Sorry.” I forced my raw throat to swallow and stepped back. “The chain got tangled.”

				He frowned, not looking all that reassured.

				I glanced up at the cabin, noting with alarm how fast the flames were spreading.

				“Come on. We have to find Rowan.”

				The back door was only a short distance from the burning hole I’d blown in the cabin.

			

			
				“Let’s try the front door.” I started in that direction, but James stopped me with a hand on my shoulder.

				“My brothers. Stay alert.” He stepped around me and led the way toward the front of the house. He held the chain in one hand, the hasp dangling a good foot below his fist. It would make a decent flail. I wondered if he’d use it.

				We circled the house and made it to the small porch without incident. George’s big 4x4 still sat in the drive—or rather, the twin ruts that served as a drive.

				James gripped the doorknob. It turned beneath his hand and he pushed the door open.

				I tensed, half expecting an attack, but none came. The cabin was silent.

				A trickle of smoke escaped along the upper edge of the doorframe. Damn, the fire was spreading fast.

				“Stay low,” James whispered and started forward.

				I bent over and followed him. The smoke was thin, but the flickering light of the flames was visible through the kitchen doorway that led toward the back of the house.

				Little light reached the hall, and with both bedroom doors shut, the darkness grew more complete as we moved along.

				James stopped and I stumbled into him. With a hand on his back and the wall, I managed to right myself. That’s when I heard a moan…and noticed the smell.

				“It’s Brian,” James whispered.

				It seemed my mixture had overcome the power of James’s blood. His brother reeked of vomit and shit.

				“I can’t leave him here, Addie.”

				I sighed as best I could without taking too deep a breath. I couldn’t ask him to.

				“Drag him outside,” I whispered. “I’ll go to Rowan. Meet me there when you get him clear.”

			

			
				“Be careful.” He squeezed my shoulder. “Thank you.”

				I patted his hand, then listened to him drag Brian away. He knew what his brothers were, and yet he couldn’t leave them to be burned alive. They didn’t deserve his compassion.

				I trailed my fingers along the wall, but it was only a short distance to Rowan’s door. Sliding my fingers along the varnished surface, I found the knob. It turned beneath my hand, but when I tried to push it open, it moved only a fraction of an inch and stopped. Was the frame warped, causing the door to stick?

				I stepped back and threw my shoulder against it. Nothing. I tried again, harder this time, and gained nothing but a bruise. But something metallic rattled above my head. I reached up and found a hasp with a padlock. That was new. The hasp was crooked and two of the four screws weren’t flush with the metal surface, as if it had been hastily installed.

				I smiled. Even without his magic, Rowan was still a handful.

				I turned and opened the door to the lab. If I could find a screwdriver, I could remove the hasp. The lab was on the back of the house and light from the fire flickered through the back windows. I ran to the nearest counter and began pulling out drawers at random. In the third one, I found a screwdriver.

				“You bitch!” Hands caught my shoulders and whipped me around before the words could even register.

				I found myself face to face with Henry. On instinct, I jabbed the screwdriver at his eyes.

				He moved with those uncanny reflexes James displayed and swatted my hand aside. Instead of taking out an eye, I only managed to scratch his palm, but I was able to hold onto my makeshift weapon.

				I wasn’t as quick, and he backhanded me hard enough to throw me into the counter. I took a kidney shot from the open drawer, but managed to keep my feet beneath me.

				Henry fisted his hand around the scratch on his palm. “That’s the second time you’ve made me bleed.” He unclenched his hand and jerked his Bowie knife from his hip. “Your turn.”

			

			
				I gripped my screwdriver tighter, glancing around for a more suitable weapon. In the back of my mind, I knew it was pointless. No way in hell I could go hand to hand with him. To have a hope of surviving this, I needed a potion.

				Henry took a step toward me, the firelight shining through the windows caught on his blade. He treated that knife better than the women he dated, and I didn’t doubt that it had been honed to a wicked sharp edge.

				“Where shall I cut first?” He took another step, then abruptly doubled over and started to retch.

				Judging by the smell and the stains on his shirt, he was no better off than Brian.

				A smile curled my lips. Maybe that said something about me, but I didn’t care. If I could give these bastards a fraction of the pain they’d given James over the years, it was worth a little more dirt on my soul.

				Henry straightened and glared at me. “What the fuck did you give us?”

				“It wasn’t a secret. I gave George my ingredient list.”

				He lunged at me, leading with his knife.

				I jumped back, but I hadn’t been ready and overbalanced myself. My feet shot out from under me, and I landed hard on my butt—which is probably what saved me. Henry slashed the air where I’d been, his momentum carrying him forward, face-first into the heavy metal hasp at the end of James’s chain.

				Henry collapsed on the floor in front of me.

				“What are you doing in here?” James asked. As always, James had entered the room without my awareness.

				I got to my feet. “Rowan’s door is locked.”

				James didn’t respond. He walked out into the hall and, with two running steps, slammed his shoulder against the door. Wood splintered and it popped open.

			

			
				“I tried that,” I muttered, hurrying past him into the room. The smoke was thicker in the hall now, trickling into the back room.

				The sun had set, but the evening light was enough to brighten the room, at least to my dark-adapted eyes.

				“Addie?” Rowan said when I stepped into the room.

				“Yes.” I circled an overturned armoire and the scattered contents from a chest of drawers, moving toward the bed. The mattress had been removed, leaving just the headboard and box spring. Rowan sat propped against the headboard. He had one hand free, but the other was bound to the bedpost.

				I moved closer and gasped. Even knowing what to expect, the sight still made me queasy. They hadn’t bound him; they’d shot quarrels through his wrists. Blood trickled down the forearm he’d gotten free, but his range of motion was hampered by the quarrel through his shoulder. The other arm was pinned at biceps and wrist. One knee and the opposite ankle had been similarly tacked to the box spring beneath him, rust-colored stains discoloring the flowery fabric. But there were other stains on his clothing. How many quarrels had he pulled free only to have them shoot him again?

				“Rowan.” I hurried to his side and carefully climbed up on the bed.

				“I can’t get any leverage.” He spoke the words through gritted teeth. A sheen of sweat coated his face.

				“James!” I called.

				“Be right there.” His voice echoing in the hall. He must not have come in the room with me. He’d gone back for Henry.

				“Leave that sick bastard where he lies and get in here,” I shouted.

				Rowan flinched.

				“Sorry.” I pulled his hand from the quarrel he was attempting to dislodge. “Wait.”

			

			
				“Oh God,” James said from the end of the bed.

				“It’s not as bad as it looks.” Rowan licked his dry lips and tried to smile.

				“Just sit still. We’ll get you out of here.” I turned toward James. “We need to find a hacksaw or something—”

				“Let me in there.”

				I scooted back and climbed off the bed, letting James take my place. “What are you going to do?”

				He gripped the quarrel embedded in Rowan’s shoulder.

				“You’re going to pull it out? James, he’s most likely healed over it.”

				“I’ll heal again,” Rowan said. “Do it.”

				James rose up on his knees and braced his free hand on Rowan’s chest.

				“Wait,” I said. “Let me get something to bind the wound.”

				“No time,” James said. “The fire’s spreading fast.”

				I glanced at the doorway, noting the smoke trickling in along the top of the jamb. James was right; we were running out of time.

				“What’s on fire?” Rowan asked.

				“The cabin.”

				“Does this have something to do with the explosion earlier?”

				“Yes.” James didn’t elaborate.

				“What happened?”

				“Addie found something flammable.”

				“Ah.” Rowan didn’t seem surprised.

				“Sorry, man,” James muttered, then jerked the first quarrel free with a grunt.

				Rowan gasped and blood welled around the hole in his shirt. An older rust-colored stain already discolored the same area.

				James worked quickly, focusing on the task rather than Rowan’s grunts of pain each time he pulled a quarrel free, ripping the skin open anew.

			

			
				It felt like it took hours, but I suspected it wasn’t more than a few minutes. The worst were the quarrels through Rowan’s ankle and knee. I suspected the shooter had intentionally done that to damage the joint. Even if Rowan had gotten free, he couldn’t have gone far.

				James slipped Rowan’s arm across his shoulders and helped him from the bed. I led the way to the door, noticing how much heavier the smoke was. Crouching, I stepped out into the hall. Flames now licked around the kitchen doorway.

				“James, hurry. The fire’s spread to the hall.”

				“What exactly did you blow up?” Rowan asked, the words muffled through clenched teeth.

				“An old moonshine still.” James’s voice was strained.

				“Save any of the ’shine?”

				“No.”

				“A shame.”

				We reached the living room, and I almost tripped over Henry. James must have dragged him this far before I called him back.

				I looked up and found James watching me.

				“Go on.” I coughed in an attempt to clear my lungs and leaned down to grab Henry’s wrist. “I got the dumb bastard.”

				James nodded and helped Rowan out the front door.

				Gripping Henry’s wrist in both hands, I backed toward the door, dragging him across the hardwood floor. Had it been carpet, I probably wouldn’t have been able to budge him. I almost couldn’t move him now. Lugging two hundred pounds of dead weight around unfamiliar furnishings wouldn’t have been easy in the best of conditions. In a burning house with low visibility, it was nearly impossible.

				My heel clunked against the edge of a chair, tripping me. I released Henry’s wrist and reached back to catch myself. Not a chair, a small end table. My elbow clipped a heavy wooden lamp. It tumbled off the table and landed on my toe.

			

			
				“Damn!” My cry led to another coughing fit. I squatted beside the table and pulled my shirt over my nose. I patted around the floor, searching for Henry’s wrist. I found the leg of the table. He should be right—

				A hand grabbed my ankle and I screamed. My foot was jerked from beneath me, and I fell back, landing on the lamp I’d just knocked to the floor.

				“Bitch,” Henry whispered. His silhouette rose before me, backlit by the fire that had spread across the kitchen.

				I rolled off the lamp, caught it by the cord, and slung it at Henry’s head. It connected with a satisfying thump, followed by the sound of Henry hitting the floor. Had I knocked him out?

				Henry groaned.

				Damn. He was still conscious—or partially. I scooted away from him, but couldn’t maintain my silence as another cough escaped.

				“Addie!” James appeared beside me. Scooping me up off the floor, he carried me outside.

				Once on the porch, he tried to hand me off to Rowan, but between coughs, I insisted I didn’t need help. We’d just pulled five quarrels from Rowan’s body, and though he tried to hide it, he could barely stand. I wasn’t going to let him help me to the truck. Instead, we hobbled along side-by-side while James went back for Henry.

				Rowan slumped against the front fender and eyed the flames. “No homemade napalm this time?”

				“The still was all I had handy.” I moved toward the door, determined to climb inside. My feet were already numb.

				James emerged from the cabin, Henry slung over his shoulders. He carried him to where Brian lay on the frozen lawn and dropped him there.

				“I need to find George.” James joined us by the truck.

			

			
				My rage boiled over. “Why? Why are you so loyal to these twisted assholes?”

				James didn’t answer. He just stared back at the burning building.

				“I’m standing in thirty degree weather, in a T-shirt and underwear because of them. They impaled Rowan with I don’t know how many quarrels.”

				James turned and headed back toward the house.

				“They killed Lydia in cold blood,” I whispered, keenly aware of Rowan standing beside me.

				James stopped, but didn’t turn to face me.

				I closed the distance between us and lay a hand on his back. “And they’ve always treated you like crap. You, the best of them. They’re not worthy to lick the ground you walk on.”

				He exhaled and bowed his head.

				“Come on. You don’t need them anymore. You have a new family.”

				He turned to look at me with solemn green eyes, then glanced at where Brian and Henry lay. “Okay.” He turned and started for the truck.

				I followed, trying to figure out why I felt so guilty.

				James opened the driver’s-side door and I got in, scooting to the middle. I was relieved to see the keys in the ignition. Finally, something had gone our way.

				Rowan climbed in the passenger side and slammed the door behind him. He reached for his seatbelt, and I caught a glimpse of his bloody wrist.

				“How’s the bleeding?” I asked.

				“It’s stopped.” He rubbed his wrist against his pant leg, cleaning away the blood. When he showed it to me again, only a dark red dent remained where the hole had been.

				“Damn,” I whispered. “I knew you healed fast, but…wow.”

				Rowan grunted and leaned back in his seat. He might heal fast, but I suspected it came at a price.

			

			
				James fired up the engine, and I turned my attention to the heater controls. “It’ll be so nice to have some heat.” I held my hands in front of the vent, wishing the truck would heat up more quickly.

				“Why aren’t you—either of you—dressed?” Rowan asked.

				“Can we discuss that later?” I gripped the dashboard as James hit a pothole.

				“Do you have a seatbelt?”

				The truck bounced again as James drove faster than he should. I hadn’t realized how the road wrapped around the cabin, but with the building ablaze, it was much easier to see it through the trees.

				“I haven’t had a chance to—”

				“Down!” James grabbed the back of my head and shoved my face into my knees. Glass shattered, and he jerked the wheel to the side.

				I sat up and, through the cracked windshield, saw George standing in the middle of the road. He had a pistol in hand and took aim at the truck.

				James jerked the wheel again.

				“Rowan!” I reached for him, but he was already bent forward.

				The passenger window shattered. A puff of stuffing exploded from the seatback where Rowan had just been resting. Too close. Much too close.

				The truck bounced hard enough to throw both Rowan and me to the floor. I’d definitely get a seatbelt lecture later.

				Branches scraped the side of the cab, one slapping through Rowan’s open window before James returned the truck to the road.

				I carefully climbed back onto the seat and peeked out the back glass. In the faint glow of the taillights and burning cabin, I could see George still standing in the road. He raised the gun again and I ducked, but no shot ricocheted through the cab. When I chanced another look back, he had doubled over, vomiting.

			

			
				I turned and slumped on the seat beside James. “Well, you’ll be happy to know that brother number three is accounted for.”

				“Are you okay?” James ignored my quip.

				“Yeah. Rowan?”

				“I’m fine.” He climbed back up on the seat. He reached for his belt.

				“No need to put that on,” James said.

				“Why?” Rowan asked.

				“The gas gauge is falling. He shot the tank.”

				“Shouldn’t that have blown us up?” I asked.

				“That’s just a Hollywood effect.”

				I grunted and leaned over to check. The little orange needle was visibly falling toward the big red E.

				“Shit,” I muttered. The heater wasn’t even blowing hot air yet.

				“Hang on. I’m going to pick up some speed so we can coast as far as possible.”

				The next few minutes rattled loose every filling in my head. When the engine died, James managed to coast another quarter mile. If we’d had a paved road, he would have done better, but the rutted dirt road slowed us down fast.

				We came to a stop only a few miles from the cabin.

				James released the steering wheel and slumped in the seat. “They’ll come after us. Unless I go back to them.”

				“Even if I let you,” Rowan said, “that wouldn’t stop them from coming after Addie and me. And I don’t think we’d get very far.”

				I stared at the snow-covered landscape beyond the cracked windshield. The bullet hole was dead center. The bastard had been aiming at me.

			

			
				“Then what? We walk?” James asked.

				“I saw another cabin on our way here,” I said. “We can’t be far from it. Maybe we’ll find something there to get that collar off you.”

				He straightened in his seat. “Yes. Then I can defend you.”

				“Exactly.” And maybe the other place would have a phone—and heat. “Let’s get moving. My formula will only incapacitate your brothers for twelve hours—if that.” It hadn’t slowed George down as much as I’d like.

				“Your formula?” Rowan asked.

				I didn’t get to answer.

				“Let’s get moving.” James opened his door and slid out. A cold blast of air took his place.

				I really missed being warm.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
20

				The cabin was further away than I remembered. How far, I couldn’t say. After a quarter mile, I drifted in a haze of pain, following James’s voice as he encouraged me to keep up. I wanted to ask him why he held up so well. He was bare chested and barefoot with Rowan’s arm slung across his shoulder. James might be dead, but his hellhound blood gave his body a semblance of life. He felt pain and hunger, and his skin was warm to the touch. I expected the cold to affect him as it did me. He was either really tough or that wasn’t the case.

				“I can make it,” Rowan said. “Help her.”

				The pair continued to argue, and I followed the sound of their voices. Rowan was injured. I was fine, just cold. I wanted to insist that James help him, but I forgot why.

				I remembered moonlight on the snow when we found the cabin and James breaking a window to get in. I couldn’t feel the carpet beneath my frozen feet, but that didn’t stop me from sinking down on it as soon as I stepped through the door. I’d go find a heat source in a few minutes, or at least a blanket, but for now, just finding this cabin was enough.

				 

				Something soft tickled my face, and I turned my head, wiggling my nose to relieve the itch. I was so pleasantly warm, I didn’t want to move.

				I lay on a bed with a large fuzzy bolster on one side and on the other….

				“Addie?” Rowan’s voice was soft in the darkness.

				Ah, a dream then. One of the nice ones. I rolled onto my side, toward him, and my questing hand found his bare chest in the darkness. His skin was so warm. Fire Elements tended to have a higher internal temperature, I remembered. I sighed, finding his shoulder with my cheek.

			

			
				The blankets had shifted down with the movement, and I shivered in the cold air. He raised his arm, pulling up the covers and draping them over me, then he shifted the bolster closer.

				I sighed and drifted into other dreams.

				 

				I woke to find myself staring into the glowing green eyes of a hellhound. James lifted his head from the pillow we shared, his tongue rolling out in a doggie grin.

				“Hey, Fido,” I whispered, my voice a little rough. I tried to puzzle out what series of events had led to this moment. I remember his brothers, the burning cabin, the truck—

				Movement against my back froze any further thought I might have had. My dream from the night before came back to me.

				James hopped down off the bed, his paws hitting the floor with a loud thump.

				“Addie?” Rowan mumbled from behind me.

				I sat up with a gasp, scooting away from him. It hadn’t been a dream. I scooted too far in my confusion and teetered on the edge of the bed.

				James’s hands on my shoulders steadied me. “Easy.” A smile colored his voice.

				I didn’t turn to look at him, my attention on the other man in my bed.

				Rowan sat up and raked a hand through his tousled auburn hair. He wasn’t wearing a shirt, and the movement did nice things to the muscles of his arm and chest. No evidence of the quarrel holes remained.

				“You had hypothermia,” he told me.

			

			
				“Rowan’s power returned, and he got that collar off me,” James said, wrapping a sheet around his waist.

				“Ah.” My mind finally started to catch on. They’d sandwiched me between them to warm me. I rubbed a hand over my face. “Hypothermia, good. Because, if it was some kind of weird ménage a trois, I was disturbed that you were furry.”

				“That’s the only thing that disturbed you?”

				I swatted at him, but he eluded me and then caught me in a hug. I relaxed, hugging him back, so relieved to have regained his friendship.

				“You scared me, Ad,” he whispered against my hair.

				“Sorry.”

				The bed creaked, and I glanced over to watch Rowan get to his feet. It surprised me that he’d stripped down to his underwear: a snug pair of boxer briefs. He turned his back on us and bent to retrieve his pants. I really should look away.

				“I’m guessing no electricity?” I asked James, forcing my eyes away from Rowan.

				“No. There’s an old truck in the lean-to out back. I thought I’d see if I can get it running.”

				“Sounds good. You might want to bundle up.”

				He shrugged.

				“The cold really doesn’t bother you does it?”

				“I’m dead. Why would it?” He turned away, but he did take my advice and started rummaging through a chest of drawers. I guess he was in one of those moods.

				I slid to the side of the bed. “Anything in there for me?” I walked over to join him.

				“Where are your clothes?” Rowan looked up from buttoning his shirt.

				“George took them.”

				“Why?”

				Something in Rowan’s tone made me look over at him. He was frowning and even from across the room, I could see the orange encircling his pupils.

			

			
				“He was just a little over-zealous in his potion search.” I turned back to James. He had an armload of clothes.

				“How long was I out?” I asked him.

				“A few hours.”

				“Okay. Good. Your brothers should still be ill, but we need to get out of here.”

				“What’s wrong with them?” Rowan asked.

				“Addie’s potion gave them the shits,” James answered.

				I snorted. “Nice summation, but it wasn’t a potion.” I turned back to Rowan. “Alchemy was out, so I tried something more mundane.”

				“I’m going to go dress, then get started on that truck,” James cut in.

				“Okay. Be careful.”

				“Of course.” He offered a half-hearted smile and left the room.

				I frowned after him a moment, but decided to puzzle out his attitude later. Right now, I needed some clothes, preferably something lined in fleece.

				I turned to the dresser and started rummaging through the drawers. The bed creaked behind me, and I suspected Rowan had sat down to pull on his shoes.

				“It’s all men’s clothes,” I said.

				“How’d you get James’s brothers to drink your pseudo potion?”

				“They thought it was the Final Formula.”

				“Morons.”

				“I call them the Idiot Brothers for a reason.” I stopped digging through the drawer. “I had no idea what they were capable of,” I finished in a whisper. I shoved the drawer closed with more force than needed. “I’m going to see if there are any other bedrooms.”

			

			
				I hurried out without waiting for an answer. I didn’t see James in the main room. He must have already gone out. I crossed to the opposite door and opened it. The room might have once been a bedroom, but it wasn’t anymore. The small space had been turned into a workshop. Judging by the all too familiar press and containers of gunpowder, it was used for reloading bullets.

				I stepped into the room and the scent of oil and gunpowder took me back to those months I’d spent working in the Huntsman Gun Shop. When I’d spent my time making bullets that now took the lives of innocents, like Lydia. Bullets I was helpless to counter.

				I stopped beside the press, running my fingers along the cold metal. Once James got that truck working, we’d head back to Cincinnati. Then what? I couldn’t make burn salve; I couldn’t make any antidote; I couldn’t even make Rowan more of his remedy. If we didn’t catch Frank soon, the magical would continue to die, and eventually he’d tire of the small targets and go after the Elements. And I was completely helpless to stop any of it.

				My surroundings blurred, and I sank to my knees on the cold hardwood.

				What was I going to do? How could I fix all these problems, so many of which I’d helped create? Without alchemy, what was I?

				I hugged myself and tried to come up with an answer. I was a master alchemist, the best of the best. I’d found the Final Formula, the Elixir of Life. In the entire history of human existence, no one had ever managed that.

				And that accomplishment meant absolutely nothing.

				I lowered my head. There had to be something. Some reason I existed.

				“Addie?” Rowan’s hand settled on my shoulder and I jumped.

			

			
				I released my ribs and covered my face with my hands. Why did he always have to see me at my worst? Every good deed I attempted backfired, every bad deed came screaming back to me.

				“Talk to me?” He knelt beside me, and his hand moved from my shoulder to the small of my back. He probably meant it as a soothing gesture, but I hated that he’d caught me wallowing in pity, and shifted away from him.

				“Please talk to me?” He didn’t try to touch me again. “You’re scaring me.”

				I shook my head, wishing he would give up and go away. Let me wallow in private.

				“Did…” He hesitated. “Did they rape you?”

				The question took me completely by surprise. I dropped my hand and turned to stare at him. His forehead bunched in concern, but the fire blazing in his eyes was anger.

				“No.” I found my voice. “No.”

				“Then what is it?” His tone softened.

				“Why do you even need to ask? It’s everything.” I fisted my hands as the despair turned to rage. “Absolutely everything.” My dark past, my failing potions, the deaths by my bullets, and how I failed him at every turn. I wanted to scream my rage at the sky, but when I tipped my head back, I closed my eyes instead. I sucked in a deep breath, trying to find control.

				I’d told myself I wouldn’t cry anymore, and I meant it. There was nothing left to do but brace myself to finally hit bottom. After all, I couldn’t fall forever.

				“I can’t fix everything,” he said.

				I looked him in the eye. “It’s not your place to.” I held his gaze for one long moment, then pushed myself to my feet. My joints had stiffened in just that short time. We might be indoors, but it was still an unheated building. My teeth would be chattering soon.

			

			
				“I need some clothes,” I muttered, heading back to the bedroom.

				“I found you some.” Rowan followed me back. “Or rather, a bunch of fabric you can cover yourself in.” He waved a hand at the plaid clothing atop the dresser. “They’re pajamas, but the pants have a drawstring.”

				I picked up the shirt. It rivaled the blanket on the bed. “Dear God. I think I understand why you didn’t find anything his girlfriend left tucked in a drawer.”

				“How do you know those don’t belong to a girlfriend?”

				I snorted and looked up.

				He cocked a brow.

				I didn’t know how to respond, so I sat down on the edge of the bed to pull on the pants. It might as well have been a skirt for the amount of fabric involved. I had to work the excess on the pull cord to the back, otherwise I couldn’t draw it tight enough. It still sat low on my hips when I finished—and felt like an innertube. The top wasn’t much better, covering my hands and falling to mid-thigh.

				I held out my arms to either side. “You know, I prefer your flammable shirt to this.” It had made me so angry when he’d given me a T-shirt with that word displayed across the front.

				Rowan leaned against the dresser watching me, clearly trying not to laugh. “So do I.”

				It was my turn to arch a brow.

				“Now, put on the socks,” he said.

				“Yes, Your Grace.” I climbed back on the bed to pull on the fuzzy green socks. They fit like knee socks, the heel halfway up my calf, but warm toes would be nice.

				“Shoes?” I asked.

				“Size eleven, men’s. I’ll pack you out to the truck.”

				I opened my mouth.

				“Don’t argue.”

			

			
				“Okay.” I didn’t feel like arguing when he was in one of his controlling moods. “But can I clump out to the facilities in them?”

				He sighed and turned toward the door. “Very well.”

				Rowan was right about the boots. I could have fit both of my feet in them, end to end. It was a challenge just to make it to the outhouse, dragging my feet through the couple of inches of new snow that had fallen through the night. My thighs were aching by the time I got back to the porch.

				Cold and anxious to get back inside, I followed the wrap-around porch to the front of the house, my boots pounding out an awkward beat on the boards as I shuffled along. Annoyed with my slow progress, I bent and tugged loose the laces. Not that I really needed to in order to step out of the boots, but it made it easier.

				I straightened and came nose to nose with Henry, or rather, the business end of his pistol. I cried out in surprise and fell back. The giant boots tripped me up, and I landed on my butt, hard enough to bruise my tailbone.

				“Clumsy little bitch, aren’t you?” His lip curled, but he kept the pistol trained on me.

				I just stared at him. If Henry was here, then so were his brothers.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
21

				“Where are George and Brian?” I asked.

				“Around, but you won’t see them.”

				My heart thumped against my breastbone. Rowan. I had to get them away from Rowan. I untangled myself from the boots and got to my feet. I glanced toward the trees. If I took off running, was there any chance I could lead them away?

				“You’d never make it,” Henry said, following my gaze. “I’d shoot you before you cleared the porch railing.” He took a step closer.

				I pressed my oversized sleeve to my nose. He still reeked of vomit and shit.

				“You’re going to pay, bitch.” He leveled the gun at my forehead. “Die by your own bullet.”

				A male scream rent the air.

				Henry’s focus shifted behind me. “Brian? No, James wouldn’t.”

				I didn’t follow that, but decided to leave the mystery for later. Taking advantage of his inattention, I ducked low and ran past him.

				He tried to catch my shoulder, but his fingers caught nothing but fabric. I hadn’t bothered to button the oversized top and let it slip away.

				I sprinted for the front door, determined to warn Rowan before they got the jump on him.

				No longer needing stealth, Henry’s boots thumped behind me, growing closer with each stride.

				I rounded the final corner to the front of the house. The front door, my destination, was now in sight. I spared a glance over my shoulder and found Henry only three strides away. He raised the gun, but didn’t aim at me.

			

			
				I jerked my attention forward. Rowan stood just outside the front door. His eyes kindled, focusing past me.

				Henry’s footfalls halted. Did he know that Rowan was limited by distance? I glanced back to confirm it. Henry had stopped just past the corner of the house. He lifted his arm and aimed the gun.

				“No!” I screamed and launched myself at Rowan. The gun fired. Pain exploded in my shoulder an instant before I collided with him.

				Rowan’s arm came around me as the momentum of my leap slammed him back against the building. He grunted on impact, but kept us upright.

				I wrapped my arms and legs around him, and pressed my face into his throat. If Henry fired again—

				A snarl sounded behind me, and I lifted my head in time to watch James, in hellhound form, leap at Henry.

				Henry fired, but the shot passed right through James. The bullet struck the porch rail in an explosion of wood chips

				James didn’t flinch or alter his flight. He jumped into Henry as the hell portal opened behind his brother. Henry fell back and a clawed hand appeared from within the portal catching his shoulder. Henry screamed as the claws dug in. He was jerked backward with a force so great, his feet left the ground. The portal winked closed, taking Henry with it.

				“What have you done?” Rowan whispered.

				I turned my head toward him once more, gritting my teeth against the pain.

				“Did it find you?” he asked.

				I frowned. “What?”

				“I lost the bullet. Did it hit you?”

			

			
				“Oh. Yes.” I tried to shrug and regretted it. “Better me than you. I’m human.”

				“Not if you’re immortal.”

				If the Final Formula had made me immortal, had it also made me magical?

				“Are you?” he whispered. Gold light surged through his orange irises like rolling flame.

				“Your eyes are really beautiful like that, but I wish you’d release the power.”

				He blinked and I almost laughed. Ah hell, if I was going to die…

				I pressed my lips to his.

				Rowan made a sound—a groan, a sob, something—and turned to press my back to the wall. I grunted as pain shot through my shoulder, but quickly forgot it with the intensity of his kiss. My arms and legs were still wrapped around him, and he slipped his hands beneath my thighs to support me.

				I could think of nothing I’d rather be doing with my last few seconds of existence. I forgot about the pain and the cold, aware of his solid body pressing into mine. How depressing that I’d never get to prove to him that I was no longer the monster my past claimed me to be. This was it.

				Or was it?

				I pulled back to look into his flame-colored eyes. “I wasn’t paying attention, but I think ten seconds are up.”

				His brow furled. “The Deacon’s grandson took a minute.”

				“I am not a necromancer.” I emphasized each word.

				The corner of his mouth twitched as he fought a smile. My eyes caught on his lips, and I wondered what he’d do if I kissed him again.

				“I knew it,” a new voice said.

				I gasped, looking back over Rowan’s shoulder. George stepped onto the porch with us, pistol in hand. Oddly, he was focused on me.

			

			
				Rowan lowered me to the floor and turned to face him. I started to follow, but a wave of dizziness held me in place. Had the kissing left me lightheaded or was it some residual alchemy from the bullet?

				George took a step closer, and his gun vanished in a flash of blue-white flame. He gasped and finally shifted his attention to Rowan.

				“Try something,” Rowan said. “For James’s sake, I won’t kill you in cold blood, but I will defend myself, or her.”

				“Until the slut spreads her legs for someone else.”

				Rowan stood taller and gold shimmered through his eyes.

				George laughed. “She cheated on my brother. What makes you think you’re the only one rutting between those thighs?”

				Without warning, Rowan tackled him. The pair slammed into the porch railing. A loud crack, and the railing gave, sending them both tumbling into the snow-covered flowerbed.

				I blinked. Not the reaction I expected from the always-in-control Lord of Flames.

				The pair rolled to their feet and faced off in the front yard. Rowan moved with that easy confidence instilled by years of studying whatever martial art it was he practiced. George, shorter and much more heavily muscled, displayed an animal grace I’d seen before. My skin prickled just watching him. He reminded me of James.

				They moved out of my line of sight, the fight punctuated by the occasional grunt or the sound of flesh striking flesh. I pushed off the wall to better see, and my vision doubled. God, I was dizzy. I fell back against the wall and cried out as my shoulder smacked the cedar siding. Black dots swam before my eyes, and I squeezed them shut, trying to regain control.

				James snarled and my eyes snapped open. Rowan and George had shifted into view, James standing only feet away, his ebony fur such a contrast to the snow.

			

			
				George shifted to face him, keeping Rowan in sight. “She’s cheating on you, little brother. I’m defending your honor since you will not.”

				James lifted his lips, exposing plentiful razor-edged teeth. His growl stood my hair on end like it always did. A shimmer of darkness, and the portal opened behind George.

				He glanced back before turning wide eyes on James. “You can’t. If you do—”

				James sprang. I expected him to vanish into George as he had with Henry. Instead he slammed into him. George fell back and vanished into the portal. A pause, and James jumped in after him.

				With George gone, I gave in and slid down the wall to sit at its base. My shoulder thumped off each cedar slat, and I whimpered my way to the deck.

				Squeezing my eyes shut, I shook my head trying to dispel the dizziness.

				“Addie?” Rowan’s warm fingers touched my cheek. “Talk to me.”

				“I won’t be much of a conversationalist. I’m really dizzy.”

				“There’s blood on the wall.”

				“I was shot, remember?” I rubbed both hands over my face. A new thought occurred. “Is it bleeding very bad?” Would I be dizzy if I were bleeding out?

				“It isn’t arterial flow,” James said, appearing beside us.

				“How would you know?” I asked. He couldn’t see the injury; my back was against the wall.

				His eyes held mine. “Scent.”

				“That’s interesting.” I smiled, trying to reassure him.

				His dark brows rose, his expression skeptical. He turned to Rowan. “You should ash the bullet before she heals over it.”

				“I’ll be fine,” I said. Rowan had used enough fire already.

			

			
				“They’ll have to cut it out,” James said. “Surgery and a hospital stay.”

				Which I didn’t have time for. I exhaled. “Fine.” I met Rowan’s eyes. “You can do it?”

				“No problem.”

				“He ashed that pen you lodged in my heart,” James said.

				“Thanks for reminding me.”

				“It was a smart move.”

				I grunted, not wanting to discuss anything about that day. “By the way, I have a potion for you—not that it’ll work.”

				“What kind of potion?”

				“Something like Extinguishing Dust, but for necromancers.”

				“That’s why you stole that Ziploc bag from Xander.” Rowan’s lips twitched upward into a smile.

				“Have you been worrying about what I was up to?”

				“With necromancer blood? More curious than worried.” He braced a hand on the wall beside me. “Ready?”

				“Light me up, Your Grace.”

				Rowan closed his eyes, and his brows furled in concentration. A flash of warmth in my screaming shoulder pulled a gasp from me.

				“Addie?” James prompted.

				“I felt it.”

				Rowan opened his eyes, the orange receding as I watched. “Did I hurt you?”

				“No, surprised me.”

				James scooped me up. “Let’s get her patched up and get out of here.” He carried me into the cabin.

				“Where are your brothers?”

				“Spending some quality time with Gavin.”

				“All three of them?” That first scream must have been Brian. I leaned back to look James in the eye. “You left them there?”

				“For now.”

			

			
				I studied his expression, trying to understand the emotion I saw reflected there. Sadness? Resignation?

				“I can’t kill them,” he said.

				“I understand.”

				“No, you don’t.” He set me down on the bed. “For the grim to exist, a male descendant must exist.”

				“Why?”

				“I don’t know. Gavin said I will cease to be if my brothers die without any sons.”

				I stared at him. That was the reason he’d stayed with his brothers? He was protecting them?

				“I’m a coward, Addie.” He raised his head, staring off into a place I couldn’t see. “I don’t want to…die.”

				A shimmer of darkness, and the hellhound took his place before he leapt through the wall.

				I looked up, meeting Rowan’s eyes. “Good thing you didn’t ash the bastards.”

				“I couldn’t.”

				I grunted. “You’re a better person than me. I seriously considered giving them a permanent dirt nap instead of the explosive diarrhea.”

				He lifted a dark brow.

				“That really shouldn’t surprise you. I killed Emil without a second thought.”

				“Only because you beat me to it.” He crossed to the dresser and began going through the drawers. “And you misunderstand me. I couldn’t kill James’s brothers because I couldn’t see in them. At least, I couldn’t see in George.”

				I stared at him, stunned. “They’re like James?”

				“To a degree. I had a vague impression. Maybe if he’d been closer…”

				“You two were rolling around the front yard.”

				“I was too distracted to look.” He found a white sheet and picked up a large pocketknife from the dresser top. “I’ll need to cut that shirt off you.”

			

			
				“You’d think I’d be more excited.”

				That pulled a smile from him. He laid his supplies at the end of the bed. “Let me find some kind of disinfectant and we’ll get started.” He turned toward the door.

				“Hey, I’m immortal, remember? I’ll be fine.”

				He hesitated in the doorway. “Your bullet proved that you’re still human enough. We’ll err on the side of caution.”

				I groaned then caught a sound. I wasn’t certain, but I was pretty sure he chuckled.

				 

				I held the sheet to my chest, gritting my teeth against the pain.

				“Almost done,” Rowan muttered from his place on the bed behind me. He pressed the wet cloth against my throbbing shoulder blade, dabbing more alcohol on the wound.

				“Enough!” I balled the sheet in my fists and tried not to scream. Dear God, that hurt worse than being shot.

				“Sorry.” Rowan rubbed my back just beneath the wound, his touch light and gentle.

				I blinked my tearing eyes. “No more. I’ll take my chances with infection.”

				“I think it’ll be all right.”

				“Does that mean you’re done playing doctor?”

				“We still need to bandage this.”

				“Will that involve hot glue or roofing nails?”

				He snorted. “No.”

				“Okay. You may proceed.”

				“I’d like to rub a little medicated salve on first to keep the bandage from sticking.”

				I groaned.

			

			
				“You’ll thank me later.”

				“Gratitude isn’t usually expressed with curse words.”

				“Behave.” His warm breath brushed my ear as he leaned over my shoulder. Goosebumps rose along my forearms. I was wondering what he’d do if I let the sheet drop. Then he dabbed some ointment on my raw flesh. I sucked a breath through my teeth.

				“Damn it, Rowan. You’re next on my list for the explosive diarrhea.”

				He chuckled, but didn’t stop dabbing. “That was brilliant, by the way.”

				“I didn’t have many options.”

				“And yet you still won the day. You don’t need alchemy.”

				He sounded pleased. Of course, he probably was. If I couldn’t do alchemy, I couldn’t do blood alchemy. No need to worry about me backsliding into my ways of old. If I ever regained my memory, the threat of me becoming what I was had been negated.

				Rowan ripped open a bandage, the sound loud in the silence. A moment later, he began to tack it down around the wound. Finished, he trailed a finger along my ribs.

				The air stilled in my lungs.

				“You’ve lost some weight,” he said.

				I shrugged and reawakened the pain in my shoulder. “Don’t make me shrug.”

				“Since when can I make you do anything?”

				I turned so I could see him.

				“What?” he asked.

				“Do you want me to be an alchemist?”

				He frowned. “What kind of a question is that?”

				“An honest one.”

				“You seem to think you’re nothing without it, but I don’t think that’s true.”

			

			
				So was that a yes, he didn’t want me to be an alchemist, or a no? Maybe I shouldn’t have asked.

				I thanked him for the doctoring and slid from the bed. He’d found me another set of oversized pajamas. I gave him my back and busied myself pulling them on. Getting my arm into the sleeve proved more painful than I expected.

				The bed creaked. “Here.” Rowan stepped up behind me and helped guide my arm into the elusive sleeve.

				“Thanks.” My cheeks warmed, and I fumbled to close the buttons. This was so silly. The guy had seen me completely naked before. He’d done a lot more than just see.

				Rowan cleared his throat. “I need to go speak to James about his brothers.”

				I glanced back over my shoulder.

				Rowan’s eyes met mine and a faint glow surrounded his pupils. “They can’t be allowed to run loose with your bullets. I’d like him to turn them over to the PIA.”

				“Okay.”

				He held my gaze a moment longer, then reached up and touched my cheek. “Don’t ever do that again.”

				“What?”

				“Take a bullet for me.” He turned and left the room.

				I studied the empty doorway until I heard the front door open and close. I bit my lip and hurried to finish dressing.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
22

				James got the old pickup running and a bumpy hour later, we met Donovan at the Park and Ride just outside Cincinnati. That was as far as we’d made it before running out of gas. I let James and Rowan recap our adventure while I dozed in the back seat. The manor was a welcome sight when it rolled into view. I suffered through Cora’s begrudging examination of my shoulder before a hot shower and a collapse on my bed for a brief nap.

				I didn’t heal as fast as an Element, but the wound had sealed and there was no sign of infection. Rowan’s ministrations had proven effective—or I was sure he’d believe so.

				Snug beneath the covers, I remembered how gentle he’d been…and professional. Neither of us mentioned the kiss on the porch, but it felt like we’d finally surmounted some hurdle.

				I fell asleep with a smile on my lips.

				 

				Movement on the side of the bed pulled me from some very nice dreams. I opened my eyes to find Era grinning at me. Heat warmed my cheeks and I sat up, hoping I didn’t talk in my sleep. “Good morning.”

				“You mean, good afternoon.” She gave me a tentative smile. “I’m so glad you’re back. I didn’t mean to wake you, but I wanted to talk to you. I—” She stopped, then threw her arms around me in a fierce hug. “God, I was so worried.”

				“It’s okay.” I had a hard time drawing enough breath to speak. The girl was strong.

				She released me and wiped a tear from her eye. “James told me what happened. His asshole brothers. Lydia.” She finished in a whisper, and now I understood the tears. I flashed back to those last moments in Lydia’s lab. How she’d thrashed in Rowan’s arms. How he begged me to help her.

			

			
				“I’m sorry I couldn’t save her.”

				“No. No. I’m not blaming you.” She sighed. “Tonight’s my premiere.”

				Oh. I’d forgotten. Well, not so much forgotten as lost track of the days.

				“It just doesn’t feel right celebrating,” she added.

				I took her hand. “Lydia would want you to enjoy your big night.” Of that I was certain. “She was so proud of you.”

				Era sniffed and rubbed her eyes again. “I know.” She took a breath. “Flowers arrived from her today. She must have called ahead.”

				Oh God. I pulled her into another hug. I wasn’t one for big displays of emotion, but the last few days had hit me hard.

				A knock interrupted. I released Era and rubbed a hand across my eyes. “Yeah, come in.”

				The door opened and James stuck his head inside. “Hey, Addie, are you—” He pushed the door open and stepped into the room. “What’s wrong?”

				I took a breath, noting how it shook. “Lydia had ordered flowers for Era. They arrived today.”

				“Oh.” James crossed to the bed and sat down on her other side. “I’m sorry, Era.”

				She sniffed and rubbed her face. “Thanks. Lydia was like family. The fun aunt I got to visit for sleepovers and horror movie marathons.” She sniffed again. “The premiere won’t be the same without her.”

				“I know.” He put an arm around her, and she slumped against his chest, wrapping an arm around his waist with a sigh.

				I thought her sigh sounded a bit too contented, but maybe I was reading too much into it.

			

			
				We sat that way for several minutes, no one speaking. Oddly, the silence wasn’t awkward, and I wondered if this was what it felt like to be part of a family. I looked up and met James’s eyes. What was he thinking?

				“I’m sorry.” Era straightened and offered me a tentative smile. “I didn’t come in here to cry on you.”

				“That’s okay.” I patted her arm. “I rubbed a little snot on your shirt, too.”

				“Addie!” She laughed.

				“So why did you come in here?”

				“First I wanted to check on you. Rowan said you’d been shot.”

				I rolled my shoulder. “All better now.”

				“And second, your assistant called the Offices yesterday. He was really worried about you.”

				Crap. Ian. “I should go over—” Wait. “He called? As in, by phone?”

				“Yes.” Era looked puzzled.

				James looked equally curious, so I hurried on. “He doesn’t have a phone. He must have used a pay phone.” Did he know about the pay phone at the corner convenience store?

				“That surprises you?” Era asked.

				I shrugged. “He’s not one to be bothered with such details, usually. Bit of a lab rat. I’d better go see him before this evening’s festivities.”

				“I’ll give you a ride.” James stood. “I have yet to meet this guy. I’m especially curious after Era described him as edible.”

				She rose to her feet and punched him in the arm.

				I didn’t pick up on much of the exchange. My mind had stalled on the part where James wanted to meet Ian. No way in hell.

				“Addie?” James asked.

			

			
				“Um, yeah. Let me change into something less wrinkled. I’ll meet you downstairs.” Maybe I could come up with something.

				They agreed and left me to my own devices.

				Crap. Why hadn’t I ever asked Ian how far he could be from the dead and still recognize them as such? He could animate the dead in the mausoleum from the bowels of the crypt. If James just dropped me at the door, would he still be safe?

				I climbed off the bed and headed for my wardrobe. How was I going to get out of this?

				 

				The time I wasted pretending to get ready didn’t help me come up with a solution. Perhaps I’d just go for honesty. I needed to come clean with James. Rowan, too.

				My stomach squirmed as I headed downstairs. Would learning the truth about Ian negate everything that had happened during our ordeal with James’s brothers? I didn’t think I could take that.

				I found James in the sunroom. He sat in one of the wicker chairs near the wall of windows reading a book, but as I walked in, he closed it.

				“There you are.” He got to his feet. “Are you well?”

				“Yeah, why?” I moved closer, glancing at the cover of the book he’d been reading. It was a college catalog.

				“You don’t normally take so long to get ready.”

				“I was still half asleep.” I nodded at the catalog, needing to change the subject. “You pick a major?”

				“Not yet.” He tucked his hands in his front pockets. “I was leaning toward chemistry.”

				“Really? Cool?”

				He gave me a sheepish grin, reminding me of the old James.

				“Good, I caught you,” Rowan said from the doorway.

				I turned and blinked in surprise. He wore the gray robes of the Flame Lord. I’d never seen him wear the robes while at the manor.

			

			
				“What’s up?” I asked. Shouldn’t he be resting before Era’s premiere? He’d had a rough couple of days, too.

				“Xander will be at the Offices this afternoon.”

				“So, you’re giving me the day off,” James said.

				“Exactly.”

				“Why does Xander want to meet you?” I asked.

				Rowan’s eyes met mine, then he held out his hand, offering his phone as if he’d been waiting for me to ask. The screen showed a paused video. Last time Rowan had handed me his phone, there’d been pictures of murder victims. I hit play with trepidation.

				Reporter Megan Fields’s smiling face filled the screen.

				“Shit,” I whispered.

				James moved to my side, and I angled the screen so he could see it.

				“…the rash of murders around the city. We’ve learned that every victim was magical and each died from a wound that should not have been fatal. Inside sources suggest that the bullets were laced with alchemy. We tracked down an expert to see if such a thing were possible.”

				The scene changed, and Megan stood before a loaded bookshelf, perhaps a library somewhere. “Thank you for agreeing to speak us.”

				The camera panned out to show the person she spoke to. He wore black robes with split sleeves designed to reveal the tattoos encircling his biceps. Five on the right, four on the left. The mark of an Alchemica Master alchemist. I couldn’t actually see his upper arms, but I knew they were there.

				“How the hell did she find him?” I demanded.

				Neil Dunstan gave Megan a big smile. “No problem.” He must have put in his contacts for the interview. His eyes appeared brown, not their natural white. I wondered what Miss Megan would say if she knew he was a necromancer.

			

			
				“So,” Megan’s expression turned serious, “is it possible to use alchemy in a bullet?”

				“Absolutely. I have an example right here.” Neil turned a little and retrieved a box of ammo.

				“Damn,” James whispered. It was easy to see the big red letters on the side of the box. Heart Seekers. My bullets.

				Neil pulled out one of the bullets and offered it to Megan. When she hesitated to take it, he smiled. “The alchemy is inert until it mixes with your blood. And this particular bullet is only effective on the magical. Is there something you’re not telling me, Miss Fields?”

				Megan laughed. “No, no.” Though her actions were still hesitant as she took the bullet.

				Neil pointed out the Nosler tip and explained how it hid an empty cavity beneath—perfect storage for an alchemical formula.

				“Do you know who made these?” Megan returned the bullet.

				“Yes.” Neil smiled at the camera. “My colleague, Amelia Daulton.”

				I gritted my teeth, but forced myself to remain silent and hear the rest.

				“The Flame Lord’s alchemist?” Megan asked.

				“One and the same.”

				“I believe we’ve met.”

				A short clip of the river rescue footage replaced Megan’s smiling face. I lay beneath Rowan on the riverbank, my tattooed arms looped around his shoulders. Then he leaned down. I remembered him whispering in my ear, but with my jacket covering his head, it looked much more intimate.

				I handed James the phone, freeing me up so I could pace. Shit, shit, shit. I listened as I moved, but there wasn’t much left of the interview. Megan thanked Neil for his time, then spent the wrap-up speculating on what the Flame Lord would think when he learned that his alchemist designed bullets to kill the magical.

			

			
				The clip ended, and I turned to face Rowan. “I’m going with you to see Xander.”

				“He may not want to speak in front of you.”

				“In front of me? He’ll be speaking to me.”

				Rowan cocked a brow. “What are you thinking?”

				“I’m thinking he sold you out. Miss Megan had to get her information somewhere.”

				“Neil knew about the bullets.”

				“The bullets, yes. But how did he find out about the magical deaths? Not to mention, he covered up the necro death.”

				“Xander disowned Neil. He wouldn’t have sent Megan to interview him.”

				“What makes you so certain?”

				“We’ve been to Neil’s lab. It was dismantled.”

				“Looking back now, it seems rather convenient that Xander chose to meet us there, don’t you think?”

				Rowan frowned, his eyes never leaving mine. Okay, maybe I was grasping at straws here, but why wouldn’t he ever believe that Xander was up to no good?

				“Very well. I’ll let you come, but on one condition.” Rowan held up a finger. “I do the talking.”

				I crossed my arms. “Fine.”

				“We’ll be leaving in ten minutes.” He headed for the door.

				I glanced over and found James watching me. “What’s wrong?”

				“Are you certain it’s Xander?” he asked. “That means he had his own grandson killed.”

				I frowned at the door Rowan had just walked through. “Honestly, I don’t know, but I wish Rowan would consider the possibility.”

			

			
				James nodded. “Keep him safe. I can’t do anything about necromancers.” A muscle ticked in his jaw before he turned and left the room.

				I sighed. I couldn’t protect anyone without my potions.

				 

				I found Rowan in the foyer five minutes later. He still wore his robes though he hadn’t pulled up the hood. I felt a bit underdressed in my jeans and jacket.

				The clack of heels on tile announced Cora’s approach. She stepped out of the hall wearing gray robes identical to Rowan’s —except the black triangles stitched along her hem were inverted: the alchemical symbol for water.

				She came to a stop, frowning at me. “Why is she going?”

				“She asked to,” Rowan said.

				Cora crossed her arms, but to my surprise, turned and walked out the door.

				“That went better than I expected,” I said.

				Rowan made a sound of agreement, then led me out to the waiting limo. I climbed in ahead of Rowan and took the seat across from Cora. Rowan shocked me by sitting beside me.

				“When did that story air?” I asked Rowan as the limo pulled out.

				“Saturday evening.” The first night the Huntsman brothers held us captive.

				“So, two days ago.”

				“It’s been a circus ever since,” Cora said. “Fortunately, it was a weekend, or Rowan’s absence would have been noticed. As it was, the phones have rung nonstop with interview requests and reporters wanting to get the Flame Lord’s reaction.”

				I wondered if it bothered her that they never wanted her reaction. Which, now that I thought about it, was probably a good thing for me.

			

			
				Cora turned to Rowan. “And really, I don’t see the wisdom in letting her be seen with us. Xander won’t like it.”

				“Xander’s concerns are not my own. Besides, he will be seen, and that is what he wants.”

				“I’m surprised Xander wants to meet you at the Offices,” I said. “There are bound to be cameras around.”

				“I suspect that’s why he chose to meet me there.”

				“I thought he wanted to keep a low profile. Even if no one knows he’s the Deacon, they still might trace him back to his business and get him some unwanted attention.”

				“He’ll be meeting me as the Deacon, robes and all. Necros might belong in the shadows, but he prefers the limelight.”

				I thought about my interactions with the guy: his smiles, his flamboyance. “Xander is a showman. I guess it makes sense that he wants to meet us there.”

				“Us?” Cora asked. “So, you consider yourself New Magic now?”

				“I don’t consider myself any magic.”

				“Oh right. Your alchemy left you.” Her expression turned smug. “That should cut down on the nasty alchemical problems that seem to surface around you.”

				“Cora,” Rowan said.

				“It’s cool,” I said. “Let her go. She’s on a roll.”

				Cora eyed me before turning her attention to Rowan. “Are you letting her seduce you again?”

				I snorted and pressed a hand to my mouth, but I couldn’t stop the laugh. At first, I laughed to hide my discomfort, but the more I thought about it, the funnier it got.

				Cora looked like she wanted to rip off my arms and beat me with them.

				“Sorry,” I said after a moment, wiping my eyes. “You weren’t trying to be funny?”

				A final glare, and she turned her attention to the passing scenery. Score one for me. I pressed a knuckle to my lips, but couldn’t quiet the laugh.

			

			
				“Addie.” This time Rowan reprimanded me.

				I cleared my throat. “Sorry.” Like Cora, I turned my attention to the world outside the limo’s darkened windows. We rode the rest of the way in silence, pulling up in front of the Elemental Offices a short time later. The front lot and street were lined with news vans. Had they gotten word that Old Magic and New had a meeting this afternoon? It wouldn’t have surprised me if Xander had called to let them know.

				I imitated the two Elements and pulled up my hood before leaving the car. Everyone might know who I was, but I didn’t want to make it easy on them.

				“We need to talk,” Cora said to Rowan once we were inside.

				“Why don’t you wait in the library?” Rowan said to me. He and Cora took the stairs to the second floor before I could answer. I frowned after them, surprised that Cora would bother with secrecy. I knew they would be discussing me, and she’d never been one to hold back what she thought on that topic.

				The library was a large room on the first floor of the building. Rowan usually heard petitioners in this room rather than his smaller office upstairs. I’d never actually been in that room, but I knew he used it when he wasn’t meeting people here.

				I stopped beside the oval table that took up half the room. What if Cora talked him into meeting Xander up there?

				I moved to the curtained window and nudged the sheer drape aside to look out. I didn’t have long to wait until a limo pulled up to the door. It was smaller than the Element’s silver limo, and black. The driver climbed out and opened the back door. Two broad-shouldered figures in brown robes got out. It looked like Xander had brought Doug. Oh joy.

				A click and the library door opened. I dropped the drape and turned as Rowan and Cora entered the room.

			

			
				“They’re here,” I said.

				“I know.” Rowan pushed back his hood and Cora did the same.

				Cora ignored the exchange and walked over to the mirror on the opposite wall. She smoothed her dark hair—though I didn’t see a hair out of place. After Rowan’s comment in the river, I didn’t think she was checking her appearance for Xander or his son—necros or not.

				A light knock, and one of the black liveried servants opened the door. “Your Grace? The Deacon and his son.” The servant stepped aside to let the two brown-robed men enter.

				“Thank you, Bradley,” Rowan said.

				The servant gave him a deep nod and left, pulling the door closed behind him.

				Xander and Doug pushed back their hoods.

				“And another stellar performance for the untalented masses.” Xander stepped forward and offered Rowan a hand. “Good to see you well, Rowan.”

				“And you.” Rowan exchanged a handshake with him, then Doug.

				“Was there more to your performance than climbing from your car?” Cora asked, joining them.

				Xander gave her a wide smile, then bent over her hand when she offered it. “Charmed as always, my lady.”

				I rested my backside against the edge of the table and watched Doug fawn over Cora next. She seemed to enjoy it—or at least, expect it.

				“I see you still have the alchemist following you around,” Doug said. He eyed me, his look too knowing for my comfort—or was it just my imagination? Maybe it wasn’t Xander who had ratted us out.

				“She’s like a piece of gum stuck to your shoe,” Cora said. “Impossible to scrape off.”

			

			
				I crossed my arms and arched a brow. Apparently, she hadn’t finished slinging insults.

				“I assume this meeting is in response to Megan Fields’s last story,” Rowan said to Xander.

				“Indeed it is.” Xander folded his hands behind his back and looked Rowan in the eye. “We’re going to make an example of her.”

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
23

				I straightened. “An example?”

				Xander’s pale blue eyes settled on me. “Yes. I tire of the untalented using us for their entertainment. You would do well to pay attention.”

				I crossed my arms, refusing to break eye contact first. It occurred to me that Xander’s irises were the same hue as Doug’s, only faded. Did it represent that he’d used his gift more—or was he just that much closer to crazy? His insane sister’s eyes had been completely white.

				“She’s not the problem,” Rowan said.

				Doug snorted.

				“Not the problem?” Xander demanded. “Your Grace, alchemy is the very heart of this problem.”

				“Does that include your nephew?”

				“Absolutely.”

				Rowan studied him with an intensity that would make most people squirm. To Xander’s credit, he didn’t.

				“How is your nephew involved?” Cora asked.

				I glanced over, surprised by the question. She hadn’t been present when I shared my theory with Rowan. Did she have her suspicions about Xander as well?

				“I haven’t seen him since the day I had his name stricken from the family records.”

				I must have made some sound, because Xander’s gaze settled on me. “Family means something to us, Ms. Daulton. Lines of power stretch back for centuries.” His attention remained on me, though I suspected I wasn’t the one he was truly addressing. “To be banished from one of the great families is a terrible punishment.”

			

			
				“If you say so.” I shrugged. “I’m a bit of a loner, so I don’t get it.”

				“What do you have in mind for this reporter?” Rowan cut in, and I suddenly realized I’d been monopolizing the conversation. Oops.

				“She needs to learn respect.” Xander held his gaze. “Fear.”

				“I already told you no,” Rowan said.

				Xander turned away, but I caught the disgust on his features before he got control of himself.

				“I’d like to schedule a press conference tomorrow,” Cora said. “Would you like to attend, Xander?”

				“And give them more fodder?” Xander turned to face her. “No disrespect, my lady, but that plays right into their hands.”

				I knew I shouldn’t speak, but I couldn’t help myself. “It would be another opportunity to perform before the untalented masses.”

				Xander gave me a glare.

				“Are you requesting a show?” Doug asked me. His bright blue eyes faded to white for an instant. From what Ian had told me, a necromancer couldn’t just make his eyes turn white, he had to actually animate something. Unless Ian had been lying.

				“Question.” I didn’t wait for Doug’s permission to continue. “The eyes. It means you’re exercising your gift, right? How does that work when no dead are nearby?”

				“Are you certain of that?” Doug asked.

				“Unless Rowan has a body stashed in the closet, yes.”

				Rowan watched the exchange. I took the slight tightening around the corner of his mouth to indicate amusement.

				“He needs to reprimand the cleaning staff. There are a couple of dead flies in the window sill.” Doug nodded toward the window on the other side of the table.

				I’d seen Ian animate a dog, so I knew necromantic power wasn’t limited to human bodies, but bugs? “Impressive,” I said. “So how far away can you be?” The window was at least fifteen feet from where he stood.

			

			
				“For me? About thirty feet.” His cheeks dimpled. The narcissistic bastard was proud of that fact, which meant it was probably an impressive number.

				Xander cleared his throat. Was Doug giving away too much?

				“Then you don’t want to attend the press conference?” Cora asked Xander.

				“Since that seems to be my only recourse, then yes, please include me. Perhaps it would be good if Old Magic is seen more. I grow tired of the media’s lack of respect.”

				“I wouldn’t open with Doug’s fly trick,” I said.

				“How about an autopsy?” Doug said. “I seem to recall how much that impressed you.”

				“Oh, that would slay them.”

				Doug’s cheeks dimpled. “You know, in a twisted way, I like you.”

				“Now that’s just plain terrifying.”

				It was Rowan’s turn to clear his throat. I guess it was time to stop antagonizing the necromancer.

				“Shall we meet tomorrow morning to discuss our plan for the press conference?” Cora asked.

				“Very well.” Xander released an impressive sigh. “Care to walk us out, Your Grace, my lady?” He gave Cora an elegant dip of his head.

				Cora and Rowan agreed, and after pulling up their hoods, the four of them headed for the door, Cora on Xander’s arm.

				“Until next time.” Doug smiled and his faded-blue eyes met mine.

				A fly buzzed past my ear, and I took a hasty step to the side.

				Doug laughed and turned to follow the others from the room.

			

			
				I wanted to give him a finger gesture, but I settled for glaring at his back until the four of them stepped through the doorway that opened into the waiting area.

				“I didn’t think he’d ever leave,” a familiar voice said.

				I gasped and spun around to face Ian. “What are you doing here?” Heart in my throat, I hurried to the open doorway. No one came running down the hall—yet. I pushed the door closed. “What if Xander senses you?”

				“It would be more likely to be the son than the father, but neither will feel the call of my death.” Ian frowned. “I told you: they are nothing like their ancestor.”

				“Their ancestor is you.”

				His cold glare silenced any further comment I might have made. “What are you doing here?” I repeated.

				“Since you refuse to give me the courtesy of letting me know that you still live, I decided to come looking for you. This seemed a likely place to start.”

				I glanced toward the door, but all remained quiet. “I ran into some trouble.”

				Ian continued to frown. “I am not without resources. I might have assisted you.”

				“Rowan and I were abducted—by some goons from my past.”

				“Goons?”

				“Thugs. Miscreants. Bad guys.”

				Ian pursed his lips. “Did you intend to let me know you survived? I spoke to Era on the phone. She had no answers.”

				“We just got back this morning, then there was this thing with Xander.” I made myself stop giving excuses. I should have let him know I was okay. “I’m sorry. I need to have a phone installed in the new building.”

				“Yes.” Ian studied me. “I assume you escaped these goons.”

				“I blew up their cabin.”

				He snorted. “Intentionally?”

			

			
				“Of course.” It was my turn to frown.

				“What did you brew?”

				“No alchemy, remember?”

				“Right. Sorry.” He gave me an apologetic look. “So, what happened?”

				“As it turns out, I don’t need alchemy to succeed.” I shrugged, then smiled. “Maybe I can be more than just an alchemist. Rowan seemed to think so.”

				“Really?” Ian glanced toward the door. “He sounds supportive. The two of you have made up?”

				“Not completely, but…” I shrugged. I felt like a kid sharing her first crush with a friend. “And what’s up with your interest? Are you trying to make him jealous?”

				“Yes.”

				I blinked. “Uh, why?”

				“The man wishes to court you, and you clearly wish to let him. He needed a…push.”

				I bit my lip to keep from laughing. Had he just used the word court? “Is this really the time or place to discuss my love life?” If Rowan or Cora walked back in, how would I explain Ian’s presence here?

				“Perhaps not. Do you need transport back to the lab?”

				“No, I’m good. I won’t be in today. I’ve got a thing this evening.”

				“A thing?” Ian smiled. “Is that a modern euphemism for—”

				My cheeks heated. “Nothing like that. It’s a party at the Cincinnati Art Museum.”

				“That’s right. I recall Era speaking of it. I’ll see you tomorrow then?”

				The doorknob rattled.

				Oh God. “Ian, go!” I whispered.

				The portal appeared and with a final grin, Ian stepped back and vanished.

			

			
				The door opened. “I’m glad Xander made us come all the way down here,” Cora was saying as she and Rowan walked into the room.

				“It needed to be done.” Rowan’s eyes met mine. “Addie?”

				“Hey.” My heart pounded in my ears.

				“You look a little pale.”

				“It’s been an eventful weekend.” I tried for a reassuring smile. “Did you get Xander calmed down? No mad necro rampage on the horizon?”

				“I believe we avoided that. We were discussing how we wanted to handle the press conference.”

				“Are you sure you want to do one with Xander?” I asked. “I don’t trust him.”

				“Xander intimidates you,” Cora said.

				“He makes my skin crawl. Though he doesn’t seem to bother you.”

				“Please. The man’s full of himself, the son, too. Maybe you should consider playing to his vanity instead of making yourself a target by antagonizing him.”

				“Where’s the fun in that?”

				She gave me a glare then turned to Rowan. “I need to go finalize things with the caterer. I’ll be in my office.”

				“We won’t be long.”

				She waved a hand, acknowledging that she heard him, and left the room.

				Once the door was closed, Rowan pushed back his hood and turned to face me.

				“What?” I asked. My heart still beat faster than it should. “I like antagonizing Xander and his narcissistic offspring.”

				The corner of Rowan’s mouth kicked up.

				“Seriously, I don’t trust him. I wish you’d listen to me.”

				“I always listen to you. You have a way of seeing things that most people miss, but I think you’re biased in this case. You don’t trust necromancers.”

			

			
				That’s what he thought. I had to tell him about Ian. “Rowan—”

				“Speaking of your observational skills… Waylon sent over the latest bullet analysis. I’d like you to look at it.”

				He wanted my help? Warmth suffused my chest, and I quickly agreed. I’d tell him about Ian later.

				He turned toward the door.

				“Where are we going?”

				“My office, upstairs.”

				Curious, I followed him from the room. I’d only been upstairs once. That room had been laid out as a private sitting room or maybe a place to spend the night. Then too, the inclusion of the day bed in the furnishings might have been for those times Rowan suffered from one of his headaches, back before I’d designed his remedy.

				Rowan led me past that room to a closed door near the end of the hall. Inside, a neat little office had been set up. After the grander downstairs, I’d expected more. Although, the desk was oak and the two upholstered chairs across from it, leather.

				Rowan circled around behind the desk and settled into his chair. The sigh he released might have been for the subject matter we were about to go over, or it might have been the result of fatigue. His rest the night before may not have been as peaceful as mine. My cheeks warmed as I remembered waking pressed against his bare chest, his arms around me.

				“Are you familiar with forensic ballistics?” He opened a manila folder that already sat front and center on his cluttered desk.

				“The premise.” I forced my mind back to the topic at hand. “I’ve never seen an actual report.”

				“I’ll show you.”

				I circled around to stand by his chair, since it seemed he intended to study the pages with me. He began pulling pages from the folder and arranging them on his desk. The movement exposed the arm of his chair. I considered taking a seat, remembering doing the same that night at the manor. That night we’d started out sharing his desk chair and ended up sharing his bed.

			

			
				Uncertain, I hesitated. Yes, he’d kissed me back when I’d kissed him at the cabin, but the circumstances had been intense. I’d been certain that I was dying and he’d thought the same. Now, in the saner light of his day-to-day life, maybe he wasn’t quite ready to forgive me for what I’d done to Era. Then there was Lydia. My bullet killed her—after my antidote failed to save her. I decided to remain standing.

				Rowan didn’t seem to notice one way or the other as he launched into an explanation of the report. Pictures of the individual bullets were included, which I found far more useful than detailed descriptions of each nick and groove. Ultimately, I came to the same conclusion as the PIA: the bullets were all the same caliber and appeared to have been fired from different guns.

				“Either Frank has multiple weapons,” I said, “or his friends are involved.” I tapped my finger on the desk, my eyes drifting over the reports and scattered papers.

				“Neil knew a lot about your bullets on that news clip.”

				“How would he control the liches? Neil is stunted.” Though according to Ian, he had more than enough juice. I wondered how Ian knew if he’d never seen that power work. “And Neil knows a lot about my bullets because he was the alchemist the PIA hired to examine them last fall.”

				“Then what? Do we have another necro?”

				“The liches still have their minds and personalities intact. Maybe they want revenge on the magical community for dealing them such a nasty blow.”

			

			
				“But they were victims of a necromancer. Their targets have all been New Magic, with one exception.”

				“Trust me, the untalented don’t see a distinction.”

				Rowan frowned. “You’d lump me in with Xander?”

				“And now you’re saying I’m untalented? You tried to register me with the PIA. Although, I guess I do fall in the untalented category now.”

				“Addie.”

				“Do you still have the list of magical people Lawson compiled?”

				“Yes.” He began sifting through the papers on the desk. “After you mentioned it, I dug it out. The first three victims’ names were on it, but I haven’t had a chance to check for the others.”

				“Were the names in order?”

				“No.” He picked up a stack of stapled pages. “Here it is.”

				I waited in silence as he went over it.

				“They’re here.” He picked up a highlighter and lined the two new names before passing the pages to me. “Obviously, Xander’s grandson isn’t on there.”

				I took the list and began flipping through the pages. There was one on the first page, three on the second page, and one on the last. “So, no pattern?”

				“None that I can see.”

				And I didn’t know his people or the community well enough to see any connection between the names and addresses.

				“Do you have a map?”

				“I might, but I can drive you to each location.”

				“I’m looking for more of an overview.”

				“I see.” He stood and walked to a filing cabinet. A few minutes of digging, and he found something. “This might work.” He held up a folded map entitled Fly Fishing on the Little Miami River.

			

			
				I snorted. “Worst case, we can go fishing.”

				“I picked it up for Donovan.” He opened the map and spread it on his desk. “The addresses are all on the east side of the city.”

				“Interesting.”

				He glanced up, his gray eyes meeting mine before he picked up a pen and began marking the locations. A few minutes later, he straightened. Five black Xs now marred Donovan’s map.

				“They’re all pretty close together,” I said.

				“I hadn’t noticed until now.”

				“I wonder where Xander’s grandson was shot.”

				“I can find out.” He frowned at the map.

				“What is it?”

				“The murders took place not far from here.” He touched a finger to the paper, marking our current location. It was well away from the cluster of Xs, but not that far. “Why weren’t we targeted? We’re much easier to find.”

				I had wondered that before. “The messages left at the murder scenes were for me and you. It takes away from the killers fun if he bumps you off too soon.” I turned away from the map. “I’m missing something. I can feel it.”

				Rowan didn’t say anything, letting me think.

				“But why taunt you?” I asked. “Like you said, you weren’t responsible for what was done to Frank.”

				“But Neil might hold me responsible for what happened to his mother.”

				“That’s possible.” I rubbed my face. What was I missing?

				“Not possible. Probable. He seeks vengeance—against both of us. He kills my people and tries to point suspicion at you.”

				“Maybe.”

				Rowan’s hands settled on my shoulders, and it wasn’t until that moment that I realized how close he stood.

				“I’m right,” he said.

				I looked up, holding his gaze with my own. My heart thumped in my ears, but it had nothing to do with the topic we were discussing.

			

			
				“And I’ll bet my power he’s somehow behind what’s happening to you.”

				“I don’t see how.”

				“He’s an alchemist. They approach things a little differently.”

				I smiled, and my heart kicked again when his eyes followed the movement. “Then shouldn’t I be able to see it?”

				“Unless he’s messed with the very thing that makes you an alchemist.” His eyes met mine once more. “Your confidence.”

				My breath caught. Dear God, could it be that simple?

				The doorknob rattled, and I stepped back out of Rowan’s grip, turning to face Cora as she opened the door. She didn’t even glance in my direction.

				“The caterer has it all screwed up. We need to go.”

				“Of course.” Rowan picked up the map and folded it. “This is Era’s big night. We should focus on that.” He looked happy, so I didn’t say what I was thinking.

				We really needed to focus on Neil.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
24

				Era took my arm and we descended the stairs together. It was silly, but I was oddly self-conscious in my little black dress. It was actually more conservative than the outfit I’d worn to the nightclub nearly two months ago. The satiny material skimmed the top of my knees, and the straps rose to a narrow collar that encircled my throat. I’d used my concealing cream to hide my tattoos, since I’d been in the news so much of late and this wasn’t technically a magical gathering.

				We reached the bottom of the stairs and stepped out onto the glossy tile of the foyer. I was suddenly grateful for Era’s support. I hadn’t noticed until this moment how much the tile resembled ice.

				“If I break an ankle, I’m blaming you.”

				Era laughed and squeezed my arm. “You’ll be fine.”

				“At what point did I agree to wear stilts?”

				“They’re three-inch heels.”

				“That’s all?”

				“I considered four.”

				I suspected that’s what Era wore, though I hadn’t looked that close at her sparkly, open-toed shoes. At five-eight or five-nine, Era already towered over me. What was another inch? The shoes were a nice contrast to her white dress, though. They coordinated well with the cascade of rhinestones over one shoulder. She reminded me of a glamorous snowflake.

				“The heels make your legs look great,” she continued. “Not to mention, anyone who goes to kiss you will appreciate not having to lean down so far.”

				“Kiss me? What kind of a museum is this?”

			

			
				“Wow,” a male voice said from the hall.

				I turned and grinned as James stepped into the foyer. His eyes met mine.

				“Wow, yourself.” I left the security of Era’s arm and stepped forward to meet him. My former sidekick had traded in the jeans and concert Ts for a tuxedo. A classy, tailor-made tux that accented his broad shoulders and athletic build. He looked older, sophisticated. Or maybe it was the effort he’d made to style his hair. Normally, he did little more than comb the dark mass into some semblance of order.

				“Cleans up well, doesn’t he?” Era said, joining us. “I finally talked him into getting a hair cut.”

				Ah, that was the difference. “I’m impressed.”

				James gave us a lazy smile. “It was easier than listening to her nag.”

				“I don’t nag,” Era said.

				“Cajole then.”

				I snorted. “Listen to you. I do believe more has changed about you than your appearance.”

				“Not really. Rowan used that word the other day and I looked it up.”

				I smiled, so pleased that James had ended up here. After spending time with his brothers, the contrast was even more dramatic.

				“If you two are done picking on me,” James said, “they left us the limo. I’ve been charged with escorting you to the ball.”

				Era laughed. “And does the limo become a pumpkin at midnight?”

				“I hope not. I’d get pumpkin seeds on these fancy new clothes.”

				 

				The Cincinnati Art Museum was a neat place. Situated high atop Mt. Adams, it appeared a mishmash of different buildings. One end reminded me of a modern educational institution, while another had the look of an old world country estate, and the third, the appearance of a Greek temple. Inside, long marble hallways branched off in different directions, a maze to those unfamiliar with the layout, but Era didn’t have a problem. She led us without error to a room she called the Great Hall. It was aptly named.

			

			
				The room rose two stories overhead. Three of the walls held small balconies, while the balcony on the fourth side took up the width of the room, and was accessible by two spiral staircases.

				“I didn’t expect this.” I stopped in the entryway.

				Era turned and gave me a wide grin. “Handsome room, huh?”

				“Yes,” I said, though my attention was no longer on the room. A sizable crowd had already arrived, but I picked out Cora’s sapphire blue dress with ease, and beside her, Rowan’s tuxedo-clad form. Unlike James, who continued to fidget with his clothing, Rowan looked at ease in the formal wear. He walked with Cora to the refreshment table, his movements fluid and confident.

				He looked up at that moment, and though I stood beside the guest of honor, his eyes locked with mine—until another couple moved between us, blocking my view.

				“Ironically, some of my first photos were of this room,” Era said, pulling my attention back to her. “They’re a sorry, amateurish effort, but to be expected from a six-year-old, I guess.”

				“You’ve been coming here since you were six?”

				She started forward and I walked beside her. “Donovan used to bring me all the time.”

				“Really?”

				Era laughed. “You wouldn’t think it to look at him, but Don’s a big fan of art. Roe preferred the Cincinnati Museum Center—more science and history stuff there.”

			

			
				I smiled, imagining the guys taking a little girl to the museum. Era probably had a great childhood.

				“And the lady of the hour makes her appearance at last,” Donovan said, stopping beside us.

				I looked up and smiled, wondering where they found all that black fabric to make a tuxedo to fit his large frame.

				“There was a lot of primping,” James said. “I didn’t think we’d ever get out of there.”

				“You arrived in the foyer the same time we did,” Era said.

				“He didn’t say who was primping.” I patted James’s chest. “But I think it was time well spent.”

				“Obviously,” Donovan said. “You look very nice, James.”

				James snorted.

				“Era. Finally.” Cora joined us, Rowan walking a few steps behind. Cora’s actions belied the reprimand when she pulled Era into a hug.

				“We couldn’t begin without the guest of honor,” Rowan said. He touched Era’s cheek when Cora released her. “You look lovely, honey.”

				“Thanks.” Era beamed.

				I had to relent and agree that maybe this evening out wasn’t a bad idea. It was good to see everyone relaxed and smiling.

				Donovan grunted. “Era? And here I was commenting on how nice James looked.”

				“You look very handsome,” Cora said to James. She reached up and smoothed his lapels, a mothering gesture for a boy that had none. I’d never gotten along with Cora, but at the moment, I thought more of her.

				James thanked her, then fell silent as he locked gazes with Rowan.

				“I’ll accept the chastisement,” Rowan said, echoing James’s words from that day at the restaurant. “I’m not telling you how cute you look.”

			

			
				James arched a dark brow. “So, you’ll just check out my ass on the sly?”

				I pressed my hand to my mouth to muffle the laughter, though Era and Donovan made no attempt. Even Cora was grinning.

				Rowan’s eyes glinted in amusement. “I’m just glad your ass is covered.”

				“The full moon,” I said. “The bane of the shapeshifter.”

				James groaned. “That is such a bad pun.”

				“Thank you.”

				The crowd began to collapse on us, and the others were soon drawn into different conversations. We weren’t far from the collection of easels displaying Era’s artwork, so I moved on to examine the photos on my own.

				The theme of the black and white photos became apparent after the first few I studied. Each portrayed a doorway or an arch—and each one made my skin crawl. There were six pictures in total. I stopped in front of the sixth: an outdoor archway captured in the evening light with a fog rolling in. I rubbed my arms.

				“So, what do you think?”

				I looked up and gave James a smile. “You’re very photogenic.”

				He returned a grin.

				“How’d you know?” Rowan asked, stopping on my other side.

				I wordlessly held up my arm, displaying the goosebumps. “Although, it was just a guess.” I turned to James. “But I’ve seen photos of you before.”

				“Not of my other form.”

				“Oh.” I studied the photos once more. So, the hellhound couldn’t be photographed. Interesting.

				“Guess or not,” Rowan said, “I didn’t make the connection until Era told me.”

			

			
				“I’ve been around James longer.”

				“True,” James said. “But you didn’t know what I was until a few nights before we met Rowan.”

				“On some level, I must have sensed something.”

				James grunted, though his expression was skeptical.

				“Perhaps,” Rowan allowed. “As I’ve said before, you notice things that others miss.”

				“It’s an alchemist thing.”

				“Is it?” Rowan trailed a finger along my biceps where my tattoos should have been.

				My breath caught and I glanced up. His eyes met mine, a faint ring of orange encircling his pupils.

				“Rowan,” Cora called to him and waved him over to where she and Donovan stood with two other women.

				“Duty calls,” he said, and walked off to join her.

				I watched him go, then turned to find James’s eyes on me. I cleared my throat. “What do you see?” I nodded at the photo.

				“Me.”

				“Seriously?”

				“Yep.” He fidgeted with his tie, knocking it askew.

				I reached up and straightened it for him. “She should get a picture of you now. You look very nice.”

				“So do you. That dress is amazing. I know Rowan likes it.”

				“James.” I swatted his shoulder, then glanced around to make sure no one was close enough to overhear.

				“How about something to drink?” He offered me an arm.

				Amused by his formality, I accepted and he led me over to the tables lining one wall. Elegant finger foods were laid out on fine china platters. A pair of men in tuxedoes manned the drink table. I wondered if they were the same servants who worked at the Offices. Not that it mattered. I was just glad they didn’t card me. It was such a pain living in the modern world without any identification.

			

			
				Glasses in hand, we made our way up to the second floor.

				“Pretty place, huh?” I stopped beside the rail, admiring the view.

				James leaned his forearms on the banister. “Yeah.” He gazed out over the room, but I didn’t think he really saw it.

				“Something up?”

				He sighed, but didn’t look over. “Did I do the right thing? With my brothers?”

				At Rowan’s direction, James had opened the portal into a PIA holding cell. If not for Era’s party, he’d probably be there now. As it was, Director Waylon was willing to take Rowan’s word and hold them until formal charges could be pressed.

				“I think so. We can’t leave them out there with my bullets.”

				“I know.” He sighed. “It’s just…”

				“They’re family. I’m sure it hurts, but in the end, I think you’re better off. You have a new family.” I bumped his shoulder with mine. “Even if Rowan is checking out your butt on the sly.”

				James snorted. “No, he’s checking out yours.”

				I frowned, knowing he was right. Every time I was around Rowan, the barriers seemed to fall a little more. “I don’t understand why.”

				He straightened and turned to face me. “Do I really need to explain it? He still has it for you.”

				“After what I did to the girl who’s a daughter to him in every way but blood?”

				“Yes.”

				“Did he tell you this?” I glanced up, trying to read James’s expression, but he turned away. “James?”

				“There was an…incident. My fault, despite what Rowan claims. I pulled him into my world and things got ugly fast.”

				“Your world? You mean hell?”

				“Whatever it is, the living aren’t supposed to go there. I almost killed him, Ad.”

			

			
				“And that’s when you learned that he can’t travel through the portal?”

				“Yes. It shames me to talk of it, even if he did forgive me.”

				I gripped his biceps, though it was Rowan I wanted to hug. All the Elements had been so good to James.

				“But in the process,” James continued, “he had his soul laid bare to me. He cares. Still. And that was after the funeral parlor.” He finished in a whisper.

				I didn’t know what to say. James had been in love with me, and I wouldn’t be surprised to learn that he still was. Yet he also loved me enough to want me happy. It reminded me of Lydia and how she’d tried to do the same thing. I blinked my eyes, longing to rub at the pain in my chest. It wouldn’t do any good. The pain wasn’t physical.

				“Hey, James.” Era stood below us, her white dress standing out against all the black and jewel tones the rest of the crowd wore. “Come here?”

				James gave her a wave, then turned to me.

				“Go on,” I said. “Crowds really aren’t my thing.”

				“I know.”

				I realized that was why he’d brought me up here. Without a word, I wrapped my arms around his waist and hugged him. I wanted to tell him I loved him, but that hadn’t gone over so well last time.

				He hugged me back, then gave me a puzzled looked when I released him. “What was that for?”

				“Just for being you.”

				“Okay. Think about what I said?” He didn’t wait for a response before descending the steps to join Era. She led him over to a group of young women and I smiled. Was she showing him off or setting him up?

				My eyes drifted over the crowd, and even though every man in the room wore a dark suit, I picked out Rowan easily. Maybe it was the red hair, though from this distance, the dark auburn wasn’t that distinctive. Donovan stood beside him, and they smiled at something one of the two women standing with them said. The one closest to Rowan laid a hand on his sleeve, and he leaned down to let her whisper in his ear. Whatever she said must have been funny because he laughed.

			

			
				I turned away from the rail and walked down the hall behind me. I still didn’t know what to think of the story James had shared with me. Had Rowan told him how he felt about me? Had he been hurt that much? I wanted to kick James’s butt for putting him in that kind of danger.

				Continuing along the hall, I could no longer hear the sound of individual voices, just a muffled mumble of the distant party. My heels clacked against the marble, the sound loud in the quiet. Partitions created little rooms to either side, offering a lot of wall space to hang framed pictures. I didn’t stop to admire any; I walked until I found a large floor-to-ceiling window.

				Sipping from my glass, I leaned against the window frame and watched the lights twinkle in the darkness. My mind drifted back to this afternoon in Rowan’s office. The things he’d said and the way he let me into his personal space gave me hope that James was right.

				I sighed and my breath fogged the window. Rowan had gotten one thing right. If my confidence was damaged, my alchemy would follow. But I didn’t see how Neil could be behind it. I had to be sabotaging myself. All that had happened in that room above Xander’s funeral parlor must have slowly worn away at me. Maybe it was denial that allowed me to retain my ability for a while.

				“Why are you up here all alone?”

				Heart in my throat, I turned with a gasp. Rowan stood a few feet behind me. I’d been so distracted, I hadn’t even noticed his reflection in the glass.

			

			
				“Sorry. I didn’t mean to startle you.” He moved closer.

				I released a breath, not sure if it shook because he’d startled me, or simply because he was here.

				“I guess I was lost in thought,” I said.

				“About?” He unbuttoned his jacket and leaned against the window across from me. He seemed relaxed, at ease—just the opposite of how I felt.

				“What we spoke of in your office. Neil or not Neil. I have to find him.”

				“We have to find him.”

				I wasn’t going to argue semantics. “I could make Megan tell us, but how do I do that without alchemy?” I turned back to watch the lights beyond the window.

				Rowan’s fingers on my jaw made me jump again. With gentle pressure, he turned me to face him. “You once told me that you create magic from knowledge and skill. That hasn’t changed.”

				“But my formulas are failing,” I whispered.

				“Because you don’t believe.” He took his warm fingers from my cheek. “Remember, alchemists believe they can do the impossible.”

				I smiled. “You do listen to what I say.”

				“I told you I do.”

				“Yes, but what about the salve? It worked before and now it doesn’t. What about the antidote?” I finished in a whisper.

				“You just have to believe again.”

				I dropped my gaze. “There was a time when I think it would have pleased you if I lost my ability.”

				“No, that’s not true. But I do worry about your colleagues leading you astray.”

				“So, I’m weak-willed.”

				“Most certainly not.” He spoke with such heat that I looked up. “Maybe a little naive.”

			

			
				I looked away again. Thanks, Rowan.

				“You don’t agree?” he asked.

				“It doesn’t matter. I can’t do anything without alchemy.”

				“You could kiss me.”

				I turned to stare at him.

				“Or does that require a near death experience?”

				I frowned, though heat warmed my cheeks.

				“What’s wrong?” His expression grew serious.

				“What’s wrong? My world is falling apart and you’re teasing me.”

				“I wasn’t teasing.” He frowned. “You don’t want to kiss me?”

				I resisted the urge to grab my hair and pull. “When I thought I’d die by my own bullet, I decided to spend my last ten seconds kissing you.”

				“Yes, I know. Why?”

				“Do I really need to explain it to you?” I pushed off the window and gave him my back. He caught me before I could take a step.

				His hands gripped my biceps and his warm breath brushed my cheek as he leaned down. “I would have done the same.”

				I turned to stare up him. “Why?”

				He held my gaze, fire burning in his eyes. “Do I really need to explain it to you?”

				Even if I could have voiced a response, he didn’t give me a chance before his mouth covered mine. He pushed me up against the glass, his body holding mine in place.

				A split-second’s hesitation, then I slipped my hands beneath his coat, sliding them up over the silky smooth shirt that covered his chest. The hard contours under the warm fabric tensed against my exploring fingers. His own hands found my waist and trailed along my sides, raising goosebumps.

				He finally let me up for air and his blazing eyes met mine. I expected him to speak, but he simply watched me.

			

			
				“The window is cold.” I needed to say something. “This dress isn’t as substantial as it looks.”

				He took a step back, pulling me off the window. “This dress is driving me insane.”

				“If it offends you, I could take it off.”

				His lips curled into that smug grin. “I am so offended. Maybe we should go find a broom closet.”

				“Rowan!” I laughed. “You can’t be serious.”

				“If I wasn’t expected to lead a toast here in five minutes, I might surprise you.”

				“I’m really not surprised, though you would rumple this fine tuxedo.” I ran my hands along the lapels.

				“I thought you wanted me to wear jeans.”

				“Your ass looked great in them.”

				His smile grew and gold flickered through his irises.

				“Though my favorite was those tight little briefs I woke up and found you in.”

				He took my mouth once more, and I clung to him, my head spinning. If he offered the broom closet again, I would agree.

				A throat cleared.

				Rowan didn’t pull away, but finished the kiss before he turned to face the interruption. My cheeks heated when I realized it was James.

				“Cora sent me to collect you.” The corner of James’s mouth twitched. “It’s time for the toast.”

				“Tell her I’ll be right down.”

				“Will you?”

				“If not, stall.”

				“Rowan.” I gave him a frown. “This is Era’s big night.” I glanced at James. “He’ll be right down.”

				“I’ll go stall.” James turned and walked away.

				“He’s a good boy.” Rowan smiled, watching him go.

				“He said he almost killed you.”

			

			
				Rowan turned to face me. “He told you about that?”

				“Just that much.” I didn’t want to betray James’s confidence, but I did want to learn more about this incident between them.

				Rowan’s still glowing eyes shifted to the window. “I wish he’d let that go.”

				“What happened?”

				“He got angry and ended up stranding us both at this haunted crematorium.”

				“Haunted? Necros?”

				“No, ghosts.”

				I arched a brow. “That caused a problem for James?”

				“I wasn’t the only one who nearly died.”

				“James?”

				“He almost bled out.”

				“Rowan!” I smacked his chest. “God, I leave him in your care and he almost dies?”

				He smiled and cupped my cheek. “Addie, I—”

				“Rowan? Addie!” The voice was James’s, but the panicked tone wasn’t like him at all.

				I met Rowan’s eyes and saw that he’d picked up on the same thing.

				We turned toward the sound. Rowan caught my hand and we hurried along the partitions trying to find him.

				“James?” I called. “What’s wrong?”

				He didn’t answer.

				As we looked in the last partition on the right, I stumbled to a stop. The air stilled in my lungs. James knelt on the floor at Ian’s feet.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
25

				“What are you doing?” My voice was little more than a whisper.

				“He felt me come through. I was afraid of that.” Ian shrugged. He had dressed for the occasion in an old-fashioned coat with tails. Really old fashioned. I wasn’t well versed on such things, but I’d guess vintage nineteenth century. Was it the same suit he’d been admiring in his wardrobe? Where did he find this stuff?

				“Rowan, don’t,” James said. “He’s given me a command. But he’s nothing like Clarissa. I don’t think I can resist even if you ash him.”

				Rowan released my hand. “Addie, exactly how many Alchemica Masters are necromancers?”

				“Just Neil, I think.” I took a breath. This was going to get ugly. “This isn’t Dmitri Rey. This is Ian Mallory.”

				A pause, then the air temperature soared. Even Ian took a hasty step back.

				“The lich king from the mausoleum?” Rowan demanded, his tone incredulous. “You’ve been working with the necromancer who tried to kill me?”

				I whirled to face him, my anger replacing my apprehension. “What was I supposed to do? You left me with nothing and commanded I heal Era. I had no ingredients, no lab. I knew it would take the Final Formula to heal her.”

				“And you gave it to him?”

				“I traded it—for his lab. Besides, I wasn’t about to experiment on Era until I was sure it would work.” I rounded on Ian. “And you. What the hell?” I waved a hand at James. “Let him go.”

			

			
				“I’m sorry, Addie. I really am.” He no longer smiled, his expression solemn, pained even.

				It occurred to me that he didn’t seem amazed by James. The grim was to the necro world what the Final Formula was to the alchemist’s. Yet Ian seemed to have…expected him.

				“Neil,” I whispered. “Oh my God, you’re still working for Neil.” My voice gained strength as I continued. “Why? He’s stunted. He can’t control you.”

				“He has knowledge of the only thing I still care about.”

				“The Final Formula,” Rowan said.

				“No,” I answered for Ian. My voice dropped to a whisper as everything fell in place. “His daughter.”

				Rowan frowned.

				“Tell me, Your Grace,” Ian said. “What would you do for the love of a daughter?”

				Rowan said nothing, but something in his expression said that Ian’s words had hit home.

				“I would have found her for you,” I said.

				“Unless you have access to the Nelson family secrets, you’ll never find her.”

				“What’s he talking about?” Rowan demanded. He no doubt recognized Xander’s last name. “What does—”

				A gunshot sounded from the direction of the Great Hall, quickly followed by another. Screams rang out and Rowan turned and ran for the rail. I looked up, in time to catch Ian’s eyes flicker white before fading back to blue.

				The liches. Not Neil’s liches, Ian’s.

				Rowan didn’t bother with the stairs; he vaulted the rail, dropping out of sight. I sucked in a breath. If the gunman noticed, he’d know Rowan was magical…

				I turned to face Ian, determined to stop this at its source. “I can find your daughter.” I pulled a vial from the front of my dress.

			

			
				“What’s that?”

				“It contains the essence of a necromancer’s power. One of the Nelson line.”

				“How will that help?”

				“It’ll be no trouble to make one of them talk. Right, James?”

				He was staring off toward the Great Hall, but those green eyes shifted to me when I said his name. He clearly wanted to go help, but Ian held him immobile.

				“Though I don’t think you trusted it to work at first and took matters into your own hands.” I held James’s gaze, willing him to remember how he’d attacked Rowan the first time we went to the Elemental Offices. If I could get him to do the same with Ian…

				James didn’t answer, but I had his attention.

				“Catch!” I tossed him the glass vial.

				For an instant, James did nothing.

				“Catch it!” Ian shouted.

				James moved, the motion so fast, I almost couldn’t follow it. He caught the vial and charged in the direction of his lunge before that action was complete. He tackled Ian and took him to the floor.

				I was already moving. I pulled a second vial from my bra and smashed it on the floor beside the two men. A yellow fog rapidly enveloped them.

				“Stop!” Ian commanded.

				The smack of flesh striking flesh followed.

				“That’s rather pointless,” Ian said.

				The fog dissipated almost as quickly as it had appeared. James sat atop Ian, his fist pulled back for another punch.

				“I’m dead to pain. And I can’t be knocked unconscious.” Ian’s blue eyes shifted to me. “What was that?”

				“Extinguishing Dust—for necromancers.”

				James turned to look at me, his eyes on full glow.

			

			
				“Hold him,” I said to James. “He’s our way to Neil.”

				I turned and ran—or tried to in the damn heels. When I nearly twisted my ankle, I kicked them off and sprinted for the balcony rail. I stopped beside it, scanning the chaos below. The well-dressed crowd was fleeing toward the exits, leaving the area around the easels open. Rowan and Donovan stood beside Era, facing a man in black fatigues. Though I didn’t recognize the man, I knew he was one of Ian’s liches. He stood several yards away. Too far for Rowan to ash.

				The lich lifted his arm, aiming the gun he held at the three Elements. A gun I knew was loaded with my bullets.

				“No!” I ran down the stairs.

				One of Era’s large framed photos shot off the easel, spinning toward the gunman. He ducked the whirling projectile, and the heavy frame just missed him. It slammed into the wall twenty feet away with enough force to shatter the glass and wood.

				Donovan had closed the distance with the lich, but he had too much ground to cover. The man rose from his crouch and leveled the gun on him.

				Only halfway down the spiral staircase, I stopped and gripped the rail.

				The room had nearly emptied, so I not only saw, but heard the man pull the trigger.

				Click.

				He tried again and got the same result. “Fuck.” He ejected the magazine, and it fell to the ground with a clatter, spilling several bullets.

				“It’s jammed, not empty.” Donovan continued toward him.

				The man tossed the gun aside and pulled something from his belt. A grenade. The smile he gave Donovan looked more like a grimace.

				Suddenly, his eyes widened. The grenade tumbled from his fingers and both hands rose to his throat. He might have tried to scream, but it came out as a strangled gurgle.

			

			
				Without warning, liquid exploded from his body, ripping apart cloth and skin to get free. What was left of his body collapsed on the floor with a soft thump. The liquids hung in the air, a swirling mass that was predominately thick and rust-brown, but with parts that were more viscous and green.

				Movement drew my eye, and Cora stepped out from behind the putrid swirl of liquid, her arms held wide.

				Then I understood. She’d ripped the fluids from the gunman’s body. Oddly, it didn’t nauseate me. It seemed too surreal to be, well, real.

				Cora dropped her arms, and the liquids fell, splattering across the body and floor.

				“God, that stinks.” Era covered her mouth and nose with her hand.

				I could imagine. The guy had been dead at least two months. It was surprising he still had fluids left in his slowly decaying body—or that their loss would stop him. The thought no sooner crossed my mind then the man began to move.

				“We’ve got a necromancer,” Donovan said, voice low and dangerous. I’d never heard Donovan sound like that.

				“We do,” Rowan agreed, “but this man is also a lich.” He laid a hand on Era’s shoulder as he passed her. He walked toward the gunman who’d managed to get up on his hands and knees. Had Ian left him with a command he couldn’t deny? James had implied that Ian had that kind of strength. Or did the gunman act of his own volition? He stretched forward, reaching a hand toward the grenade he’d dropped.

				A flash of white-hot flame and the gunman, and all his…fluids, vanished.

				“Era! Behind you!” Cora shouted.

				Era spun around, and that’s when I saw the second gunman, his gun already trained on Era.

			

			
				“No!” I screamed.

				Rowan whirled and ran toward her. Time seemed to slow, and I watched the gap between him and this new gunman shrink. Could Rowan get close enough to—

				The man became a pillar of flame—at the same instant the gun went off, the sound ricocheting around the empty room.

				I jerked my eyes back to Era in time to watch Rowan take her to the ground. I heard him grunt. From hitting the floor, or—

				“Rowan?” Era helped him sit up. “Rowan!” She pushed his coat back off his shoulders revealing the red stain on the shoulder of his white shirt.

				I vaulted the rail, dropping the last six feet to the ground. I didn’t even notice when my bare foot found the shattered remains of a wine glass. The pain barely registered as I ran to them. I dropped to my knees in time to catch Rowan as he doubled over.

				“No, no, no,” I whispered, wrapping my arms around him. His breath came in pained gasps.

				A soft thump, and Cora knelt beside us. I watched her open her matching blue handbag and pull out an auto-injection pen. My memory flashed back to the worthless pen falling from my fingers after I failed to save Lydia. God no, not again.

				I opened my mouth, about to tell Cora it was pointless, but she’d already jerked the cap off the pen. She pulled his coat down, then plunged the pen into Rowan’s shoulder, through his shirt.

				Rowan began to shudder. Remembering how Lydia had thrashed in her final moments, I squeezed my eyes closed and held him tighter.

				Work. Work. Work. The litany went on in my head. Rowan began to twist in my arms and I tightened my hold. His breath wheezed with the effort. Just when I thought he’d break free of the toxic alchemy, he slumped against me, and his violent movements stopped. His head came to rest on my shoulder, his cheek against mine.

			

			
				It was silent. So silent. Then, in the depths of my soul I heard it: I’d finally hit bottom.

				Shots fired and a scream followed, echoing down the marble hallways of the museum.

				“James,” Donovan said, his voice strained.

				“I got it,” James answered from behind me. An instant later, a hellhound ran past us, his tread silent, then he leapt through the nearest wall.

				More shots rang out, but I couldn’t find the strength to care.

				“Addie.” Strong fingers gripped my upper arm. Cold fingers. Ian.

				I shook my head, holding Rowan tighter. He was so warm against me—unlike the icy hand gripping my arm.

				“What’s he doing here?” Cora demanded.

				“You only put these people in danger the longer you remain,” Ian said to me. As if to punctuate his words, another gunshot rang out.

				I glanced over at Era. Tears wet her cheeks, but she was taking everything a lot better than I expected. I had to protect her. For Rowan.

				Releasing Rowan to his family, I let Ian pull me to my feet. I sucked in a pained breath when my injured foot hit the floor, but it was just a passing observation.

				“What have you done to yourself?” Ian asked as I hobbled along. Without warning, I was suddenly in his arms. Or maybe I just wasn’t paying attention.

				“Addie, where are you going?” Donovan called.

				I should answer. Donovan had always been good to me, but before I could even formulate a response, I was swathed in warmth and darkness. Startled, I lifted my head. A dark expanse of nothing glowed in the dim light. James’s hell dimension.

			

			
				“How—” Of course, my Necro X Dust had failed, just as the antidote had failed. Ian had been biding his time.

				A doorway opened and I squinted in the brightness. Ian carried me through, and we stood in a small room with few furnishings aside from a desk, a chair, and a nearly empty bookshelf.

				“Were you successful?” a familiar voice asked.

				Ian turned, facing a figure in the black robes of an Alchemica Master. Neil’s white eyes met mine.

				Without warning, Ian dropped me at his feet. I grunted as my body hit the hardwood floor.

				“Broken, as you requested,” Ian said, his tone as cold as his flesh. “Now find my daughter.”

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
26

				The hardwood was cold beneath my bruised tailbone, the thin dress doing little to ward off the chill.

				“Patience, Mallory,” Neil said. “Your task is not yet complete.”

				“I have done all that you asked. I brought you the broken alchemist. Does your word mean nothing, Nelson?”

				Nelson. Wasn’t Neil’s last name Dunstan? Oh right. Nelson was his mother’s maiden name. The Nelsons and the Mallorys. Kind of like the Hatfields and McCoys, but with zombies. I snorted. It sounded like a bad B movie.

				Both men glanced down at me.

				“Just one final task,” Neil said. “Once I’m finished, I want you to Make her.”

				The insane laughter I was struggling to hold in died.

				“Make her,” Ian repeated.

				“Yes.” Neil drew the word out as if he spoke to a child. He turned away and picked up something off the desk. “Bring her here.”

				Ian released a sigh, then reached down and caught me by the upper arms. With no apparent effort, he lifted me from the floor. He carried me to Neil and set me on the surface of the desk.

				“First we harvest the fruits of your labors,” Neil said. He lifted his hand, and I saw that he held a syringe. “Hold her.”

				Ian pushed me back and pinned me to the desk. He wasn’t rough, nor was he gentle. Indifferent, that’s how I would describe him. He held me in place by the shoulders. The impulse to struggle flashed across my senses, but I ignored it. I couldn’t defeat the strength of the dead. Besides, what was the point?

			

			
				Neil gripped my wrist and held my arm to the desk. I knew what was coming, but still jerked when the needle pierced my skin. Neil chuckled.

				“Don’t move or I’ll have to prick you again.”

				I stared at the ceiling, refusing to give him the pleasure of a response.

				A few minutes later, he held up the syringe of blood for me to see. “Congratulate me, Amelia. I just captured failure. Ian does brilliant work.”

				Ian released me and stepped back, his face impassive.

				I sat up. “What?”

				“The way he sabotaged your formulas.” Neil grinned. “Every time you mixed a potion, you thought you failed.”

				I glanced at the tube of blood Neil held and suddenly everything fell into place. All my failures—the burn salve, the compass, the antidote—everything had been a lie. I had been a vessel to create an ingredient he needed. But at what cost?

				I slid off the desk to stand before him and fisted my hands. “People died.”

				“Who the hell are you?” Neil demanded. “As soon as spring gets here, I’ll brew you the Formula, then I’ll have my Amelia back.”

				Spring? Then I understood why Neil hadn’t yet brewed it for himself. It wasn’t just Element blood he lacked to make the Formula. “You have no spring rain? What alchemist worth his robes has no spring rain?”

				“The kind who has his lab demolished after that shit you pulled back in October. Then to add insult to injury, you used the last of Ian’s.”

				I’d been fortunate that Ian kept a well-stocked lab. Otherwise, I would have had to wait to heal Era.

				Neil snatched up a wad of dark fabric off a nearby shelf and shoved it in my hands. “Put those on.” It was a set of robes, black Alchemica Master robes, styled for a woman.

			

			
				Neil turned his glare on Ian. “Go, do as I say, and once I am successful, you will have your information.”

				“The potion she hit me with hasn’t completely worn off. Not enough to perform a Making. I’ll need a few hours.”

				“Potion? What potion?”

				“A necromancer equivalent of her Extinguishing Dust.”

				Neil’s brows climbed his forehead, then he started to frown. “You said she was broken.”

				“The Flame Lord died in front of her.”

				Neil seemed to struggle for words. “You were successful? You’re certain he’s dead?”

				“I know death.”

				I closed my eyes. Before, I might have hoped, but if Ian felt it…

				“Why didn’t you mention this?” Neil demanded. “Do you have enough juice to send the men out?”

				The men. Did he mean the other liches?

				“If we finish the other Elements, this city will be ripe for the picking.” Neil’s smile had returned. “My uncle will be pleased.”

				I pushed back the horror and the hurt to find my voice. “Why do you want to curry favor with the man who disowned you?”

				“It’s a means to an end.” Neil waved off my comment and turned back to Ian. “Send out the men, now. Then you have two hours. When I see her again, I want her death to call to me.”

				“Lot of good that’ll do,” Ian muttered, then walked away. He didn’t even glance at me.

				I wanted to call out to him, to beg him not to send his liches after the Elements. But Ian had made it clear where his loyalties lay. I’d have to count on James to protect them—if he wasn’t out looking for me.

			

			
				“You.” Neil turned toward the far wall. “Put her somewhere secure.”

				To my surprise, a man stepped out of the shadows. His black fatigues had blended with the darkness. He walked into the light, and I found myself once again staring at Frank Liles, former PIA agent. He didn’t look as good as when Lydia had mimicked him. I could see a couple of his molars through the hole in his cheek, and he’d lost most of his hair. Death had caught up with him.

				He gripped my biceps in his cold fingers and pulled me from the room.

				I limped beside him, walking on the toes of my injured foot in an effort to avoid the glass in my arch. “Slow down, please. There’s glass in my foot.”

				“Enjoy the sensation. It won’t bother you much longer.” He didn’t slow his pace.

				It didn’t surprise me when he took me to the basement. Necros seemed to love basements. Frank pushed open a door at the end of the narrow hall and pulled me inside. I stumbled to a stop, recognizing the layout: a stainless steel table and a sloped cement floor with a drain. It was a morgue. Though it appeared to also serve another purpose. Every inch of available counter space around the perimeter of the room was loaded with lab equipment.

				Frank pulled me forward, his strong fingers bruising my arm, and stopped before a large, stainless steel door.

				“You’ll keep in here.” He opened the door, revealing a sizable cooler. Shelves lined the walls, the lower two on each side holding a full body bag.

				I hesitated on the threshold. “What do you want, Frank? Maybe I can get it for you.”

				“I want my life back.” He shoved me into the cooler.

				Between my injured foot and the slick floor, I slipped and landed on my knees.

			

			
				“Life is beyond your power, alchemist. You and the necros have that much in common.” He slammed the door.

				 

				I didn’t want to comply with any of Neil’s demands, but after about ten minutes in sub-forty-degree temperatures, I pulled on the robe. It had a faint smoky odor. Had Ian salvaged it from the remains of our original shop? I didn’t want to think about Ian’s betrayal.

				I folded my little black dress and discovered a crusty spot. It was dried blood. My fingers stilled. Rowan’s blood. Slumping against the wall, I slid to the floor.

				Time passed, how much, I couldn’t say. I didn’t cry. I didn’t think. I just sat there. Numb, I realized. I was numb. Even the prospect of being Made and forced to brew potions for a crazy necromancer held no real horror for me. What was the point of redemption when the man I was trying to prove myself to was gone?

				I closed my eyes, and in the darkness of my subconscious, I caught a glint of green eyes. James. Neil would continue to hunt him. And without James, who would watch Era? I’d left her, left them all at the museum. Neil knew where they were, and he’d sent his liches. Without Rowan, could the others stop the dead?

				I pushed myself to my feet, grunting as my frozen muscles uncurled. What did I have to work with? I had two vials on my person: some mustard gas and the vial containing the essence of the necro kid’s blood. And I had an entire lab outside this door. I could do alchemy. It had never failed me.

				Joy rose in my heart, its presence a shock against the darkness in my soul. Neil had once claimed that I was an alchemist above all things, but I’d worry about that later. First, I had to get out of this cooler.

				Upon closer inspection, I verified that the door had no interior latch. Was it an older model or a standard precaution necromancers used on their coolers? I eyed the four body bags. So far, none of them had moved. I could just imagine a crazy necro like Neil’s mom locking some innocent in here with a handful of corpses she’d animated with her blood, leaving—

			

			
				I stopped and slowly turned to face the room. Her blood. Necro blood. I had that—well, in concentrated form. I eyed the body bags. The dead had incredible strength. Strong enough to bash down a cooler door?

				“I can’t believe I’m even considering this.” My voice echoed in the small space.

				The thing was, even if I managed to animate one of these corpses, how did I get it to do what I wanted? It was just as likely to come after me, attracted by my bleeding foot.

				I examined the door more closely. Judging by the rust on the hinges and the corroded seal around the tiny window, it looked like it had been here a while. The window was only about four inches by eight inches. Not very useful for planning an escape. Even if I could pop it out, I couldn’t get my arm far enough through to reach the latch. But what if I smeared blood on the outside of the door? My blood mixed with the necro essence. Would that be a big enough draw to inspire some door bashing? Nicking my finger had been enough for that zombie to attack me at the clinic last fall.

				I pulled in a breath and released it. “What do you have to lose?” I’d be dead in a few hours anyway.

				The window was my first consideration. If I couldn’t remove or bust the glass, this endeavor was pointless. I worked my fingernails around the frame and found some give under the lower right-hand corner. After breaking a second nail, I gave up and looked around for a better prying tool. I found one in a piece of aluminum trim that had come loose in the back corner of the unit. It was a lightweight, sorry excuse for a pry bar, but the window frame was made of the same material.

			

			
				Ultimately, I broke another nail and banged up the knuckles of both hands, but I finally got the small pane of glass out of the frame. Standing on tiptoes, I was able to push my arm through the slot up to my elbow.

				Now for the fun part. I sat in the floor and crossed my damaged foot over the opposite knee to examine the bottom. The bleeding had nearly stopped, and the healing process had begun. A small sliver of glass protruded from the wound. I gripped it and pulled, but the glass didn’t come out.

				A scream escaped before I could bite it back. Dear God, that hurt. The pain still radiated up my ankle and into my lower leg. I realized that the little sliver of glass was just the tip of the iceberg—literally. It was a much larger piece than it appeared, and pulling it out would rip open the partially healed wound. Just wiggling it made it bleed again.

				I leaned my head against the wall behind me and closed my eyes to the black spots that floated in my vision. A cold sweat coated my skin, and I took several deep breaths in an effort to calm myself and not pass out—or puke. God, I was such a weenie when it came to blood. Ironic that I’d been a blood alchemist. Just how different was the person I was now from the person I’d been?

				“Come on, Ad. James and the Elements are counting on you.”

				Another deep breath, and I set to work getting my blood into the little vial. The sliver of glass protruding from my foot made it easier to funnel the droplets through the small opening. I had to stop from time to time to regain my composure, but I finally managed to collect about ten milliliters. I swirled the vial to mix my blood with the last of the powdered necro essence. The job complete, I pushed myself to my feet—well, foot.

				I ripped a swatch from my dress and used it to smear the outside of the door with my makeshift potion. I draped the scrap of fabric over the window frame when I finished. Holding up the vial, I eyed the few milliliters of solution left inside. Would it be enough? And the bigger question, would the tiny fraction I’d smeared on the door attract the zombie away from me? Time to see if I had learned anything from Ian’s lessons in necromancy.

			

			
				I selected the largest male body—a rather hairy fellow on the lower right shelf. I didn’t know if it made a difference when it came to the strength of the dead, but I figured the guy with the most muscle mass was my surest bet for a battering ram.

				I reached out and touched the man’s stubbled chin. “This is so nasty.” My fingers brushed his lower lip. The skin was cool, yet still pliable. I pulled my hand back.

				“You can do this.” I gripped his chin again and pulled his mouth open. It moved a lot easier than I expected.

				“Ew, ew, ew.” I tipped up the vial, letting a few drops fall into his mouth. I didn’t know how much it would take to wake him, but I hoped the less I used, the shorter the time he’d remain animated. I capped the vial and tucked it in a pocket along my ribs.

				Would it work? Would—

				The man’s eyes opened and I jumped back.

				“Crap!”

				He groaned and his filmed over eyes shifted to me.

				I covered my mouth with my hand and stumbled back out of his line of sight. This was a bad idea. A really bad idea.

				He sat up, batting at the body bag. Unable to puzzle his way out of it, he grabbed the heavy plastic and ripped it open.

				Okay. No worries about his strength then. I backed away.

				The zombie staggered to his feet. He lifted his head. Sniffing the air? Then he turned and faced…me.

				I raised my hands in a worthless gesture to ward him away and noticed the blood smeared across my right palm. I eyed the swatch of fabric hanging from the window frame. The zombie stood between me and the door. I now wished I’d chosen the withered little old lady. This guy was huge—six-five, at least. His shaggy brown hair almost brushed the ceiling and the small space seemed even smaller.

			

			
				He took a step toward me and his hands came up, reaching.

				I pressed my back to the wall. There was nowhere to go. Even if I could fit through the little vent in in the ceiling, I couldn’t reach it unless—

				I climbed up the shelves on my right, clambering onto the empty one at the top. A thump and the shelves swayed. A hand brushed my ankle. I jerked my legs out of reach, falling on my stomach. I fisted my right hand to keep from smearing the blood mixture everywhere and crawled toward the other end of the shelf. The end by the door.

				Another impact and the shelf rocked, almost overturning. I reached out and caught the window frame, sliding off the shelf before he could topple it. I pulled the swatch of fabric loose and scrubbed my palm as I turned to face the zombie. He groaned and though still several feet away, reached for me.

				“Here, you want this?” I dangled the scrap of fabric before him. “Fetch.” I shoved the fabric through the hole, then climbed the other shelf. I hesitated when I discovered that the shelf wasn’t empty. Nine familiar mason jars took up the space. I’d found the missing hearts from Ian’s crypt.

				A thump shook the whole room. I looked back. The zombie stood at the door and thumped two meaty fists against it. Yes, it was working!

				My breath came in ragged gasps, but with the noise the zombie was making, I doubted he’d notice me.

				The noise. I hadn’t considered it in my grand plan. Neil and Ian should be busy sending out the rest of the liches. They’d be upstairs, maybe even outside. Was anyone else around? Since there were bodies in here, I figured the place must be an operational funeral home, but it was probably too late in the day for any employees to be milling about.

			

			
				What was Neil doing here anyway? Xander was supposed to own nearly every funeral home in Cincinnati. Was this one of the few he didn’t own, or were we no longer in the city?

				The zombie continued to pound on the door. I began to fear that he’d run out of juice when something popped. A hinge? He hit it again and the upper right corner bowed outward. Yes!

				“Kick it,” I muttered, and to my surprise, he did. A coincidence? I didn’t stop to think about it as the lower hinge broke and the door burst open.

				I cringed at the noise, but the way was open.

				The zombie left the cooler. I was about to follow when he caught the door and ripped it away from the frame. The door clattered to the ground and he followed. He flipped it over and crouched on the surface. Leaning forward, he braced his hands wide and licked the stainless steel.

				I flashed back to the time I’d met a zombie outside the ruins of the Alchemica. He’d leaned down in the same way and licked the grass where I’d wiped James’s blood. That had been the first time I’d met Neil’s mother. Xander had later mentioned that the zombie had been her husband.

				The thought stopped me. Oh God. Had that been Neil’s dad? No wonder the guy was so screwed up.

				I retrieved the remnants of my dress, stained with Rowan’s blood. I couldn’t bring myself to feel pity for Neil’s screwed up childhood.

				I skirted the naked, hairy fellow crouched on the cooler door, and limped out into the room. No one had come running. Now what? Fleeing wasn’t an option. This wasn’t about me. Even if Ian Made me, I’d keep fighting to see the Elements safe. I had to stop the liches. But it didn’t end there. I had to make certain James remained free. And the only way to make that happen was to take down Neil.

			

			
				I started toward the lab equipment.

				A clank sounded behind me, and I turned to find the zombie climbing off the cooler door and shuffling my way, the scrap of fabric clutched in one hand. Unease tingled along my spine. I’d told him to fetch it.

				As if he read my thoughts, he lifted his arm, holding the fabric as if to hand it to me. He took a step forward.

				“No.” I raised both hands, palms toward him. My mouth dropped open when he halted.

				“Stop!” a voice yelled from the door to the hall.

				I spun to face Frank. No. I couldn’t let him stop me. I needed a weapon. I needed a—

				I glanced at the motionless zombie. “Get him.” I pointed at Frank.

				The zombie sprinted across the room and tackled Frank.

				I pressed a hand to my mouth to hold back the hysteria that wanted to break free. Oh my God, I could use alchemy to do necromancy.

				The zombie won the wrestling contest, and now held Frank immobile within its arms. Ian had explained that the reason liches rotted so slowly was because they grew into their death. Apparently, their strength worked the same way. Frank was closer to life than the zombie.

				“You’re a necromancer?” Frank asked, loathing in every syllable.

				“No, I’m an alchemist.” I wasn’t limited to one flavor of magic. I turned back to the workbench.

				Now to demonstrate my skills with elemental fire. One last time.

				 

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
27

				I glanced at the zombie frequently while I worked, expecting the animation to fade at any moment. I still didn’t understand how I managed to control him. Raising him, I could see. Necro blood could animate the dead. But why did the zombie obey me? Was it because I’d used my own blood to reconstitute the necro’s essence? In a sense, my Perfect Assistant Dust worked the same way. I’d used my blood to key it to my commands. Which was a skill few alchemists, if any, could imitate.

				Leaving that mystery for later, I turned back to my workbench and the Mason jars lined up along the edge. Three of the jars lacked a heart, at least, the heart’s original form. Two held a sifting of ash, and the third, a withered husk. I theorized that these were the three who’d attacked the museum. Rowan had ashed two of them, and the last I suspected had fallen prey to James.

				If my theory was correct, then what happened to the lich also happened to his heart. Did that street run both ways? I glanced over at Frank. The Mason jars had names on the lids and his sat in the center.

				“You’re a monster,” Frank said.

				“Perhaps.” I carefully picked up the Erlenmeyer flask that held my faintly glowing formula. Flickers of flame danced through the viscous orange liquid, awaiting release. That would be the tricky part, but I’d planned for that. The success with my zombie-raising potion had given me an idea.

				“It’s because of you and that damn Formula that all this has happened.”

			

			
				Maybe that was true as well, but I didn’t acknowledge him. I carefully pipetted a milliliter of orange solution into each Mason jar.

				“I tried to kill you,” Frank continued. “I blew up your alchemy shop, but you escaped.”

				I looked up. “That was you?”

				“You have the devil’s luck.”

				I set aside the pipetter and met his hate-filled eyes. Nothing I could say would ever make it right with this man. And I really couldn’t fault him. “I can’t give you life, Frank. But I can release you.”

				He stared back at me, his eyes dropping to the macabre display along the counter.

				“To be dead is to always be some necro’s slave.” I picked up a well-sharpened cork knife and nicked the index finger on my left hand.

				“Truer words have not been spoken,” a new voice said from the other side of the room.

				I gasped and turned to find Ian standing at the end of the workbench.

				“Yes, free me!” Frank shouted.

				“Release him!” I called to the zombie. Odd that I didn’t want him singed by the blaze. Odd and a little unhealthy.

				I flicked my finger over Frank’s jar, sending a drop of my blood into the murky liquid that held his heart—and a trace of my glowing formula. A four-foot flame blasted out of the jar, and I jerked my hand back with a gasp.

				“What the hell?” Neil stepped into the room.

				Frank shouted something. I didn’t catch the words before he was consumed by fire. But it hadn’t been a shout of pain; it had been a shout of release.

				Neil jumped aside to avoid being burned. The flames vanished in the next instant, leaving nothing of Frank. It had truly been elemental fire.

			

			
				“Grab him!” I shouted at the zombie, and once again he obeyed, wrapping his large arms around Neil’s upper body.

				“What’s the meaning of this, Mallory?” Neil demanded. “Release me or consider our deal null and void.”

				Ian stepped up behind me, catching my arms in his icy grip. My zombie slumped to the floor without a sound.

				“Glad to see you came to your senses.” Neil tugged at his robes, straightening them with a jerk.

				“It wasn’t me,” Ian said. “Though I did free you.”

				I sighed. Potion-animated zombies were worthless against a real necromancer. I’d need to remember that.

				Neil had started toward us, but hesitated on Ian’s explanation. Neil’s eyes narrowed and shifted to me. “You’re saying she animated a corpse?”

				“My guess is that’s how she escaped the cooler.”

				Neil eyed the cooler before returning his stare to me.

				“Envious?” I asked. “Give me my bullets, and I’ll teach you how.”

				“Make her,” Neil said to Ian. He gave me a smile. “Then you will be compelled to tell me.”

				“How did you command the dead?” Ian asked.

				I saw no reason not to answer. Maybe it would buy me some time. “The necro essence.”

				“But—”

				“I reconstituted it with my blood.”

				“Your blood,” Ian repeated, his tone subdued.

				I frowned over my shoulder at him.

				His eyes met mine for an instant before shifting to Neil. “You’re certain about this?”

				“Yes.” Neil closed the distance between us. He eyed the counter where I’d been working.

				I glanced at the hearts. Just a drop of my blood in each jar would set off the alchemy and ignite the flames. Had the liches found the Elements yet?

			

			
				“What are you doing?” Neil asked

				“Righting a wrong.” I flexed my biceps, but Ian held me tight.

				“Well, what are you waiting for?” Neil demanded of Ian.

				“This is it, Nelson. The last act I perform before you pay up.” He pushed me away from the bench and toward the steel table in the center of the room.

				“You’re hardly in a position to negotiate,” Neil said.

				Ian stopped and looked back at him. The two men eyed each other for one long moment before Ian started me toward the table. He was really going to do it.

				My heart thumped against my breastbone. I’d deluded myself earlier; I wasn’t as indifferent to death as I thought. At least, not this death. Would Ian drop my heart in the jar Frank’s had just vacated?

				We drew near the table, and I noticed the wrist and ankle restraints. Not your typical autopsy table. I tried to pull away, but Ian’s grip was far too strong.

				“Why?” I whispered, my throat raw with fear. “I helped you.”

				“I’m sorry, Addie.” He picked me up, and I fought in earnest, almost managing to roll off the far side of the table. Ian subdued me easily, and I wondered how many times he’d done this.

				“I gave you back your body. Regenerated your heart and freed you from the crypt.”

				“Yes, thank you. But in the grand scheme, it means little. Her release is all I seek.”

				“Get on with it,” Neil complained. He turned and walked to the counter where I’d been working.

				Ian ignored him. Instead he reached up and brushed a tear from my cheek. “He doesn’t understand what he’s destroying. But I would rather end you than give him that power.”

			

			
				He shrugged off his jacket, then turned his attention to undoing his cuff links. The old gold winked in the light, and I saw the elaborate “M” scrolled on the smooth surface.

				I remembered the jars in Xander’s cooler. “I’ve seen that before.”

				Ian raised a brow in question.

				“You cuff links—or the “M” rather.”

				He turned the cuff link and examined the surface. “At the mausoleum, I’d wager.”

				“No.” I glanced in Neil’s direction and continued in a whisper. “I saw it on a pair of clay bottles—or were they canopic jars?”

				Ian stilled. “Where?”

				A phone rang, the sound muffled until Neil pulled it from his pocket. He answered it, turning his back on us.

				“Where?” Ian repeated.

				“And what happens after I tell you? Will you kill me?”

				“So, I trade one master for another?”

				“I have no need to enslave you.”

				Ian glanced at Neil, frowning. “I could Make you and command you to tell me.”

				“Why haven’t you done that with Neil?”

				“He doesn’t personally have the knowledge. The potion he’s brewing will enable him to get in his uncle’s inner circle and learn the location of the Deacon’s tomb. But one of the key ingredients of that potion is failure. Hence, your blood.”

				In other words, everything that had been done to me had been to secure Neil’s place in necromancer hierarchy. Fury filled me, but I couldn’t give in to that now. First, I had to convince Ian to let me go; then I could take care of Neil.

				“I’ll swear a blood oath to tell you all I know,” I said.

				Ian focused on me once more. “You would do that?”

				“Yes.” I didn’t look away.

			

			
				Ian’s intense blue eyes bore into my own, calculating.

				“The Elements are at University Hospital?” Neil said into the phone. “So? Get over there. Finish them.”

				I swallowed. Why had they taken Rowan’s body to the hospital? Or had one of the others been hurt? I had to convince Ian to free me.

				“Once Neil brews the Final Formula—and he won’t have any trouble if I’m at his command—he becomes a full-fledged necromancer. He won’t need to give you any information; he’ll command you to do his bidding.”

				“You’re implying that I have no honor?” Neil had finished his call.

				“I’d be surprised if you can even spell the word,” I said.

				Neil narrowed his eyes before turning back to Ian. “Come get me when you’re done. I have things to do.” He turned and left the room.

				I watched him go—as best I could from my prone position. I’d like to think that Neil, a man who’d once been my friend, didn’t want to watch me die. But who knew what the guy really thought? With his family history, he couldn’t be mentally stable.

				Ian wordlessly began to undo my bonds.

				I stared at him. “You’ll free me?”

				“You will personally show me these canopic jars. That is your oath. You will not be able to break it.”

				“Of course. And if it doesn’t lead to your daughter, will you give me back to Neil?”

				Ian simply met my gaze, saying nothing.

				Very well. That left me one course of action. I climbed off the far side of the table and faced him across it. I’d only get one shot at this.

				“I’ll need a knife, or something sharp.” My shaky voice wasn’t entirely a staged effect.

				Ian pulled a dagger from his belt.

			

			
				I swallowed and accepted it. The handle appeared hand-carved, and I thought it might be ivory—except, I didn’t think ivory yellowed like that. No, not ivory, bone. The heavy blade looked like a hunting weapon, though I supposed it would be suited to cracking open a ribcage to the beating contents within.

				The dagger was heavier than I expected, so pretending to fumble it wasn’t a complete ruse—nor was jumping aside when it landed near my bare toes.

				“Crap,” I muttered.

				“Careful,” Ian said.

				Squatting beside the table, I pulled out the nearly empty vial of my blood and necro essence, and popped off the lid. Pressing my nicked finger over the vial mouth, I inverted it. The thick mixture began to crawl down the side of the vial.

				Too slow. I shook the vial, encouraging the mixture to move faster.

				“Addie, do you need help?” Ian began to squat on the other side of the table.

				Another vigorous shake and a droplet broke free, splattering the tip of my finger.

				“I got it.” I snatched up the knife with the opposite hand, just as Ian came into view under the table. “Don’t you have anything smaller?” I pressed the hand holding the vial into my dark skirt, hiding it.

				“No.” He rose to his feet.

				I quickly tucked the vial back into its pocket, careful not to rub off the blood, and stood.

				“Then this will have to do.” I curled my fingers around the blade to hide what I’d done. “I swear on the souls of my forgotten ancestors that I will help you find your daughter, Ian Mallory.”

				I pulled the blade along my index finger, wincing for effect, though the blade didn’t pierce my skin. I lifted my finger, exposing the blood droplet.

			

			
				Ian stared at me.

				“What?” My heart rate increased. Did he suspect?

				“I asked only to be shown the jars, yet you would bind yourself to help me, knowing that it wouldn’t secure your own safety?”

				“If what you’ve told me is true, she’s an innocent in this. I’d help her with or without you. Actually, you can go screw yourself.”

				He lifted his brows, but I didn’t think it had anything to do with the last part.

				“Well?” Maybe I should have demanded something. He was probably suspicious.

				Ian stepped closer, and I lifted my finger to his mouth. His cold tongue scraped the tender flesh, and I drew a startled breath through my nose.

				He straightened and a frown creased his forehead.

				“Ian, don’t move—and don’t animate anything.” After all, there were four bodies in the room. I turned and headed for the workbench.

				“What was that?” Ian asked.

				“The same mixture I used on the zombie.” I picked up the cork knife and nicked another finger. Good thing I healed quickly or I’d need a blood transfusion. I flicked my bleeding finger over the first jar and it burst into instant flame.

				I finished off the rest of the jars, casting frequent glances at Ian. I wasn’t certain how long my mixture would hold him. It had worked a lot longer than I expected on the zombie. Ian said nothing while I worked.

				“Take me to my bullets,” I said when I finished.

				Ian nodded and started for the door.

				I picked up my flask of fire solution and hurried after him. I fell in step beside him in the hall. “Don’t hinder or harm me.”

				Ian glanced over, but didn’t comment.

			

			
				I limped along as he led me back through the building, returning us to the sparsely furnished office we’d started in. Neil sat behind his desk, but came to his feet when we walked in the room.

				“She isn’t dead,” he said to Ian.

				“Hold him,” I said, limping over to lean against the desk. Damn, my foot ached.

				Ian did as told, wrapping his arms around Neil’s upper body and holding him in place.

				“Let me go, Mallory,” Neil said. “Or I swear I’ll never get you the information you need.”

				“He’s under compulsion,” I said. “It’s me you should be begging.”

				“What?”

				Ian didn’t comment. Oddly, he didn’t look pissed either, but then, Ian didn’t always react the way I expected.

				“Where are my bullets?” I asked.

				“Behind the landscape.” Ian nodded at the picture hanging behind the desk.

				“You’re kidding.”

				When he didn’t answer, I lifted the picture from the wall, exposing a safe. “People still hide safes behind pictures? Isn’t that the first place thieves look?”

				I turned to face the two men. “Ian, release him. Neil, open it.” I nodded at the safe.

				“I’m not under compulsion,” Neil said.

				“Perhaps I shall command Ian to Make you, then have him command you to open it. Or I could just tie you to the table downstairs and burn down the whole place. Your call.”

				Neil gave me a glare. “There’s the Amelia I know.” He walked to the safe and began to spin the dial.

				I frowned at his back. Was that true? He kept saying that I’d been ruthless, obsessed with my own goals. But he also knew how much that bothered me now.

			

			
				The safe popped open and Neil stepped back.

				“Ian, unload the safe and set everything on the desk.”

				He did as told, and I drew a deep breath as he set the first boxes of Heart Seekers on the ink blotter. I’d known they were my bullets, but seeing the actual boxes that I’d helped fill really brought it home.

				In the end, Ian unloaded nine boxes from the safe. I guess that explained how Neil had been able to show Megan my bullets.

				“Where did you get the bullets? Lawson?” I tried to recall how many boxes Lawson had bought. Then, too, Neil had another potential source. “George?”

				“Does it matter?”

				Probably not. I held Neil’s gaze. “But why? Why kill the magical with my bullets?”

				“It’s about time alchemy got the respect it deserves. The magical look down on us. The mundane despise us. Aren’t you sick of it?”

				“Yes, but murdering innocents doesn’t earn us respect.”

				“And your alternative is to heal a few burn victims? Please. They don’t respect you. They see you as their servant. Someone to work wonders because they lack the talent to do it themselves. And then they have the nerve to call us talentless.”

				“But you’re not talentless. You’re a necromancer.”

				I glanced at Ian, half expecting a comment, but he simply watched the exchange, his face impassive.

				Neil laughed. “I’d love to see you try to convince my uncle of that. Did you know I was named his heir? He even had it written in the family record—then I turned out to be stunted.” He snorted. “He didn’t even bother to strike my name because everyone expected me to go insane before I was ten.”

				“So you took away a little boy’s mother because you had a sucky childhood?”

			

			
				Neil frowned. “What the hell did Emil do to you? How could you have forgotten everything we spent decades trying to accomplish? This was your dream, Amelia. You wanted to gain alchemy the respect it deserves.”

				My heart thumped a dull beat in my ears. It seemed my dream hadn’t changed. “If I sanctioned your methods, then I was wrong. So very wrong.” I turned to the desk and upended the Erlenmeyer flask over the bullets.

				“What are you doing?” Neil took a step toward the desk.

				I met his white eyes. “You’re done.” With Ian’s help, I’d transport him to the PIA. I eyed the bullets. Maybe I should wait to destroy them. The PIA would need evidence.

				No. I couldn’t risk them falling into the wrong hands, especially now that the world knew what they could do.

				I picked up a letter opener. One more cut and I’d end this. “Ian, open the portal. As soon as I light this, grab—”

				“No!” Neil shouted. He lunged for me, but didn’t try to grab me. Instead, he shattered a vial at my feet.

				A sickly yellow gas rolled up from the floor so quickly that I couldn’t avoid it. The moment it brushed my exposed skin, my flesh felt like it had caught fire. I kept it together enough to hold my breath, but little more.

				Squeezing my tearing eyes shut, I tried to run away. In my haste and confusion, I’d forgotten about my foot. When I took a step, the glass stabbed deeper and I stumbled. I caught myself on the edge of the desk with my left hand. The hand I’d nicked with the knife.

				A flash of heat and the whoosh of flames registered on the senses I still had. My blood must have made contact with the potion I’d dumped over the bullets. I sucked in a breath to scream and the acrid fog seared my lungs.

				I thought I heard Neil scream, but I wasn’t certain.

				Arms encircled me. I tried to fight back. Blind and in pain, my efforts were nothing organized. I thrashed around, but the embrace didn’t loosen. My world dissolved into agony. Somehow, I ended up on my back, strong hands gripping my biceps.

			

			
				“Hold. Still.”

				Was that—

				An explosion of air in my face…and the scent of Knockout Powder.

			

			
				



			

	


Chapter 
28

				I woke on my side, the surface beneath me hard and unyielding. It took some effort to pry my eyes open. My lashes were matted together. It felt like someone had sand blasted the inside of my eyelids. I had to rub them before I could pull the lids apart enough to see my surroundings.

				Blinking, I focused on a counter across from me. Lab equipment covered the surface, the setup familiar. It was Ian’s workbench. I was back in our lab.

				I pushed myself upright, groaning as my cramped muscles were forced into service. How long had I lain here?

				“Easy.” Ian appeared beside me and gripped my shoulder as I swayed. He wore the red brocade smoking jacket, his clothing immaculate as always. Gold cufflinks glinted at his wrists.

				I stilled as everything came rushing back, then pulled away from his hand. “What are you doing?” My voice rasped and I had to clear my throat. “How did we get here?”

				“I brought you here.”

				“You hit me with Knockout Powder.”

				“To allow you to heal without pain. I also dug the glass out of your foot while you were unconscious.”

				I lifted my leg to stare at my bandage-wrapped foot. “I didn’t command you to help or heal me.” Unease crawled along my skin, raising goosebumps. “The potion wore off.”

				“Actually, the effects only lasted about thirty seconds.”

				I blinked.

				“My actions were my own.”

				For a moment, I could just stare at him. “Why?”

				He turned away. Folding his hands behind his back, he studied the ceiling. “I decided that you’re the one most likely to help me free my daughter.”

			

			
				“Bullshit.”

				He turned to face me, one corner of his mouth twitching upward. “Are you doubting my words or your ability?”

				“Your words, clearly. There’s nothing wrong with my ability. There never was.”

				“True. But my words were also true. When you said you’d help her even if I wasn’t involved, I realized you weren’t lying.”

				Perhaps, but… “There’s more to it. The blood oath?”

				He leaned against the counter across from me, but maintained his silence. I had the distinct impression he was debating on how much to say.

				“Spill, Ian. You owe me that much.” And so much more.

				“It is the blood oath, but not for the reason you think.”

				I raised an eyebrow, waiting for him to continue.

				“It’s your blood. I suspected it when you explained how you commanded the dead, but it wasn’t until you used it on me that I understood. You truly are Paracelsus’s descendant.”

				“How does my blood prove that?”

				“Paracelsus didn’t find the azoth. He was the azoth.”

				“Come again?”

				“He possessed the ability to imbue his own blood with the properties of his choosing.”

				“Anyone can do that. Starve yourself, bottle hunger. Hurt yourself, capture pain. Though it does take a certain masochistic flare. Of course, you can also have it done to you.”

				If Ian felt guilty about that, it didn’t show. “That takes weeks.” Ian pushed off the counter and walked toward me. “I’m talking seconds and with no more than a thought. You commanded the dead.”

				“I had that necro essence.”

				“For the animation.” He stopped in front of me. “I felt it when you touched your blood to my tongue. Your blood bound me. As you did that zombie. That’s how you commanded the dead.”

			

			
				Cool fingers of dread gripped my stomach. Only a necro could blood bind the dead.

				“I’m not a necromancer.” Why did I have to keep repeating that?

				“You are no more a necromancer than you are an Element, yet I just watched you command elemental fire through your own blood.”

				“I just keyed the potion to my blood, so I wouldn’t have any accidental explosions.”

				Ian snorted. “Just.” He shook his head. “That isn’t something just any alchemist can do. You’re a blood alchemist of the highest order.”

				I flinched.

				“Stop that!” Ian’s sharp tone made me look up.

				“What?”

				“This, this…” he waved a hand at me as he searched for a word. “This reaction you exhibit every time someone mentions blood alchemy. A talent, whether mundane or magical, is not evil. It is what is done with that talent that determines good or bad. Even necromancy is not inherently evil.”

				“I might have done evil.” If Neil was to be believed, there was no might about it.

				He caught my chin in his cold fingers. “Let it go. You are no longer that person—if you ever were.”

				I wanted to pull away from his dead touch, but I held my ground. “You’re saying people can change. The bad become good. Is that what you’re telling me?” Did he see the irony? He didn’t have to save me and heal me. He could have just as easily Made me and forced me to tell him what I knew about those canopic jars.

			

			
				He released my chin. “I am beyond redemption.”

				“You can’t have it both ways.”

				Another hint of a smile. “You are impossible to argue with.”

				“Yeah.” I rubbed my breastbone. The numbness was beginning to wear off. “Rowan once mentioned that.”

				“He’s alive.”

				I looked up.

				“Rowan’s alive,” he clarified.

				“But…you sabotaged all my formulas.”

				“Not the ones you created when you weren’t here.”

				The original auto-injectors. I stared at him.

				“I know death,” Ian said.

				“That’s what you told Neil.”

				“I lied.” Ian’s cheek dimpled. “I told you I am beyond redemption.”

				“Oh God.” I slid off the counter. My injured foot ached, but it held me. “I need a phone.” I started for the front of the shop.

				“And shoes.”

				I glanced down at my bare feet. Good point. Shoes, then a pay phone.

				 

				James answered on the second ring, and it was all I could do not to burst into tears.

				“Thank God,” I whispered.

				“Addie! Where are you? I’ll—”

				“The convenience store down the street from my shop.”

				“What?”

				“I’ll give you a recap later.” I took a breath. “Where’s Rowan?”

				“University Hospital.”

				I closed my eyes. Ian hadn’t lied. Wait. The liches were headed to University Hospital.

				“The liches,” I said. “Did they—”

			

			
				“Storm the front lobby armed to the teeth, yes. Then they burst into flame.”

				I released a breath. I’d gotten them in time.

				“Do you know something about that?” James asked. “I know it wasn’t Rowan…”

				“Yes, it was me. I—” Then it hit me. “A hospital? What’s Rowan doing in a hospital?” He healed too fast to ever need much medical care.

				“He’s in a coma.”

				“What?”

				“A coma. They’ve done tests.” He shuffled the phone, changing ears or moving away to ensure privacy? “What was the antidote supposed to do?”

				“I designed it to suppress the magic in the bullet.”

				“Addie, he’s so magical it’s scary. I know, I’ve tasted his blood.”

				I fell silent.

				“It was at the crematorium. I had lost him and had to hunt him via—”

				“I’m not judging you. I’m thinking.”

				It was James’s turn to remain silent.

				I remembered another time Rowan had been drained. “Okay. I got it.”

				“Already?” A smile colored his words.

				“Does he have any more of his remedy?”

				“No, we used the last of it trying to wake him.”

				“Then I’ll be over as soon as I make more.”

				“Won’t you need a blood sample?”

				I thought about what Ian had told me. I could deny it if I wanted, but deep down I knew he was right. “I don’t need it,” I said to James. “I’ve got another approach.”

				“Without blood alchemy?” Was it my imagination or did he sound pleased?

			

			
				I sighed. “I’ll give you the details when Rowan’s awake.”

				A slight hesitation. “Okay. See you soon.”

				 

				Ian and I stepped out of a portal into the polished white hallway. Yep. Hospital. I recognized the smell.

				A woman a few yards away gave a cry of alarm at our sudden appearance. The man with her wrapped an arm around her shoulders and pulled her into the nearest room. The door slammed behind them.

				“Perhaps you should have tried to be more discreet,” I said.

				“Why?”

				I shook my head. Ian might pretend to be ignorant of the world around him, but I suspected he just liked to mess with people.

				Someone stepped into the hall a few doors down and I looked up, meeting James’s green eyes. He took a step toward me, then stopped, his gaze on Ian.

				I glanced over at my companion. “Ian.”

				“I’m not going to do anything, but if it makes you feel better…” He pulled open the portal. “Call if you need me.” He stepped back and vanished.

				I hurried to James.

				“Still consorting with necromancers?” His eyes dropped to my clothing and he frowned. “Why are you wearing that?”

				“It was Neil’s idea.”

				“Neil?”

				“I might have killed him. I need to go back and look for a body to be sure.”

				James’s brows climbed his forehead, but I was too anxious about Rowan to stand and chat. I walked into his room.

				Rowan lay in the bed. The sight of him in a hospital gown, skin pale and an assortment of monitors hooked to him, stopped me more than Cora stepping into my path.

			

			
				“I don’t want you here,” she said.

				“Cora.” Donovan stepped up beside her.

				“What are you doing, Cor?” Era left Rowan’s bedside. “Addie can fix him, just like she fixed me.”

				Cora never took her eyes from mine. She pressed her lips together, and I knew she wanted to tell Era the truth, that she would tell Era the truth one day. I’d have to beat her to it, but not today.

				“My antidote was designed to suppress the magic in the bullet, but I didn’t understand just how magical he, or any of you, are.” I pulled a vial from one of the tiny pockets worked into the scrunched fabric along my ribs. “This is Emil’s, though I’ve blended it into a paste. I used it on Rowan once before. It ramps up his power. I speculate that bringing back his power will bring him back.”

				“That’s too dangerous.”

				I pulled out a second vial. “A refined version of his remedy. The original formula worked well to bring his power under control last time.”

				“Don’t you need his blood for that?”

				“It’s a refined formula.” I slipped out a third vial filled with a fine white powder. “If that doesn’t work to bring his power back under control, I have Extinguishing Dust.”

				“Why do you still have that?”

				“It was left over from the original batch. I hung onto it. Just in case.”

				“In case what?”

				“In case you decided to kill me?” Or in case Rowan ever got so bad off that I’d need to remove his power completely, but I didn’t say that.

				Cora turned to Donovan. “We can’t do this here. It’s too public. If he loses it…”

			

			
				“He didn’t lose it last time,” I said. At least, not in a significant manner. “This time, I’ll give him the remedy immediately.”

				“And we’re all here,” Era said. “We’ll balance him.”

				While they continued to debate, I moved to Rowan’s bedside. It really, really bothered me seeing him like this. Though it was far better than seeing him in a casket.

				I sat down on the side of the bed.

				“Addie.” Cora moved over beside me. Did she think I’d start without her consent?

				“Have you decided?”

				She glanced at the others, then nodded. “Do it.”

				“Let me,” James said, sitting down on his other side. “I’m not flammable.”

				“I did this, I’ll fix it; but you can help. Once this paste takes effect, lift him up so I can get the remedy in him.”

				James pulled him up with ease, holding Rowan so his head leaned back against James’s shoulder.

				I lifted Rowan’s sleeve and rubbed a pea-sized dollop of paste into the warm skin of his upper arm. Then we waited.

				“How long?” James asked.

				“It was instantaneous last time, but he’d been semi-conscious and I gave him more. I’m not sure—”

				Rowan gasped, his eyes opening to reveal irises of rolling flame. He immediately squeezed them shut and doubled over. The IV stand beside the bed went up in a flash of light.

				“Rowan, don’t!” Cora shouted. They all moved closer to the bed.

				“Easy.” James wrapped an arm around his shoulders. “We’re in a crowded hospital.”

				I pulled the lid off his remedy. “Here.”

				Rowan didn’t look up.

				“Addie has a potion for you,” James said. “It’s your remedy.”

				A pause and Rowan straightened. Once again, I stared into eyes of flame.

			

			
				I wordlessly brought the vial to his lips, indulging myself by cupping his cheek. He drank it down, then bowed his head. Was he—

				“What happened?” Rowan whispered.

				I bit my lip. It worked. Thank God, it worked.

				“You were shot.” My voice wasn’t much stronger than his. I swallowed and made myself continue. “The antidote was designed to subvert the magic in the bullet, but I didn’t take into account the magic in the person. It knocked you out. Sorry.”

				“The antidote worked.”

				“Yes.” I rose to my feet and walked away from the bed. Era took my place, followed by Cora and Donovan. I walked to the window, giving them a moment to reassure themselves that Rowan would be okay. I gripped my hands and stared out at the snow-dusted parking lot below us. I needed a moment, too. Then it would be time to tell it all. I knew it wouldn’t be easy, yet I looked forward to having no more secrets between us.

				“Addie?” Rowan’s voice broke into my thoughts.

				I took a breath and turned to face him. “Ian was sabotaging my potions—at Neil’s request.”

				“So Neil was involved.”

				“He was behind the shootings. I destroyed the bullets, maybe Neil, too.”

				Rowan didn’t bat an eye. “How did you find Neil?”

				“Ian took me to him. It was his job to break me.”

				A muscle ticked in Rowan’s jaw. “Apparently, he failed. Where is Ian now?”

				“Waiting around to give me a lift back to the shop.”

				“What?” A slim band of fire reignited in Rowan’s eyes. “After…everything, you’re still working with him?”

				“To control him, I had to temporarily blood bind him to me. But I had to swear a blood oath to get him to fall for it.”

			

			
				Rowan blinked.

				“You blood bound the dead,” Cora said. “As a necro does?”

				“I am not a necromancer. It was alchemy.” I turned back to Rowan. “I had that vial of necro essence on me.”

				“Why don’t you start at the beginning?”

				So I did. I told them how Ian had delivered me to Neil. How Frank had locked me in the cooler. How I freed myself and took care of Frank and the other liches. And finally, how I took control of Ian to destroy the bullets and Neil’s lab. I did leave out the part about my blood being the azoth. I still hadn’t fully come to terms with that. My tale was met with silence.

				Rowan frowned.

				“What?” I asked. “Look, I’m sorry I used your blood without your permission, but I had to work with what I had.”

				Era cleared her throat. “What you had? That would be two blood samples, and with them you animated the dead, blood-bound a lich king, and used elemental fire to destroy everything threatening us.” She stared at me with wide eyes.

				“In other words,” Donovan spoke up. “She kicked ass.”

				“In other words,” Cora butted in, “she is truly a blood alchemist.”

				“I thought you knew that already.” I held out the vial of Extinguishing Dust. “Here. It’s the X Dust.”

				Cora studied it a moment before she took it. “You could make more.”

				“Yes.” I didn’t look away.

				“Why are you wearing your robes?” Rowan asked.

				“Neil thought it would shame me.”

				“Does it?” Cora asked.

				“For the bad things I’ve done in my past, yes. I want to make amends, but I’m not so sure if I can.”

				“True. You get in trouble, and you see what you fall back on?”

			

			
				I crossed my arms. The split sleeves of my robes fell open revealing my tattoos.

				She frowned at my arms. “Once a blood alchemist, always a blood alchemist.”

				According to Ian, the blood alchemist. I considered telling her that, telling her about all the good I could do with this skill. The things I’d done before paled in comparison. Look at my burn salve. Why I could—

				“Oh!” I dropped my arms to my sides. The formula I’d been working on for the third-degree burns. If I could tap into my own regenerative properties. God, why hadn’t I ever considered that before? Because I’d been afraid, ashamed to use blood alchemy.

				I headed for the door.

				“Addie?” James stepped in my path.

				“Where are you going?” Rowan asked.

				“To see Albright.”

				I looked up at James, aware that I was grinning like a madwoman. “The possibilities.” I patted his chest and stepped around him.

				“What about your robes? You don’t want to go out like that.”

				I glanced down, then shrugged. “Why not? I’m sick of hiding—from the world, from myself. This,” I gestured at the black robes, “is who I am. Maybe I’m not proud of how I got here, but the fact remains that I can do a hell of a lot of good.”

				“But—” James tried again.

				I gripped his forearm. “The third-degree burn formula. I think—no, I got it now. Can you imagine?” I squeezed his arm and released it. Not waiting for his reply, I headed for the door once more.

				“James, go with her,” Rowan said.

				Rowan, the control freak was back. I smiled.

				 

			

			
				Dr. Albright shook my hand, a smile spreading across his wrinkled face. Rowan had already convinced the hospital board to give me another chance. Oddly, showing up in my robes reassured Albright. I wasn’t some hack off the street, but a trained alchemist. When I explained how my potions had been sabotaged by a rival alchemist, and the problem had been resolved, he was more than willing to give me another go. Especially when I told him about my new formula.

				“That went well,” James said as we left the office.

				“I thought so.” I laughed. “What a relief.”

				James gave me a tentative smile.

				“Are you still pissed about the necromancer?” I asked.

				“I won’t be able to come see you, help you make some salve.”

				I was about to declare that nonsense, that Ian wouldn’t try anything, but that was naive. He had already proven what he was capable of.

				“It’s just until I find his daughter, then the blood oath is fulfilled.”

				“How will you find her?”

				“Hit Xander with a little truth serum?”

				“And start an all-out war between New Magic and Old.”

				“It won’t have anything to do with New Magic.”

				“Will Xander see it that way? You are the Flame Lord’s alchemist.”

				I didn’t get to comment as we turned the corner and found the hall before us blocked.

				“There she is!” someone shouted.

				I didn’t seek the speaker. My eyes locked on the news crew and the familiar reporter.

				“Do you want to leave?” James asked, his voice pitched low.

				“That’s okay. It’s time to end this.”

				“Addie.”

				“Let’s see what she has to say.” I gave him a wink and started forward. “Megan! So good to see you.”

			

			
				She had her mouth open, about to speak, but my welcome silenced her.

				I closed the distance, James a step behind. “Have you come to see the work I’ve been doing? We can go speak to—”

				“No. That’s not why I’m here,” Megan cut in. She glanced at the camera, her expression oddly nervous. “I’ve, I’ve been looking for you everywhere. I need to apologize.”

				I blinked. That was the last thing I expected.

				“Those bullets you made don’t kill the magical.”

				I struggled to compose myself. What was going on?

				“You designed them for animals, right?”

				“That’s right. I thought it a more humane end for those unfortunate creatures who are dealt nonlethal wounds, but suffer and die from infection or disability later.”

				“Sounds…noble.” She gave the camera a smile.

				“Thank you, though I’m not sure noble would describe it.” I took a step toward her. “I’d be happy to tell you about the new burn salve I’m developing.”

				“Maybe at a later date. Thank you for your time, Ms. Daulton.” She turned and practically sprinted away from us, leaving her camera crew to stare after her. They quickly gathered up their gear and hurried away.

				I glanced up at James. “What just happened?”

				“I have no idea.”

				“Well, I hope it does some good.” I looked down at my robes. “Everyone will have no doubt that I’m Alchemica alchemist now.”

				James smiled. “True, but once word gets out about what you can do, I don’t think you’ll have to worry about it. You may not be able to keep up with demand.”

				“Then go get your degree and come help me.”

				He glanced over. “Be an alchemist?”

			

			
				“Sure, why not?”

				He considered this in silence.

				“If things get too crazy, I could pick up a few apprentices.”

				“Start a school?”

				It was my turn to lapse into silence. That wasn’t a bad idea. More alchemists meant more people available to the medical field. I could train anyone with a little skill to make the basic burn salve.

				“What are you thinking?” James asked. He sounded concerned.

				I smiled. “I’m thinking that isn’t a bad idea.”

				“As long as it doesn’t produce another Neil…or Emil.”

				“Mm, good point.” I reached over and took his hand. “We’ll just have to hope they all turn out like you.”

			

			
				



			

	


Epilogue

				I sat on a stone bench beneath a pair of leafless trees, the branches scraping against each other in the wind. The sky threatened snow, but so far, it had held off. I pulled my coat closer, and watched the crowd depart. Soon, the only car parked along the winding cemetery road was a black Camaro with orange flames across the hood and front fenders. I’d been hesitant to approach with so many people around. Some might take exception to my presence at Lydia’s memorial service. But now that he was alone, I felt like I was intruding.

				Pushing to my feet, I turned away from the family plot and started toward my rendezvous site with Ian.

				“Addie.” Rowan’s voice pulled me to a halt, and I turned back to face him. He hadn’t changed position. He still stood facing the large monument with Brant carved on the surface.

				My steps hesitant, I walked over to stand next to him.

				“You came. Why?”

				I couldn’t decide if he was annoyed or curious. His bland tone gave nothing away.

				“I admired her,” I said. “And though I didn’t know her well, I felt I should come.”

				He grunted.

				“I didn’t mean to intrude.” My eyes drifted over the headstones surrounding the family marker. Some were older, perhaps Rowan’s grandparents or other relatives. But there were five with the same death date on them, and a smaller headstone dated a few months after. Apparently, Lydia had wanted her ashes buried with her brother and his family. Or had a plot been purchased for her along with the others? Maybe she hadn’t been expected to survive.

				“Also,” I continued when he didn’t say anything, “I wanted to let you know that my new formula was a success.” I could accelerate the healing of third-degree burns. There were limitations, but it was a start.

			

			
				“I know.”

				Had Albright contacted him, or someone from the hospital board? Or had Rowan been keeping tabs on me again? That should have made me angry, but standing here with the evidence of his lost control, I couldn’t muster any indignation.

				“Shriners called,” I said instead. “I’ve been working over there, too.” Seeing badly burned adults had been bad, but the kids… My eyes drifted to that small headstone. “It’s been going well.”

				“I’m glad.”

				I couldn’t think of anything else to say. God, I shouldn’t be here. Those headstones were all dated December twenty-fifth. That was only six days from today. Christmas must be a hard time for him.

				There was so much I wanted to say, but not here. Not now.

				“I should go.” I started to turn away.

				“Where’s the necromancer?”

				I guess Rowan hadn’t said all he wanted to say. I braced myself for what was to come. “Elsewhere.”

				“I don’t want him anywhere near here.”

				“Jesus. Do you really think I would—” I didn’t know how to finish that. I took a deep breath. “You think so little of me?”

				“You lied to me.”

				“Yes. All I can do is say I’m sorry and promise to never lie to you again.”

				He didn’t look at me. “It’s not that simple.”

				“Yes, it is. If I’d told you I was working with Ian, you would have shoved me out of your life. Just like you did when you learned about my past.”

				“You don’t know that.”

			

			
				“I do know that, and if you weren’t so damn proud, you’d admit it.”

				“So you betrayed me.”

				“I did not! I lied to you about who Ian really was. That’s it. I didn’t want to do it, but I knew how you would react. I wouldn’t have been able to make things right. The bullets, the salve…you.”

				“Me?”

				“Your gift is killing you.” That wasn’t what I’d meant when I said you, but I didn’t have the nerve to admit it. “I’m the only one who can save you.”

				“And I’m proud?”

				“I didn’t say I wasn’t, but my pride is warranted.”

				He shook his head and looked away. “You’re not going to make me smile.”

				“That’s fine. All I want to do is make you listen.”

				“People were murdered.”

				“Yes. But I didn’t kill them. Actually, Ian didn’t either.”

				“You’re being delusional.”

				“Neil did it. He took advantage of a broken man.”

				Rowan finally looked at me. “You care about Ian.”

				“I promised to help him find his daughter. I keep my promises.”

				“Because of the blood oath.”

				“Because it’s the right damn thing to do!”

				“Your compassion is going to get you in trouble.”

				“Well, excuse me for caring. At least I don’t lock myself in an unfeeling sheath of control.” I regretted the words the moment I spoke them, especially when he looked away.

				“I’m sorry.” I raked my hands through my hair. “God, that’s all this will ever be: me endlessly apologizing to you. I am delusional,” I finished in a mutter and turned away. “I’d better get back to work.”

			

			
				“Addie, wait.”

				I stopped, though I didn’t turn.

				“Compassion is an admirable quality, when applied with reason.”

				I stood still, absorbing his words. Was he apologizing? “Self-control is just as admirable.” I faced him. “But it’s also okay to feel.”

				“For some.” He looked away, but I still caught the glance he gave the headstones.

				I couldn’t stand to see him hurting, but I didn’t know what to say to make it right. Without thinking, I closed the distance between us and wrapped my arms around his waist, my cheek to his chest. Heart in my throat, I waited.

				He hesitated and my breath caught. Would he push me away? Tell me to go?

				His arms came around me, his hug as tight as my own. I squeezed my eyes closed.

				“You pity me,” he whispered. “I knew you would, when you found out.”

				“I…care about you.” Care wasn’t the word I wanted. But I’d put enough on the line when I hugged him. I wasn’t ready to go any further. “Dumbass.”

				He snorted. “Your terms of endearment could use some work.”

				“Don’t start, Hot Stuff.”

				His hug tightened, and for one blissful moment, I simply held on.

				“I’m so sorry,” I said. Again.

				“I forgive you,” he whispered.

				“For Ian?”

				“For everything. You don’t have to apologize anymore.”

				It wasn’t until that moment that I realized just how heavy that weight had been on my soul. I pressed my forehead against his collarbone.

			

			
				“Are you crying?” he asked after a moment.

				“I’m stronger than that,” I said into his shirt.

				He cleared his throat.

				“Are white lies still acceptable?” I asked.

				“Define white lies.”

				I leaned back and looked up into his eyes. A slim band of orange encircled his pupils and I wondered what emotion the fire rode. The curve of his lips indicated that it wasn’t a bad one.

				“You know,” I said, “like if I accidentally scuffed the Camaro and blamed it on highway debris.”

				He glanced over at his car. “Have you hurt my baby?”

				“Goodness, no. It was hypothetical. Bad example.” I bit my lip to keep from laughing. “What if Cora buys this ugly dress, then asks me if I like it?”

				He snorted. “White lies are permitted in the interest of self-preservation.”

				“Good.” I returned my cheek to his chest, and he wrapped me in his arms. Closing my eyes, I listened to his heart beat beneath my ear. The December wind whispered through my hair, but I was no longer cold.

				 

				Ian opened the cooler and held the door, allowing me to shine my flashlight inside. I knew the Nelson Funeral Parlor contained mortuary drawers—I’d seen them—but peeking in a necromancer’s cooler was always an iffy thing.

				“Show me,” Ian said, an edge to his voice. It had been a struggle to get him to wait, but the parlor had held visitations every night this week, and I didn’t want to chance upon someone working late—even if it was unlikely at one in the morning. I’d also wanted to wait to make sure there’d been no repercussions like extra security after Neil’s funeral home had been destroyed. Unfortunately, his body hadn’t been discovered in the ashes.

			

			
				I walked into the cooler, trying not to think about the last time I’d been in one of these. I hadn’t forgotten though. That’s why I had a folding, multipurpose tool in my coat pocket—along with a selection of vials hidden on my person. Better safe than—

				The door snapped closed behind me and I whirled with a gasp.

				“What?” Ian asked. “It wasn’t that loud.”

				“You just locked us in here.” There was no interior latch here, either.

				“You’re with me.” He smiled.

				“That hasn’t worked out very well for me in the past.”

				His expression turned serious. “I’ve given you my word. No harm will come to you that I can prevent.”

				I decided not to call him on the value of his word, but that didn’t mean I trusted him—hence the multipurpose tool in my pocket. Maintaining my silence, I turned back to examine the shelves. I found the clay urns where I had seen them before. I’d been right. The “M” engraved on the side was an exact match to the one on his cufflinks.

				Ian didn’t speak. He stepped into the beam of light and laid his hand on the jar on the right. “Mine,” he whispered, then moved his hand to the other jar.

				I held my breath, watching his expression.

				He fisted his hand and turned away.

				“Ian?”

				“It’s empty.”

				“You’re sure?”

				“Check for yourself.”

				I eyed the jar. It had pleased me that the jars were opaque. I didn’t want to look inside.

				“Hades’ blood.” Ian pulled the jar from the shelf. Removing the lid, he turned the jar upside down.

			

			
				I tensed, half expecting a desiccated organ to drop at my feet. Nothing fell out. He turned the jar toward me and I shined the light inside. Empty.

				“Does this mean she was never Made?” I asked as he returned the jar to the shelf.

				He braced his hands on the shelf and bowed his head. “Foolish.”

				I was about to take exception when he continued.

				“He’d put her in one of his own jars.”

				“Right. He married her.”

				Ian sighed.

				“Well, at least take yours.” The Final Formula had regenerated Ian’s heart, but even he was unsure about what power remained in the original organ. And that was just his necromantic concerns. I could think of several alchemical applications. “I’ll check the shelves.”

				“He wouldn’t keep his own here. It’s not secure enough.” He picked up the jar and removed the lid.

				I averted my eyes. “I’ll still check.” Turning my back, I swept my flashlight over the shelves.

				“If you’re going to do necromancy, you need to get past this squeamishness.”

				“I don’t want to be a necromancer. I just want to stop the bad ones.”

				“Mmm.” He shook out the freezer bag he’d brought. We didn’t want to take the jars since Xander might notice their absence.

				Had I offended him? I didn’t glance over to check his expression, but continued my inspection. There weren’t a lot of items on the shelves: a few boxes—I wasn’t about to look inside—and a couple of bottles of chemicals that required refrigeration. There were other jars. Some looked as old as Ian’s while others were the more familiar Mason jars. The newer jars even had labels. Labels with names. I was pleased to see that most had yellowed with age, but two looked new.

			

			
				I stopped and shone my light on the first jar. Dennis Everman. I’d never heard of him. Hopefully, the poor guy was no longer a necro’s slave.

				I moved my flashlight to the next, illuminating the label. Megan Fields.

				“Oh my God.”

				“Addie?”

				“It’s that reporter.” Now I understood the about-face on the bullets. Xander had taken matters into his own hands. He’d made her a lich. Damn it, Rowan. Why wouldn’t you listen to me?

				“Huh,” Ian said.

				I turned, catching his face in the beam of my flashlight. “You don’t look surprised.”

				“In my day, if a powerful necromancer didn’t rule, he still controlled those with influence—for a limited time.”

				“Liches rot.” I eyed my undead companion.

				“Then. Now you can give them the Final Formula.”

				The fine hairs along my arms stood. Ian had once told me that when he lived, creating a lich was a relatively simple matter. He didn’t even need to take the heart.

				“You once claimed that Neil is as powerful as you. How do you know?”

				“I’ve tasted his blood.”

				My own blood ran cold. “He blood bound you.”

				“He did more than that.”

				I looked up. “He soul bound you?” When Neil died, so would Ian—permanently.

				Ian sighed. “I pulled him from flames, too.”

				That didn’t please me, but I couldn’t fault Ian for it. “What did you do with him?”

			

			
				“He was burned. I left him on his uncle’s doorstep.”

				I grimaced. “His uncle doesn’t think much of him.”

				“I know the family, if not the man. He won’t allow a power like that to perish. If nothing else, he will see the potential in Neil’s future offspring.”

				“Once he gets the ingredients, Neil will be capable of brewing the Final Formula.” With its regenerative powers, the Formula would repair whatever was wrong with Neil’s magic. “He’ll become a necromancer of your caliber. And with the Formula, the liches he creates won’t rot. They can remain in society, under his control.”

				“Yes.”

				“Let’s go. We’ve got work to do.”

				“Work?”

				“I believe we have a necromantic family to take down…and a daughter to find.” I met Ian’s bright blue eyes. “I’ve got a few potions to try.”

				“Blood alchemy?”

				I arched a brow. “You ready for an all-nighter?”

				Ian’s cheeks dimpled. “Yes, Mistress.”
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